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Chapter 1




Sniffling, Edmund coughed, then grabbed a tissue out of the box. Lifting it to his face, he dabbed at his nose, then blew hard into it.

Folding it up halfway, he wiped at his nose with it again, then flicked it off to the side. It dangled on the edge of the trashcan then fell in.

“Les-go,” Edmund muttered to himself and looked back to the computer.

Blinking several times, he tried to remember where he was. Even taking his eyes off the task for as short a period as he did, had left him wondering where he had left off.

That’s usually the time that the day is done. Pushing past this is just asking to be really fucking burnt.

Especially if Ryker or Runner show up and ask me to do something else.

Sighing, Edmund shook his head and stared into his monitor.

Only for his phone to ring.

Or more accurately, for a sound file to play, since he’d customized it.

Grinning at the noise, it always made him smile, Edmund picked up the phone and glanced to the screen. It was a message from Romina.

Edmund flicked it open and waited a second for the video to load.

Romina’s hand was holding an empty bottle upside down and shaking it. Having demonstrated it was empty, she then dropped it into the trashcan, which ended up showing a car key on the countertop in the same movement. Romina picked up the key and held it up.

A text prompt flicked up onto the screen.

Time to be done, my stuff is empty, let’s go to HR.

Smirking, Edmund nodded his head. That sounded a lot better than what he was doing.

“Ohhh nooo,” chimed his phone, alerting him to yet another message that’d just dropped in.

This time it was on the company program.

Flicking it open, he found it was a text from Faith. She was a Dryad and an extremely close confidant of Felix, his boss. If Faith was reaching out, it meant something had gone horribly wrong, or was about to.

“Fuck,” muttered Edmund as he tapped the message and waited for it to open. The Encampment application was a bit slower than most of the other programs he used, but it also felt akin to something from the future.

As soon as it opened, Edmund began reading.

Good evening, Edmund.

Sorry for asking this of you when I know you’re trying to close out your day, but we had an issue and I need you to prep something else for me. I’m not at HQ and I won’t be able to get back quick enough for this.

Negotiations broke down at a conference we were working. A mess was made. Need a cleanup for it. The mess has already been pre-packed and is ready for pickup, just needs disposal.

It’s in a locker at the bus station just outside of the city. I’ll send you the exact address at the bottom of this in a follow up so you map it.

Take the package, dispose of it like normal.

Edmund clicked his tongue and then sighed. What that meant was there was a dead body he needed to take care of.

“This is what I get for working for a Super Villain,” murmured Edmund before continuing with the message.

The prep is the usual things. Put together a pistol, three magazines, twenty-thousand dollars in five-thousand bundles, collapsible shovel, GPS locator, and a can of acid number two.

Use one of the Legionnaire duffel bags for it all and put it in locker three in the armory for me. Thanks again Edmund! I really appreciate you pitching in so much.

I’ll make sure to send you the bonus like usual!

Edmund’s distaste for the situation left almost immediately at the last sentence. Felix made sure everyone always got more than they likely expected to get for a job well-done. Going above and beyond was always rewarded.

Pay and rewards were never an issue in Legion.

Getting a bonus was customary for doing a job like this.

“Alright… let’s… go earn some cash. Just gotta message Romina that I’ll probably be about an hour,” Edmund said to himself. “Though… err… I could always just do a load.

“Load it back, prep all this in advance, maybe try and warn Faith about the disposal so it never happens. She takes my ‘hunches’ fairly seriously.”

Hesitating, Edmund considered using his super power.

Utilizing the secret he’d kept from everyone in Legion, he felt his mind drift off. The world around him slowed down to a crawl and almost didn’t seem to move at all.

In this dark world of absolute nothingness, Edmund could access a power that made him feel sick, giddy, and nervous all at the same time. A power that felt more geared to a world-ending event than what he’d been using it for.

Three bubble-like images floated around him. Each one was the size of his head with a fuzzy outline surrounding it. In the center of them was a stationary image of whatever Edmund had been looking at when he “saved” the state of the world.

Two of them were ones he often re-used. Saving the world every morning so he could reload it if something went wrong on one, and at the start of every week on the other.

The third was a save-state that was broken. He couldn’t use it in any way, shape, or form. He figured it would eventually become available to him, just as the other two had.

Staring at this morning’s save, he contemplated using it.

All he had to do was reach out with his mind and activate it, then he’d be dropped back into this morning. Just after having woken up.

Nah… we can make today work. It’s not a loss. No reason to strain ourselves.

Moving away from his power, Edmund was back inside his body in an instant.

Using his power took a toll on him that forced him to wait before using it again. He’d gotten into saving and loading individual days, as that became the best way to maximize his power, without picking up a heavy penalty.

“Off we go. Start with the go-bang-bag and then the disposal,” he muttered and locked his computer. There was work to do.

Being the Henchman of a Super Villain was a lot of work.

Exiting his office, Edmund closed the door behind him and headed for the elevator. He could hear a distant keyboard clicking. Obviously, he wasn’t the only person working late.

Moving to the elevator, he pulled out his phone and dropped into the group chat he had with his friends. He’d hired everyone he trusted directly into Legion. Most of them were doing physical labor or low-end work.

He valued his friends and their willingness to believe in him, to help him when he had absolutely nothing, but they were also victims of circumstance. Most had no or very little education.

Raised poor, with nothing, and no prospects at all.

They were all getting on-the-job training to enhance themselves, but that didn’t shore up the gaps created from the loss of their formative years.

Which was all just a smokescreen in Edmund’s mind to not judge them for how they spoke, carried themselves, and acted around others.

No sooner had he opened the group chat than he saw that the conversation had been lively. Dick-pics, dog-poop, someone’s lunch, several cases of beer cans stacked on top of each other, and one of his friends posting a picture of a guy she’d banged the night previous in a one-night stand.

With a caption of “Super hot but he weren’t that good. Told him to get out so I could finish myself off this morning.”

Yep… yep. That’s all about right.

The elevator dinged and opened.

Edmund stepped in while looking for anything he’d need to respond within the group chat. There wasn’t anything at all, which was good in a way.

He already felt overloaded with going off to see Romina while doing this job for Faith.

Tapping in a message quickly, he sent it, then stuck the phone back in his pocket.

There was a ping and the doors opened. They weren’t yet at the ground floor.

Several Legionnaires in full armor stepped into the elevator. Each of them spotted him and nodded their heads at him. They were each armed with a rifle, otherwise they’d probably have saluted him.

He was the personal assistant to Felix, after all.

“Legion First,” Edmund said and nodded his head back to the Legionnaires.

“Legion First,” they all responded.

“We’re responding to an alert. How about you Mr. Wilhelm?” asked one of their number.

“It’s uh… just Edmund,” answered Edmund quickly. “Gotta go do a burn and a drop. Might even be linked to your alert. Lotta cleanup?”

“Some. We’re just responding as a show of force to be neutral observers. We’re on a strict SOP to not engage unless engaged firmly,” answered a different Legionnaire as the doors to the elevator closed. “Nothing we did though or are responsible for. Just a super-battle going on.”

Edmund nodded his head at that. They were responding to a lot of things like that. Where they would just be there to make sure everyone played fair and took prisoners.

Acting the part of the intermediary that Felix wanted them to be.

It wasn’t very fun, but it was getting the right reputation out there with the right expectations. That the Superhuman Association was a neutral party that only observed, unless its guidelines were violated.

“An Andrea is going to meet up with the whole squad and lead us,” said the last Legionnaire.

“Well that’ll be fun. It’s always an adventure with Andrea,” murmured Edmund with a smirk. He had distinct memories of having to save and load multiple times just as he was figuring out his power for the first time with her.

Trying to escape a police chase that seemed to constantly hem them in and caught them more often than not.

“That’s one way to put it,” the first Legionnaire said with a chuckle. “She’s the lifeblood of the outfit. I’m not sure we could make this happen without her. I mean… have you seen how Mr. Campbell gets when Andrea is busy even for just a day?”

Edmund understood what they meant.

Exactly to the smallest detail.

If Andrea wasn’t around for a while, Felix got weird. He might complain and mutter about Andrea’s antics, that she acted in a way that often made him look a bit less than perfect, or behaved in a way that was absolutely insane and left him speechless.

But if she wasn’t around, he got moody.

Moody, dark, and short of patience.

For better or worse, Felix leaned on Andrea in a way that was obvious to everyone except him and Andrea. Anyone else would likely call her insulting, insufferable, or annoying, without ever realizing it was her very antics that kept Felix grounded.

“— though she does get out of hand. The other day she—” before the Legionnaire could finish talking, the doors of the elevator opened.

Standing directly in front of the doors was a wide eyed and staring Andrea Elex.

She had short blonde hair, mismatched eyes, and a way of looking at you that made you wonder if she was really all there. The attractive Beastkin had her hands on her hips and was looking like she was posing for a picture.

“The other day she… did what?” asked Andrea in a dangerous tone.

“Dragged your own corpse through the lobby,” growled Edmund, glowering at Andrea. He’d watched Felix enough to know exactly how to handle the beautifully dangerous woman. “Naked! You dragged an Other through the lobby, that was dying and leaking blood everywhere, while it was naked!

“I’m pretty sure it was a single digit Other, too. Is that how you’re supposed to treat your Others, Andrea?”

Andrea blinked, winced, and then looked down and to the side.

“Nnnn, nnn. You’re right. It’s not,” mumbled Andrea, peeking up at Edmund. “It’s really rude, right? I made the cleaning crew do extra work?”

“You’re damn right you did. Do you think they wanted to clean up pretty-girl Beastkin blood out of the entry, lobby, and elevator?

“I’m sure Felix had to pay a bonus to them to get the job done. Someone probably had to stay late to make sure it got taken care of I’d bet.”

As he spoke, Edmund put his hand on the elevator doors and held Andrea’s gaze. She stepped to the side as he did so.

The Legionnaires filed out of the elevator and then lined up, waiting for Andrea.

“You’re a Legionnaire. One that everyone knows. Everyone looks up to you. Even I look up to you,” Edmund admitted with a smile for her. A sharp smack on the nose followed by praise was how Felix often handled her. “You’re a role model to me. To almost everyone.”

“You sound like Felix,” Andrea complained, her nose wrinkling while the corners of her mouth curled up. “I know… we can try to find you a nice Beastkin on my home world when we go back!

“There’s a bunch of ’em! There’s even some like me! Way prettier though. I’m kinda dull compared to a lot of them.”

“I’m flattered, but I’m also a bit too busy for that kind of thing, wouldn’t you say?” Edmund deflected. “Not to mention, I’m not sure I could keep up with a Beastkin if they’re all like you.

“Too much for someone like me. I’m not like Felix or have his abilities. I’m just a nobody doing nothing.”

“I don’t believe that for a second,” Andrea said, grinning at him. It had a very predatory edge to it that was unmistakable. “For now, I’ll pretend like I don’t know. That way we can just go back to how it was… but I know. I know and you know I know. You know that I know that you know, so we both know.

“Ya know?”

Edmund had a momentary thought that Felix was a far more patient man than he was, nodded his head, and left. He had a good bit of work to do still.




***




Walking into the bus depot, Edmund knew what to expect. Knew what to expect, but still didn’t really want to deal with it. 

He wasn’t squeamish, or anything of the sort, in fact.

The idea of handling a corpse in public just felt weird to him.

Off.

Wrong.

Like asking to get caught and then thrown into jail.

He wasn’t too concerned about that last one though.

Chances were that Tribune, the Virtual Intelligence that assisted in all facets of Legion life, had already torn apart the feed. Reducing it to nothing with a technical failure, or making it so everything looked very dull and boring. Making it appear that Edmund had never even walked into the station, in fact.

That was just how these things went.

Knowing where to go, as he’d picked up a few bodies here previously, Edmund unconsciously scrolled through the news on his phone. Walking without looking or paying attention.

Or at least, seemingly not paying attention.

He’d already spotted the security guards that were on duty and watching. Though they weren’t really watching as far as Edmund could tell.

They looked to be about his own age and were more interested in the women that were walking by than watching out for anyone doing anything out of the ordinary.

Edmund made it to the locker without too much concern. The padlock it was locked with was keyed in a particular way so that anyone with a clearance Legionnaire level one could open it.

It made situations like this a lot easier to deal with when you didn’t have to worry about not having the right key.

Pulling out said key, Edmund stuck it in the lock, popped it with a turn, and then opened the door to the locker.

Inside was a large instrument case. One that looked like it’d hold a very large and fancy-looking instrument. He had no idea what kind of case it was, but it felt like it’d hold a cello or something of that nature.

Grimacing, Edmund reached in and pulled it out.

It was quite heavy, as he expected it to be.

A full-grown man or woman was heavier than most people really understood till they tried to lift one.

Edmund spotted some shoulder straps and let out a relieved breath.

Setting the large case down, he stepped into the position for the straps, pulled them over his shoulders, and stood up.

It was still heavy, still awkward, but not something he couldn’t handle.

He just needed to be quick about it.

Closing the locker door and taking the lock with him, Edmund started on his way back. Once again, he pulled out his phone and looked engrossed in it. Sliding through the news and not really paying much attention to anything around him.

Just like any other traveler.

One news article stood out to him though.

There’d been a recent sighting of a high-value Super Villain. One that’d been a problem to multiple countries and had a considerable bounty on his head.

He was currently in the states apparently. The government was actively soliciting tips or suspected whereabouts and offering rewards for information.

Why am I half expecting Felix in a disguise to show up, offer the dude to the government, take the money, and wander off. Pocketing the money.

Only to turn around and get paid to open a jail or something.

That sounds about right for Felix.

Edmund grunted, shifted the case he was carrying, and kept going.

He still had to drop the body off with the disposal crew.

A group of Others who always seemed a bit darker than the rest of them, though they were always quite friendly to Edmund. He liked them.

Reminded him of himself in a number of ways.

Opening up his messages with Romina, he saw the series of emoji’s she’d sent at him, including a picture of her middle finger when he said he had to decline for a short bit, that he had work to do.

He tapped in quickly that he was on the way now and would share his location with her as well so she could track him.

Romina never looked at it, but he got the impression that she liked having the ability to look if she wanted.

No sooner had he sent it, than he got back a picture of the interior of the bar named “HR”. She was alone at a table with two beers in front of her. One was already empty, and she was working through the next one.

Ugh. Something happened if she went without me.

Not to mention, staring at her phone waiting for me to message her.

I wonder what it was.

Maybe today is a reload after all.

Damn. Always feels like such a waste to relive day after day.

It wouldn’t be the first time he reloaded a day just to make sure someone else’s day went well.





Chapter 2




Edmund thumbed the ignition button and sat there as the car powered down. The engine shut off, then so did all the panels and accessories that came with modern cars.

Staring at the steering wheel, he took several breaths.

Romina was a co-worker.

Someone who’d started working at Legion in what was more or less a Public Relations function. Interacting with the general public and spreading the good word of Legion and everything that it was.

Or more accurately, she was a streamer. Streaming a live feed to thousands of people every day about everything and anything Legion.

With that came a lot of problems that one wouldn’t anticipate.

Like stalkers, for one.

Police generally didn’t take streamer stalking seriously, and more often than not, things had to escalate before they did anything. To the point in some cases where it was simply too late to fix.

Edmund had actually been forced to relive an entire week while dealing with one such person. Someone who refused to leave Romina alone until Edmund had reluctantly involved Faith.

He’d done everything he could to not get to that point, because Faith wasn’t afraid of a confrontation or escalating one.

She solved issues with everlasting finality.

Working for a Super Villain.

Smirking, Edmund shook his head and then opened his car door. Levering himself out of the seat, he shut the door and began moving toward HR.

It had a fairly mundane-looking storefront but was also obviously a bar.

This one just happened to cater to white-collar jobs. More than a handful of coworkers dropped by here after their day, as did many others from the surrounding area.

Edmund entered and looked around quickly.

He didn’t take in the sights or patrons since none of that mattered. It looked about as busy as it should be for this hour and day, and nothing was out of the ordinary.

Spotting Romina sitting at a table, staring at her phone and drinking a third beer, Edmund was now convinced that something had indeed happened today.

The normally bright blue-eyed, blonde-haired young woman that lived for smiling, cheering, and being exuberant, was what he could only describe as… run-down. Everything about her at this moment had the air of someone who was done with not just the day, not just the week, or the month, but the year.

Her delicate features were bunched up in what could be a scowl or frown, depending on the observer’s personal opinion. Edmund was biased of course, and felt that regardless of whichever it was, she was still pretty.

Romina’s eyes jumped up from her phone and landed on him. As if she were checking every single person who entered the bar.

The moment her eyes fixed onto his, her frown became a smile. Looking away from him, she looked to the bar and then promptly waved her hand.

Likely trying to flag down someone to buy a beer or the like he imagined.

Not waiting, Edmund pulled out his wallet and walked over to Romina’s table.

He took the empty seat next to her and dropped his wallet on the table-top, then put his hand over it. They’d want his ID as soon as he ordered his drink after all.

“Hey,” Edmund said, grinning at Romina. “Rough day?”

“Ugh… boy was it ever,” growled the streamer, still looking at the bar and waving an arm. “And before you ask, no, it wasn’t any one thing. It was just a collection of things. Bunch of little things that added up.

“Made the whole day go sideways for me way faster than I thought it would. The hits just kept comin’ right up until I went off-stream at the end. Holy shit, you glammed up barbie doll, are you gonna come over here or what?

“I’m not a god-damned NPC, you frickin’ third-rate bimbo.”

Unable to help himself, Edmund laughed at her profane outburst. Romina had a way of talking on camera and off camera that were notably different. Not to mention, she also carried herself differently.

On camera, she was exactly what you’d expect from a streamer personality who was quickly achieving popularity and star status. She kept up a slightly flirty and warm outlook that welcomed all, disparaged negativity, and generally tried to engage with her audience.

Off camera, she was more like a normal woman her age.

Just one with a foul mouth.

“She’s busy, just relax. She’ll get to us when she can. Besides, you’re not the clientèle that’ll tip her because she’s not bad looking,” Edmund countered and stuck his elbow down on the table. He leaned to the side and looked to Romina, trying to catch her attention. “Now, about your day. Wanna talk about it? I’m always willing to listen. My rates are scuffed as fuck, too.”

“You’re scuffed,” Romina shot back with a chuckle. She finally looked to him, a smile on her face. “It… it was just a lot of stupid. Started out stupid because the bank suddenly decided my income didn’t match anymore and were launching an investigation.

“I had to go in and talk to Faith about it. I couldn’t even buy a damn coffee this morning. She called them up, provided a whole bunch of documentation, and got it cleared, but it took like… three hours? It was boring and stupid.

“I just streamed the whole thing as it went on. Tried to… tried to pep it up on how Legion is so awesome that they can fix it when other companies do stupid things.

“Not to mention, everyone always gets a bit rabid when Faith, Goldie, or Gaia are on camera. Never hurts ratings.”

“Never hurts ratings,” agreed Edmund. Romina would often drag on the rather attractive members of Legion or the Association. “How’d the unboxing of the rifle go?”

“Oh, that. Way too good on the VOD when I uploaded, but not that good on a stream. Guns don’t seem to be the viewing population, but more on the ‘curated videos’ population.

“Which makes sense when you think about it. Harder to really push marketing for the unboxing on a live stream and a lot easier to just… name it and tag it correctly on the VOD.”

Edmund was glad he’d asked previously what VOD meant so he didn’t feel like as much of a toolbag at the moment. Video On Demand just meant it went to a video service on the internet to be watched whenever people wanted, rather than streaming live.

Man… not having tech growing up, or… anything… really, really fucked me up. If it wasn’t for Felix… if it wasn’t for Felix, I’d probably still be wandering around the back woods, reading books in the library, and waiting for… nothing.

Blinking, Edmund once again found himself thanking who the hell ever stuck Felix in front of him in that moment. Whatever deity, demon, or witch that put the Super Villain in Edmund’s path was blessed by him often.

“— do those off stream in the future and put more production into it. Something I can do in the off days when I have free time and a moment, rather than trying to cram it in,” Romina continued, chattering away as Edmund’s mind wandered.

Oh, I’d love to cram it into you.

Edmund grinned with one side of his mouth at that.

“I mean, at that point, include Andrea. You know she loves guns and would probably love having her own ‘feature’ on your channel,” Edmund suggested.

“Shit… that’s brilliant,” Romina replied with a laugh. “I’ll do just that. That’d work out great. I’m sure she’d love to talk about any gun as well, not just new stuff.”

“Did they tell you what triggered the bank investigation by the way?” asked Edmund. He was contemplating rewinding time already. Helping out Romina wouldn’t hurt him.

“Yeah. They did. I deposited three checks at the same time. Along with six or seven bonus checks. I’m not as hungry for money as I used to be. So they just kinda… piled up?” Romina muttered, then sighed and shook her head. “I didn’t do direct deposit originally ‘cause I didn’t trust Felix. Then just never got around to changing it with Faith.”

“Ha… that’d do it. When’d you deposit them all?” Edmund asked, wondering if this was now out of his hands. He didn’t want to rewind the whole week.

“This morning after we hung up,” Romina admitted. “They were laying out in front of me, and we’d just talked about getting paid so… I just snapped pictures and uploaded them. It’s whatever though… even if I hadn’t done that, everything else would have still happened.

“My mom still would have called me a whore and my dad would’ve still told me I need to pay him back for putting clothes on my back and food on the table.

“Your parents hate you, but at least they hate you and ignore you. Mine are just assholes who see me as a paycheck now. I think I’d prefer yours.”

Mentally wincing, Edmund worked to keep the smile on his face. He even managed to raise his eyebrows at that.

No one knew he had a little sister.

One that his parents used as a pry bar to get what they wanted out of him. He’d done all he could for her since the day she was born. He tried to do everything he could to give her everything he never got.

So far, it was working with some success. The biggest issue was, anything his parents found that he gave her, they kept, hocked, or destroyed.

“Oh yeah, real blessing,” Edmund remarked at the same time a waitress came over.

“Sorry, really busy,” said the woman with a tired smile.

“I get it. No worries,” Edmund said before Romina could interject anything. “Just three of what she’s got there. I’ll have to catch up to her. Thanks.”

Edmund held up his credit card and driver’s license after pulling them both out.

The waitress kept the flat smile, took the cards, then left.

Given what the economy was pushing through, HR had taken up the policy of holding onto cards until the tab was closed. Too many people had tried to skip out on paying for their drinks.

“Hey, I’ll buy the next round for her,” came a new voice.

Edmund looked up to find a man in his mid-twenties standing next to the table. He had short black hair that was swept backward. He was average height, with a good build, and was actually mildly attractive.

“No, thanks,” Romina declined immediately with a smile. “I’m not looking for any more drinks. This is my last one. Not to mention, I’m not looking for additional company, so I’d just take the drink and say thanks even if I accepted it.

“So… thanks, no thanks, have a goodnight.”

Romina said all of this while holding the waitress’s gaze.

“What? It’s just a drink,” complained the man.

“No, it isn’t. It isn’t just a drink. It’s an invitation for you to join me or bug me later. Not interested, don’t want to be, just leave it at that,” stated Romina in clear tones. “I don’t want anything from you. Please just… just go. Go back to your own seat.”

“Look, it’s just a drink,” started the man.

Romina jumped up out of her seat, her eyes wide and her hands clenched.

“Don’t want it. Drink it yourself,” she growled now. Romina was quick to get into a confrontation with anyone that wasn’t Felix or his inner-circle. She was actually quick to explode, in fact.

“Fucking bitch,” muttered the man. “I was just trying to be nice.”

“Fuck you and all nice guys!” Romina yelled at the top of her lungs. She was clearly having a blow up due to her day, having drank several beers, and wasn’t willing to tolerate this fool. “Do I look like a god damned vending machine to you? Think that if you put in enough nice-guy tokens I’ll just drop my panties?

“Did I ask you to buy me a drink? Am I not sitting here with someone who could very well be my husband? Are you even aware of how stupid you look in this situation?”

Romina’s voice became shrill and shrieking. To the point that Edmund couldn’t even understand her, though he was pretty sure she called him an “incel” somewhere in that mess.

“Alright,” Edmund said as soon as Romina took a breath. He’d pushed off out of his seat and edged around the table to step up to Romina. “You just, come sit back down. I’m sure he gets the fact that you don’t want a drink. He’ll go offer someone else a drink and I’m sure it’ll all be fine.”

Then the man punched Edmund in the back of the head.

Stumbling forward, Edmund bounced off a table and then ran into the wall.

Turning around, he watched as Romina snatched up a beer bottle and brained the man with it. Clubbing him on the temple with a strange and hollow bonk noise coming out of the bottle.

The man looked stunned but didn’t go down, nor did he back up. Instead, he started moving toward Romina.

To which she brought the bottle down once again over the man’s head.

This time it shattered with the sheer force she’d put into the blow. Glass shards detonating out in every direction and all over the man’s shoulders and face.

His response was much more profound this time.

It was essentially doing nothing.

He stopped moving.

Stopped walking, stopped looking at anything, stopped standing.

He collapsed to the ground with the momentum of his steps carrying him forward as he did so. His head slammed into the corner of the table, knocking him to one side.

His body fell to one side then.

The back of his head, and where it met the neck, slammed into a table leg with a horrible crunch. His head bounced off the tiled floor in the next second.

Smashing the table partly to one side with the force of it, all the man finally came to a stop. Blood was pouring down across his face from where the skin had been split open.

From the bottle smash from Romina, or the corner of the table, Edmund wasn’t sure.

His body was absolutely limp.

He didn’t move, didn’t twitch, didn’t even breathe.

“Holy shit, you killed him,” someone whispered.

Fuck!

“He attacked him!” Romina yelled. “It was self-defense!”

“He didn’t attack you!” screamed someone else.

“Someone call nine-one-one,” called another bystander.

“Alright… yeah… no… this… this is a reset,” mumbled Edmund, still leaning against the wall. As everything had happened, he hadn’t even managed to move away with how fast it all went down.

Edmund didn’t wait any longer. There was no point in it.

Even if Faith, Felix, and the rest of Legion could make this go away, there would always be the possibility of it coming back. There’d always remain a lingering doubt that it was completely handled.

It wasn’t career ending, but it had the possibility of hanging around someone for a long time. If not forever.

The cost for Romina could be high.

The cost for Edmund to reset the day was almost nothing.

Entering his power, Edmund was inside of the dark world with the floating bubbles. He quickly accessed the appropriate bubble, or the middle choice from the “files” as he thought of them, and forced it to activate.

There was an odd clicking noise. As if something had come to a sudden stop.

Which was true to a point.

The world around Edmund no longer was proceeding forward. Everything was still and unmoving.

Depending on how far back he went, this process could take a few moments, or be instantaneous. The whole process tickled at something in the back of his head every time it happened, but he never actively pursued it.

Then, suddenly, he was in his bed. Staring up at the ceiling above him.

He was in his bed, having just saved the state of the world as he did every day.

“Errgh… this wasn’t a fun day to relive,” Edmund complained, flinging his sheets off and then rolling out of bed.

Getting his feet to the floor, he picked up his phone.

Tapping into the Encampment program, he wrote up a message for Faith. He warned her that he had a weird feeling about today.

Long ago, he’d side-stepped telling Faith about his super power and instead went with the idea that he could sense when things weren’t right.

That his power wasn’t active yet, but that it somehow gave him some limited foresight.

She accepted it at the time, complained that she didn’t like that she or Goldie couldn’t read his thoughts, then listened to him whenever he had a ‘bad feeling’ about something.

Sending that message off, he was sure Faith would fix the issue that caused him to have to clean up a body. She would review everything on the calendar and make changes as she felt needed.

Grunting, Edmund then pulled up his contacts list. He tapped into Romina’s listing and then hesitated.

“Tell her not to deposit all the money at once. Make up some random story about someone else who got their account frozen,” he murmured. “Then remind her that her parents are probably going to hit her up for money again.

“Just like they always do at the end of a month. Remind her not to answer her phone for a few days from them.

“Then… then… swing by the liquor store. Buy her a few bottles and a couple six-packs. That’ll keep her indoors.

“That, and ask her if she wants to hang out tonight. Offer to bring her a pizza or something. That’d take care of everything. Wouldn’t it? Did I miss anything?”

Edmund shook his head for a moment, then got to his feet.

Tapping Romina’s name to dial her, he went into the bathroom.

And promptly stepped on a hairball Dog had left for him. The same hairball he’d stepped on the first time he’d gone through this day.

“Fucking cat,” muttered Edmund, lifting his foot and looking to the nasty and offensive thing that was now stuck to his foot.

Then Romina picked up.

“Hey! Rise and shine! Or something. I… I’m going to get a coffee on my way to work. Today is too early already. It needs to chill the fuck out,” complained Romina, veering from bright and chipper at the start to very humdrum at the tail end.

“Ah, yeah. I getcha,” mumbled Edmund. “Hey, I heard a rumor the other day about someone who got fucked by the bank. Oh, and hey, wanna hang out tonight? I thought about going out, but I suddenly decided I want to stay inside and see what came out. You could come over here, or me over there.”

“Really? You go from someone getting fucked by the bank to asking to hang out? If you weren’t as handsome as you are, I’d be annoyed at the obvious connection in your head.

“And, of course, the banks want to fuck people. Banks are out to keep your money from you,” agreed Romina.





Chapter 3




“What? What the fuck? Are you joking? It just… it just ends with her dying? What the actual fuck? What piece of shit douche bag wrote this?” shrieked Romina. “This is terrible! It’s awful! They should just fucking die!”

“I mean… it’s a story… if they’re trying to provoke a response from you in the telling, I’d say they managed that. They’re not out to hurt you, just get an emotional reaction. Otherwise, you’d forget it if it was boring,” admonished Edmund. He’d actually looked into storytelling a great deal.

Making stories was one of the few things he could accomplish even without anything else to his name.

“Err… I guess? I guess. Still. Fucking shitty. Shitty!” Romina yelled.

“Maybe. Or maybe it’s to illustrate a greater need or goal,” Edmund countered. “Maybe there’ll be a sequel where their loss is the driving point for everything else. Or they just get a magic do-over and suddenly aren’t dead.”

“Magic do-overs are almost worse. You almost come to expect them.”

“So you’d rather have the character you loved remain dead?”

“I-I don’t… I don’t know? Guh. Now, I don’t really know. I want her back, but in the same breath that negates the entirety of the weight of the blow.”

Romina huffed, crossed her arms over her chest, and leaned back into the couch. They were currently at her place rather than his. She’d taken him up on his offer to stay indoors rather than going out.

Everything he’d wanted to fix today, had been fixed.

“I mean, at least you’re being honest with your answer. Some people just—”

“Ohhh nooo,” chimed Edmund’s phone from the side-table next to the couch.

Snickering, he looked over to the screen and froze.

It was a simple message.

A single period.

The number was unknown and blocked as well.

He knew what it meant though, as well as who it was from.

It was a code from his sister to meet up so they could talk tonight. Preferably at the normal time that they’d previously established.

“Looks like spam,” Romina curiously said, staring over his shoulder.

“Doesn’t it?” Edmund answered and then sighed. He picked up his phone, deleted the message and then put his phone back down. “Eh… it serves as a good interruption point for us. Movie’s over and you said you wanted to record an unboxing video.

“If it’s a gun, you should just text Andrea and have her do it with you, or do it by herself. You know how she gets about weapons.”

Romina blinked, then nodded her head rapidly. She practically leapt out of her seat and scurried over to the counter and her cell phone.

“That’s perfect, I’ll text her right now. I’m sure she’ll send an Other over immediately,” Romina said.

“Yeah, do that. You should also tell her that dragging the corpse of an Other through the lobby is a problem and makes a mess for others to clean up,” offered Edmund, getting to his feet.

He partly wanted to linger to see if he could move the conversation about “Them” with Romina. They’d been seeing each other like this for a while, and while it felt comfortable, it also felt lacking to him.

Being friends wasn’t his goal with her. Admittedly, he hadn’t brought it up, or what he wanted, with her yet, but he’d almost worked up the nerve to broach the subject.

Almost at least.

They’d skirted it a bit, and Romina had seemed interested, but she hadn’t pushed either.

For all he knew, they were both dancing around the subject.

Despite wanting to linger, he needed to go. His sister would only have a short window of time where she could get away and talk to him.

When their dad was almost blackout-drunk in a recliner and their mom was as high as the moon somewhere in the trailer. Often trying to claw a hole through some part of her body as she dealt with the itchies.




***




Edmund really didn’t like coming back home.

Not at all.

This trailer park was where he hadn’t spent most of his time. This had never really been home for him in any way.

“More like a prison. Yeah,” Edmund whispered to himself while nodding his head. He was sitting on a partly broken table and attached bench.

Waiting for his sister to show up as soon as their dad dipped out of being coherent. Chances were their mom was already out of her mind.

Pulling his phone out, Edmund began to casually flip through the forum that was part of the Legion Encampment app. It was more or less a massive all-encompassing program where you did your timecards, benefits, socialized, sent emails, composed group messages, and even got advice from Tribune, the master-class VI that would gladly kick your ass in chess if you asked her.

The glory of working for a Super Villain. When even your work apps are decades beyond what the government can begin to contemplate.

“Ah! You’re here!” came a hushed voice.

Looking up from his phone and tucking it into his pocket, Edmund saw his younger sister. She was moving quickly to him at a fast walk.

They didn’t look much alike in any way. To the point that Edmund really wasn’t even sure if they were siblings or half-siblings.

He wouldn’t put it past his mom to be unfaithful.

Wouldn’t blame her either.

His sister was short, twelve years old, with long brown hair, and pale brown eyes. She was cute, and would probably grow into an attractive woman.

If she managed to survive the trailer park and their parents without getting pregnant, murdered, or homeless.

“Course, I am. I got your message. I’ve never missed a meeting and won’t miss one,” Edmund said with a grin. Very few people knew his sister existed, or that he was related to her. Fewer still that he’d make things happen just to make sure she was safe and sound.

Err… I’m sure Felix and Faith know.

I’d bet on it, in fact.

There’s no way they wouldn’t.

“Thanks. I… thanks,” his sister said and then hugged him as he got down off the park table. She held onto him for several seconds and then released him. She pointed at the bench and sat down. “I needed to talk to you.

“Well… not needed, I guess. I just wanted to talk to you. I missed you, and things are the same as always. I feel like I get a break from reality whenever you come back.”

“Well, I’ll just have to make a greater effort to come back,” Edmund answered with a chuckle. “Real talk, I’ll do what I can, Lee, to come by more often. It’s just hard because I’ve already used all my vacation time to see you. I made a deal with my boss that’ll let me stay out here for a few days to make sure things are alright before going back to the office. Over the weekend, really.

“I get to ‘work at home’ I guess. It works. I’m going to rent a hotel room nearby and just do my thing there.”

“You are? That’s great!” said Earline with a bright smile. “Oh that’s so great. I’ll have to whip up some excuse so I can go out and visit you. Can we go get food and stuff?”

“Sure, we can go get food and stuff,” Edmund agreed, grinning at her. “So nothing’s wrong? Everything’s okay? Didn’t need me, just wanted me?”

“Yeah… yeah. Kinda that,” hedged his sister.

“Kinda that, kinda not? Then what’s the not?”

Earline scowled, then looked off into the distance.

“Is it mom and dad?”

Earline shook her head, looking even angrier.

“Then… what? Do you need something?”

Once again, Earline didn’t respond. She let her eyes slowly drop down to the ground before she finally clicked her tongue and sighed.

“Clyde wants to ‘date me’ he says. I told him no ‘cause that’s just stupid. The last thing I wanna do is tie myself down to most of the people around here. I’m going to escape. Just like you did.

“Get out there and be somebody and never look back. Never ever.”

“Right. I mean, I get that. I get that a lot. You don’t have to wait for any of that though, Lee. We could always just have you separated from mom and dad. Come live with me. There are some great schools nearby where I work. Wouldn’t even be that hard to make it happen. Just some legal stuff and then it’d be all set,” Edmund offered for perhaps the hundredth time. The sooner he could get her away from their parents, the better.

“I-ah… no. No,” declined Earline with a slow shake of her head. “No. Soon though. Soon. Promise. Real soon.”

Edmund had no idea why Earline always said no. It didn’t make a lick of sense to him. Even Earline couldn’t logically explain it.

For whatever reason, she just wasn’t willing to move in with him just yet. It was the same answer every time for the last four or so years.

“Well, as far as Clyde goes, just keep telling him no. If he gets up to more than that, tell the teachers. If they don’t listen, tell me,” Edmund offered. “I can make things happen. I can make anything happen. You just have to tell me what you want.”

Edmund would go straight to Felix and Faith in a flash if it would get Earline out of this shithole. Get her away from everything that was going wrong here and away from the dangers.

“I will! I will. I promise. Just because I don’t want to leave yet doesn’t mean I’m going to be stupid. After you spoke to the principal last time, the teachers have been willing to help me.”

Edmund had called the principal after Lee had been bullied by a number of kids in class. He’d leaned on his Legion credentials a bit.

Even going so far as to have her tune in to Romina’s broadcast so he could walk into the background and wave at the camera.

With the phone next to his ear.

After that, the principal had been far more receptive to his requests for help for Lee. Reaching out to her teachers to make sure that the bullying and problems would stop.

At least for Lee.

If it starts going sideways again, I’m not going to wait for Lee to give me the go ahead. I’m going to push ahead with my court case anyway.

Waiting too long could be worse than not waiting at all.

“How’re things with you?” Earline asked, changing the subject. Edmund decided it wasn’t worth pushing at right now. “Are you dating Romina now? You guys having sex yet?”

“Oh my hell, that’s not something my twelve-year-old sister should be asking me!” Edmund sputtered out with a laugh. He knew firsthand that his parents didn’t give a damn for anything, and he’d learned firsthand what sex was very early.

They didn’t believe in closing or locking doors inside the trailer, either.

“Are you?” prompted Earline.

“No. I asked if we could hang out today and we watched a movie together. Drank a little beer. Nothing big,” Edmund answered with a rueful shake of his head.

“Okay, but… that’s just friend stuff. You need to get her to see you as something more than just a friend. So ask her out on a date, not to hang out. Those are two different things,” Earline declared with a firmness that shouldn’t belong to a pre-teen.

“Yeah, yeah. Got it. You sound like Faith,” muttered Edmund with a roll of his eyes. “She keeps telling me I just need to ask her out.”

“She’s right! You should. You’re wasting time and letting other guys get close. Push it and get in there!”

“Uh huh,” Edmund muttered and glanced down to Lee’s shoes. He noted they were looking a bit worn. He’d have to buy her a new used pair of shoes.

They’d learned early on that if he got her anything new, their parents would just confiscate it and sell it or trade it away. Used items were a lot less likely to get taken.

Glancing at her clothes, he also noted that it was the same outfit she’d worn the last time they’d talked. That meant she didn’t have anything else she wanted him to see her in.

New used clothes, too.

Probably means she’ll need a bag and supplies.

Ugh… why are our parents so wretched?




***




“I feel like a man dying of thirst watching another man drown,” Edmund’s phone stated.

“Oh… time’s up?” Earline asked.

“Yeah. This is about when dad wakes up and then pushes mom to the bedroom. Not always, but enough that you really should be home,” Edmund confirmed but felt rather bad in saying it.

No sooner than the words were spoken than Earline’s face fell. Her entire countenance turning sour and fearful.

Much as he’d experienced when he lived there, it was like being told you had to go back into solitary confinement.

“Hey, I’ll be around. Remember? I’m not leaving till the weekend’s over. That’s tomorrow and the next day. Go ahead and head back. I’ll be back tomorrow,” Edmund promised.

Earline hopped off the bench and paused there.

“I do want to move in with you, brother,” Lee murmured. “Don’t… don’t think I don’t want to. I do. I’m just— I need to have things sorted out in my head first. Soon as it’s sorted, I’ll say yes and you can get me out of here.”

“Alright. I’ll hold you to that,” Edmund murmured as Earline stepped in close and hugged him. She held onto him tightly.

“Thanks… Ed. Thank you. I know that out of everyone in the world, you’re the one I can count on,” whispered Earline. Clinging to him. “You’re my brother and without you I’d be without-without anything. I don’t even want to think about it.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. I’m your Ed-boy, as you used to call me when you were little,” Edmund grumbled, hugging Earline in return.

His sister released him, patted him on the shoulder, and then walked off.

“And you’re still my Ed-boy,” Earline threw over her shoulder as she left. She did end up betraying her “strong” attitude when she glanced over her shoulder to see he was still there.

Ayup.

Same Earline.

Stepping up and away from the bench, Edmund began walking back to his car. He’d parked near the leasing office, since it was one of the few places that’d have a camera.

His car wasn’t exactly an overly expensive model, but it was still something that a drunk would gladly break into, if only to see if there was anything to steal out of the center console.

Or just to throw up in it.

Before he’d taken ten steps, Edmund heard it.

The slow ugly chuckle of people who he recognized and really didn’t want to deal with. People who’d never had a single good intention toward him.

Pulling on his power, he made a split-second decision to make a save point right here and now. He’d over-write the save he’d made this morning and use it for this moment in time.

If worst came to worst, he could load his weekly save and start over from there.

“Look who’s here,” hissed a female voice. “It’s Edmund. All growed up, dressed nice, and looking… like a fat wallet.”

“You got something for us, fat wallet?” asked a second voice.

Edmund couldn’t see them, they were all shrouded in the dark of the area. In fact, he couldn’t see very much of anything.

They’d caught him in between areas where there was almost no light at all.

Waiting not a second longer, Edmund dove fully into his power.

Yanking up the save file from this morning, he dropped a new save down on top of it. Overwriting it completely with the world-state.

A second later, he was back in his body and wondering what would happen first. Who would approach and in what direction.

“Sorry, Harper,” Edmund said, knowing exactly who the original speaker was. “Don’t have shit on me you’d want. No cash, and the credit cards I have, are all blocked by a pin and have a picture on the back of them.

“Pretty sure you can’t pass for me. Nothing other than that that you could use.”

“Your phone. I could use that,” muttered Harper. He couldn't see her, but he could see the vague shape of her drawing closer to him.

“Sorry, need that. Probably best if we just go our separate ways at this point,” Edmund offered, trying to defuse the situation entirely. He didn’t want this escalating here and now if he could stop it.

It’d only bring the cops and might even lead back to Earline somehow. You didn’t ever want the cops coming around, not if you could prevent it.

“Shut the fuck up, wallet,” growled someone else a second before a fist came flying at Edmund’s face.

Damnit. I didn’t want to get into this.

Without another thought, he loaded up the save state he’d just dropped.

There was a flash of movement and then the world was as it had been only seconds before. Leaving Edmund right back where he was when he’d saved everything.

No sooner could he discern all the enemies closing in on him, than he realized this would be a perfect time to get a number count. To see who all was here and what weaponry he’d be dealing with.

Pulling out the pistol he had tucked away behind him, inside his waistband, Edmund backed up quickly. He lined up the sights on the person who’d attacked him and pulled the trigger. He began cycling it left and right, pulling the trigger over and over.

In no time at all, he’d expended the entirety of the magazine of his concealed carry weapon. The slide racking back and held in place.

There wasn’t anyone standing now.

“Okay. Numbers check and weapons check,” Edmund muttered and then moved over to the dead and dying. He needed to collect info and there was no time to waste.





Chapter 4




Sniffing, Edmund lifted his free hand up and rubbed his wrist at his nose. It felt like he was getting a cold.

That and the scent of blood, piss, and shit was a bit overwhelming at the moment.

“Unnngh… uuunnngh… unnngghhh,” groaned someone off to the side.

Edmund looked to his pistol and then thumbed the magazine release. Pulling one of the two extra magazines he carried with him out of his waistband carrier, he stuck it into his weapon.

Pushing the release, he let the slide go back into battery, arming the weapon for what came next. Moving over to the groaning dying person, he sighted it on their head and pulled the trigger.

“That makes… seven,” he said after the gunshot faded away. “No guns but several knives. That’s not very fun.”

“Edmund!? What did you do?” screamed Earline. She’d appeared before he realized it.

Ugh. Shooting guns always blows out my ears.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m going to rewind time. It’s my super power,” Edmund murmured, walking over to Harper’s body. He’d just noticed she was still alive. Just pretending to be dead. “Rewind time and then do what I can to get through this as quickly as I can.

“Easier to kill them, figure out what’s going on, then rewind it to make it perfect. This isn’t the first time you’ve seen it. More like the twentieth. You’ll forget again just like every other time.”

“I— you can’t be serious,” Earline declared.

“Hey, Harper,” Edmund said and then stepped on her hand. “Anything I could do to make you people back off next time? Anything I could say? I don’t want to have to break any of you if I don’t have to.

“I really don’t like confrontation. Really don’t. If I have to engage, I will but… I’d rather not.”

Harper was groaning now, turning toward his leg as he ground his shoe down into her fingers. She didn’t say anything though.

“No? Nothing? Not a thing I could do?” Edmund pressed.

“Need-money. Debt,” whimpered Harper. There was a hissing sound that accompanied her words. Sounded a lot like there was air coming in or going out of somewhere it shouldn’t.

“Right. In other words. No. Nothing I can do,” Edmund lifted the pistol and then shot Harper through the temple. Earline yelped and slapped her hands to her ears. “Alright. I’m about to rewind time, Lee. Wanna tell me why you won’t move in with me? I always ask right before I shift time, but you never tell me. Maybe you’re willing this time?”

“This… what… this is all too insane,” whimpered Earline.

Ah, yeah. She’s been around violence a lot. Seen a lot of horrible stuff.

But not death.

Hasn’t seen people die right in front of her, or dealt with a freshly-made corpse.

To be fair, I hadn’t either. Not till I joined Legion.

I guess that’s a benefit or something.

Maybe.

Working for a Super Villain gets you used to things you’d never think of in living a normal life.

Not waiting any longer, since he knew at this point Earline wouldn’t be really able to handle this situation, he instead loaded up the save state he’d made.

Harper and her goons were no longer dead. Each one of them were once more alive and closing in on him.

Edmund needed to get things moving so he could start working through this.

“Alright, let’s get it over with. I’ll just start kicking your asses and we’ll go from there,” Edmund remarked. He lifted his hands up and put them in a defensive posture. He didn’t think fighting them all at the same time would be much fun, or doable. Taunting them to take him on as if it were a bad action movie would be ideal. “Which one of you wants to fight first? Cause I bet I can kick all your asses one by one.”

The response was obvious, they all rushed him together.

Stepping up to the closest one, Edmund hesitated.

He wasn’t a combatant, but he’d gone through all the Legionnaire hand-to-hand training. Just as every Legion recruit did.

The practice he’d put in sprang to life in the next instant and he put a straight into the man’s face. It blew his jaw out to the side and he went down in an unmoving heap.

Pivoting to the next combatant, Edmund saw they were leading with a knife.

And that it was already too late, actually.

The knife slammed home into Edmund’s chest and he felt his heart shudder. It was suddenly hard to breathe. There’d been no time to react to the attack without knowing it was coming.

“Good to know,” wheezed Edmund, grasping the man’s wrist. He memorized his face.

When this was all said and done, he’d have to make sure he took care of the ones who tried to kill him.

Then he promptly reloaded to the last save state.

Once more, everything reverted back to the same starting point.

“Fuck it, lesgo!” shouted Edmund and then ran at the enemies.

There was a small shift in how they responded, a slight delay, but it was mostly the same. The same two got out in front as the last time.

Edmund snapped out a straight again, clobbering the same man.

Knowing the stab was coming this time, Edmund turned his body sideways and moved forward. Closing the distance, he removed the stabber’s ability to alter his attack.

Rather than stabbing Edmund, the man’s arm brushed past him. Knife and fist missing his flesh entirely.

Grasping the man’s arm with both hands, Edmund put his back to him, bent down, stepped back with his left foot, grasped the man’s shoulder firmly, and threw him bodily.

Turning his arm over on itself as he slammed into the grass, Edmund stuck the knife into the man’s own thigh. Making sure it was stuck there nice and deep.

He wouldn’t be going anywhere, and the impact had taken the breath out of him.

Standing back up, Edmund looked to the remaining five. They weren’t moving, but they didn’t seem like they were going to take to their heels either.

“What, ya’ll get scared at that?” Edmund asked with a chuckle.

Taking the opportunity for what it was, he once again saved the state of the world.

This time, it left him feeling mentally tired.

A save state always took its toll on him. Two of them back-to-back was the most he’d ever managed.

Trying a third save state had knocked him straight into insensibility once.

Rushing forward, Edmund wanted to move through the rest of them. The sooner he could finish up the better.

One of the thugs stepped out to meet him, knife in hand. Edmund didn’t even bother to react. He just kept going straight at him.

The response was simple and immediate.

The knife came out at Edmund’s chest, almost reflexively.

Not bothering to wait for it to land, Edmund loaded the save state.

No sooner had it reset, than he began rushing forward.

Once again, the man with the knife stepped out to meet him. Again, the knife came out to skewer Edmund.

Edmund had tucked his shoulder in and led with a punch. His fist slamming into the man’s lower left side.

It caused the man to double up and stumble to the side. Moving out of the way.

Edmund found himself face to face with Harper.

Her brown eyes were wide and staring at him from inches away. Unmoving and seemingly not comprehending that he was right there.

A knife was stuck into his side from the right.

Letting out a groan that was more of a sigh, Edmund loaded the save state.

Again.

This gets so damn tedious after a while.

Once more the world returned to the save state he’d made.

Edmund dashed forward and laid out the knife wielder once again. Ending up face to face with Harper.

Grabbing her around the hips, he turned to the side, putting her back to whoever had stabbed him last time.

Instead, getting Harper stabbed in the back. The brute gasping and her eyes went wide as soon as it happened.

Jerking on Harper’s hand, Edmund sent her flying to the side and behind him.

“Oh my—”

Before the knife wielder could finish their exclamation, Edmund had quickly zeroed the distance. Taking the limp knife out of their hand, spinning it, then running it home into their knee.

They took in a breath to scream to which Edmund stuck his fist into their guts. Knocking the wind out of them in the same moment and causing them to completely exhale.

I think there’s two left?

Edmund turned to face the final two people.

Only to find they were both long gone. They’d taken off as soon as Harper had gotten stuck by the knife.

“Cowards,” Edmund murmured with a short breath. Then he shook his head and went over to where Harper lay on the ground.

She was whimpering, one hand on her back and wriggling around on the ground.

Pushing her over onto her stomach, he yanked up her shirt to look at her back.

Blood was flowing down from where she’d been stabbed.

He was no doctor, so he had no idea if she was dying or not. If she died from this, that’d cause a problem.

“Alright. Let’s wait and see if you die,” Edmund muttered and rolled Harper back over onto her back. The woman was staring up at him with wide eyes and a pale face.

“Die?” she whispered.

“I mean, you had people pull knives on me. They would’ve killed me. Did you think that it wouldn’t be possible for you to die too? Idiot,” cursed Edmund, who promptly slapped Harper across the face. “Just shut up and lay there. If you die, I have to reload this and figure out how to make it work better.

“If you don’t… well, I just reload this anyway and get back to this point. Shouldn’t be much of an issue.”

“That hurt,” complained Harper. “Reload? What’re you—”

Edmund slapped Harper for a second time.

If he looked inside himself, he had a lot of rage toward this woman. She’d been someone who had made his life far more difficult than it had already been, and seemed to enjoy doing it.

“Shut the fuck up,” admonished Edmund. “Lay there and die, or live, but just shut up. Not a word out of you.”

“You fucking—”

Edmund punched Harper this time. Right in the mouth. He didn’t care if he broke his hand or cut it on her teeth at the moment.

That’d be fixed with the reload, after all.

“Nnngghh, I’ll fucking—”

Another punch came for Harper this time, squashing her nose and clearly breaking it.

“I said shut it, Harper. We’re doing an experiment right now. You as a person do not exist in this moment. This is Harper’s Schrodinger moment. You are both alive and dead.

“We’re just waiting to see which reality plays out. Don’t make me kill you just to reload it and try with a different Harper.”

Harper finally went quiet. Glaring up at him with one hand covering her smashed nose. The other she had pressed to her back still.

“There ya go. Good job,” Edmund murmured then pulled out his pistol. He casually held it next to himself and stared at Harper.

The woman had noticed it, was no longer glaring, and seemed quite cowed. Laying on the ground and not moving.

With his free hand, Edmund opened up his phone and flipped it over to his stock portfolio. He hadn’t checked it today.

Oh. Nice.

Everything is growing perfectly.

See… this is how you make money with time manipulation.

Stocks.

Not lottery tickets, not bets and gambling, not anything else.

Stocks and trading.

Because people get rich and get broke faster than you could ever imagine. No one even pays attention to it anymore. Especially since you can do it without ever being identified.

Though… hm… since I’ve already screwed up the save, should I just wait till the morning, check the opening, then load?

Eh, nah.

That sounds like too much effort. I’ll just save in the morning like I usually do.

Edmund contented himself with scrolling through the news.

This was the furthest he’d been in the timeline so far today, which meant everything was still new and fresh. He couldn’t even begin to imagine what it’d be like if he knew what everything would be like before it happened.

It sounded really boring.




***




“Wake up. Do the thing. This is the nice alarm. Remember?” his phone cheerfully stated.

Rolling over in his bed, Edmund groaned as the message continued to repeat itself. If he didn’t disable this alarm, then turn off the next six, they would become increasingly insistent and annoying. To the point that he’d regretted doing it to himself.

He let out a short huff, snatched his phone off the wireless charger, and held it up in front of himself.

Once more he entered his super power and saved the state of the world over the one he’d done last night before fighting Harper and her crew.

In the end, she’d died from the stab wound.

Causing Edmund to have to shift the fight a bit more to keep her from dying, but it ended up in the exact same way. Everyone on the ground or running away with only Edmund left standing.

I mean… so long as I can get a save down… I can theoretically fix anything.

Shame no one ever takes my natural disaster warning tips seriously though.

You’d think they’d pay attention.

Once the save state was complete, Edmund forced himself to open the stock market page. It was something he did every morning to make sure he was making the most he could with what little money he had to originally invest.

Using the apps he did to make trades, he preferred to wait for the normal trading hours to get anything done. It was just easier that way and he didn’t get charged as much for each transaction.

You know… it’s been a bit since I did a long forward leap. Might be worth sitting around and doing nothing for a month or two and look for any high performing stocks, then wind it back afterward.

Last time I took that mega-vacation to Europe and didn’t do anything for two months other than eat and sleep.

Maybe this time I could do something else.

That way—

Edmund’s phone began to blare, shimmy, and flash brilliantly in his hand. The alarm for his house was going off, which meant someone had broken in.

Or had forgotten what the code to his panel was.

Given Romina had offered to help out with Dog and that she could have easily forgotten the passcode, that seemed the most likely option.

Rather than waiting for her to call him in a panic, he instead disabled the alarm remotely, then called Romina. The line had barely run the first time when it picked up.

“Hey! Hi! Thanks for turning it off. Oh my god, it was so loud. Sheesh! It felt like my head was splitting apart,” Romina complained “I hit the wrong button and it really didn’t like that. I didn’t forget it or anything.

“I stepped in what looks like a hairball on my way in and… and… yeah… I panicked after that. Screwed it up.”

Edmund could only laugh at that. Dog had a magical way of dropping hairballs almost always exclusively on carpet, and always where someone would step on it.

“Dog’s pretty good about getting the location perfect for those. It’s kinda crazy,” Edmund offered up as an out for her. “I step on them a lot. He perfectly hides them around corners.”

“Master crafter of hairball land mines,” Romina grumbled. It sounded to Edmund as if she were rifling through something as they spoke. Probably her purse, he figured. “Still a really weird name for a cat. Dog.”

“If I’d had a dog, I’d have named him Cat. Keeps it interesting and fun,” Edmund shot back with a smile, staring up at the ceiling.

Lee might seek him out for comfort, but Edmund found he more often than not sought out Romina for the same. They were close and she’d listened to many of his tales of woe.

Except, it was exactly as his sister had said.

They were probably too close now for him to make the proper jump from friends to significant others. At this point, it was more than likely that their friendship would get in the way of everything else.

Shit.

Just like I said about Lee, isn’t it? Waiting too long versus not waiting at all.

So let’s just—

“Hey, I want to go out when I get back. In six days that is,” Edmund blurted out before he could really think about the words he was contemplating.

“Uh? Sure! I’d be happy to. What’re you thinking? Could head over to HR if you want,” Romina said cheerfully.

“I was thinking of dinner. Taking you out on a dinner date,” Edmund proclaimed. He didn’t want there to be any room for misunderstandings. He needed her to understand that this was a request to date. Not to go and hang out.

Romina’s absolute and immediate silence felt painful.

Excruciating, in fact.

“Uh,” Romina got out finally, only to fall silent once again. “I don’t… that… I’m sorry, Ed. I just never really thought of it like that. Or going that way.

“It’s such a surprise that I didn’t even-I don’t… I’m sorry.”

“Should I take that as a no?” Edmund murmured, realizing he really had waited too long. That he’d let the chance he’d had slip by him, and it wasn’t the right time or place.

“Err, I’m sorry Ed,” Romina apologized. “I’m not seeing anyone, if that helps. I don’t want to either. I’m just doing my own thing right now and it’s fun.

“It’s not that I don’t find you attractive either! It’s not that. I’m just enjoying being single and doing my stuff. That’s all.”

Edmund was half tempted to load the save he’d just put down, but he realized that would only be running away from the situation. Whether he’d asked her or not, the answer was something he couldn’t shake.

Faith had been right.

Earline had been right.

Edmund had been so afraid to push, to confront the situation, that it’d slid right past him. To the point that it wasn’t something he could actively change anymore.

“Alright. I get it. It’s understandable. I don’t want you to forget I asked though, as I’d really be interested in dating you,” Edmund pushed. He didn’t want this to just go by the wayside. Not after having worked up the courage to actually try.

“Got it. Message received. Loud and clear. Won’t forget it,” Romina reported, still sounding somewhat stunned, but at least positive.

“Great… I’ll… see you later,” Edmund muttered, then hung up.

Letting out a long and loud sigh, he put the phone on his chest.

“Maybe I’ll take that vacation after all. See the future, figure out the stocks. Come back to this point then. Get some time away from this… this situation, and clear my head,” he muttered.

“BITCH, BITCH, BITCH! GET UP BITCH! BIIIIIITCH!” screeched his phone, causing him to startle. “This is still the nice version. You don’t want to get to level three. Remember? You recorded these! You know what’s next!”

Wincing, Edmund turned off the alarm, then turned off the next three.





Chapter 5




Edmund waited until five minutes after the stocks had fully closed for the regular market. He didn’t like dealing with after-hours market and preferred to use it as a backstop.

Looking at the screen, he memorized the single stock that’d performed best over the last thirty days. One that’d started growing considerably and would help Edmund grow his own money.

“Okay… that’s… it, I guess. This’ll give me a really great return for what I can liquidate and move,” murmured Edmund, his fingers pushing at his chin. “I just wish something would happen. Something big and stupid that I could make a lot of money from.

“But really… really, the market is pretty steady right now. It’s just small moves and changes that aren’t really letting me leverage anything huge. But that’s fine. That’s fine.

“I’m in it for the long game. The long haul. Squeeze everything out of it that I can, all without ever getting the government on my back.”

Edmund didn’t have to think hard about that.

There’d been someone who developed the power to win any game of chance they played. Given how the government watched winners closely for IRS purposes, even before a superhero era, they’d found the individual very quickly.

Then took them to the cleaners and had them subsequently banned from more or less everything, as well as assigning permanent handlers.

No thank you.

I’ll stick with stocks. That’s an easy and silly way to hide my ability with “good guesswork”. Just have to make sure I keep up with my reasons for investing.

Sighing, Edmund picked up his phone and read over all the notes he’d put into it.

Nothing had actually happened in the last thirty days that’d really need him to do much with his personal life. His sister hadn’t needed much more than what he’d figured out previously and the rest had fallen into place without him doing anything.

The only question mark he had at the moment was Legion.

He’d quit the day he’d decided to walk thirty days ahead, if only so that they didn’t bother him constantly. His work at Legion had him dealing with every department in one way or another.

“Being an assistant isn’t half as fun as I thought it would be,” mumbled Edmund as he slowly flicked through his notes. It was everything stock related in the end, and not much of it mattered now.

He’d made his choice and there wouldn’t be anything left to do other than to shift resources over once he’d loaded the save state.

Sighing, he moved to his personal messages.

In the end, he’d gone completely radio silent with Romina. He hadn’t been able to process the rejection very well at first, and by the time he had a handle on it, they weren’t talking anymore.

Letting himself wander through thirty days into the future had been a great way for him to get distance from the situation, without having to suffer from it at the same time. Now he could load the save state and simply go to the situation with an unburdened heart.

Because as painful as it was for Romina to reject him, they’d had a few frank conversations where she’d admitted she was attracted to him, but hadn’t really thought of him as someone to date. That she hadn’t considered dating anyone.

A few posts on some online forums had given him the insight into the fact that this was a positive thing. He wasn’t starting from a negative, just a null state.

Waiting not a second longer, Edmund opened up the save states, selected the file he wanted, and bumped the world backward. Back to the day Romina had rejected him.




***




Walking into the local Legion office grounds, Edmund couldn’t help but grin. It’d been a farm not long ago. Felix had turned it into a waste disposal dump and used it as a way to bribe a number of politicians.

Only to literally turn everything that was dumped into the dump into materials for other projects.

As a super villain, Felix had the ability to quite literally modify anything he owned. Even changing it into dirt, or nothing at all. Banking away the “points” as he called them for another project at another time.

As the owner of the dump, all the trash was his. Which he constantly converted to points and squirreled away for other situations.

“Working for a Super Villain is always interesting,” murmured Edmund as he walked up to the barn. It was a very fake barn that was the entry point to the underground Legion complex. Which was filled with a menagerie of fairy tale creatures, monsters, and beasts Edmund had never thought truly existed.

Gaia had brought them all here for refuge. Now they worked for Legion and lived protected lives. Trading away living above ground for the safety of the deep.

Though, all those train stations Felix is building beneath all the complexes and linking them together will give everyone a bit more ability to move about.

Hell, I could get down here and back to the main office in no time at all. Visits to my sister could be every weekend.

“Edmund!” cheered an Andrea door-guard with a bright smile. “Hello! Are you here to go to work?”

A second Andrea door-guard was nodding her head at the question. Both of them held weapons and were wearing body-armor.

While they might look off-guard and silly, he knew firsthand Andrea wasn’t someone to take lightly. They’d have a look flash over their face and suddenly become a mercenary equivalent to Rambo.

“Yep,” Edmund said and pulled out his badge. He held it out to the closer Andrea. “I got permission to ‘work at home’ from the office here. Had some stuff to deal with.”

“Oooh? Is it a girl? I bet it’s a girl,” said a third Andrea, poking her head out from around the corner. There were two inside the barn on the other side that were acting as guards as well. “You should let us fix you up with a Beastkin like us later. We’re much better than anyone you could date here.”

“Oh oh! Yes! We should put him with a Fox! They’d do well with him,” said an unseen Andrea.

“What if I was dating someone like Romina?” countered Edmund while the Andrea he was next to scanned his badge against the Encampment application.

“You can do better than her,” argued the Andrea on the outside of the door. “She’s more like… a side heroine.”

“Yeah! Side heroine, nnn nnn!” said the Andrea who’d stuck her head out. “For someone like you, you only need like… one or two women in your life. You don’t seem as emotionally needy as Felix is, so you don’t need as many women.”

“Doesn’t that make Felix the most emotionally needy man on the planet, since he has all of you?” Edmund asked as Andrea’s phone beeped approval.

“Yes! It does,” they all said at the same time while grinning.

Then they all looked at each other, then back to Edmund.

“Romina should be a side heroine. We’ll get you a Fox or someone who can take charge,” said the Andrea who’d checked his badge. “We’ll tease Romina about being with Felix. That’ll force her to consider dating more seriously. She sees Felix as a dad figure, not a dating figure.

“That’ll make her be more likely to say yes to you! I’m sure of it. That’s what we’ll do. I’ll call Prime right now.”

Edmund really didn’t understand their plan, or even think it would work, honestly, but trying to get Andrea to do anything didn’t work out very well. Best one could do was ask Felix to step in.

Saying nothing, Edmund headed into the office.

It took him a few minutes to get down to his office. It was on one of the lower floors of the building and a place he’d only visited once or twice so he could get it set up. It really just consisted of a laptop dock, monitor, networking setup, and some basic furniture. 

Felix had insisted on him having an office here, just in case.

Edmund couldn’t argue that the man had been right, since he could work out of it now.

Entering his office, he flicked on the lights and paused. Everything was as he remembered it. Nothing seemed out of place.

In his pocket, his phone chimed.

He’d sent Romina a text on the way to the office. It’d been a simple and short message. While he understood that she’d declined the date, until she told him to stop asking her out or that she wasn’t interested in him, he planned on asking her out routinely.

Additionally to that, he admitted to her that he wasn’t going to hold back and would be open to dating others. As much as he wanted to try a relationship with her, he wasn’t going to put his life on pause either.

He figured that notification was her responding to what he’d sent. While she would often leave him on ‘read’ for a time, she’d eventually respond. She just tended to think out her messages rather than responding immediately.

Moving behind his desk, he pulled his laptop out of his messenger bag and fit it into the dock for it.

No sooner had his laptop hit the dock and the monitor flickered to life, than someone tapped on his door.

Looking up, Edmund expected to find an Andrea or one of Gaia’s people.

Instead, he saw Ryker standing in the office door.

“Hey, hi, hello,” said the man with a grin. Dark brown eyes stared into him in a way that always made Edmund feel a bit strange. As if he could see him in a way that no one else could. His jet black hair was pulled straight back at the moment.

“Hello, Mr. Ryker. It’s good to see you,” Edmund said, pausing for a moment as he stood there. Then he gestured at the two chairs in front of him. “Feel free to have a seat. I just got in.”

Edmund sat down and tapped into his keyboard, then opened the security screen. He put his thumb down on the reader and looked at Ryker.

The man had entered his office, though he also had brought two people with him. Edmund hadn’t realized that the man wasn’t alone.

Both individuals were young women who were likely Edmund’s age. Or so he guessed from the look of them.

The first had a rather stern cast to her face. As if she didn’t want to be here and was attending under duress.

She had black hair with wide green eyes. She had a figure and face that put her in the top one-percent of the population with regards to looks. Strikingly pretty and put together in a way that’d have her battling with attention from everyone.

The woman was also dressed in clothes that were very similar to what everyone else his age tended to wear rather than a business suit, business casual, or Legion armor.

Edmund wasn’t sure Ryker hadn’t just picked her up off the street somewhere and brought her here.

Next to her was another young woman who was practically beaming. Grinning from ear to ear and bouncing in place. Her attire matched Ryker’s and the rest of the building’s.

Dressed in casual business wear that made her look far more corporate.

She had long brown hair that fell down behind her back in a straight ponytail. A hairstyle that felt more at home with small children than a grown woman.

Bright green eyes were moving from Edmund, to Ryker, and back to Edmund, then everywhere else in the office.

There was a distinctive scar on her face though. It ran down from her hairline, across her eyebrow, over her eye, and ended at her cheek.

Surprisingly, it didn’t mar the beauty that the woman held, nor did it seem to detract from her personality or hold her back in any way.

Where the first woman could compete with some well-endowed swimsuit models, this woman was more athletic, lithe, and slim.

“Edmund, we’ve talked about this. I’m not Mr. Ryker. Just… Ryker. That’d do just fine,” countered Ryker. “These are two associates who help me by the way. This is Dorothy. She’s my personal assistant, very similar to how you are with Felix. The grumpy looking woman over there is Alina, and she’s working toward the goal of becoming an assistant as well.”

“I’m grumpy because I was busy and you didn’t give me any time to change,” hissed the woman. She had pronounced canines that made her stand apart from others, as well as a strange air around her.

Edmund felt like he was standing next to an electrical station, except he couldn’t hear any high-voltage lines buzzing away.

“Stop. You know how it is,” murmured Dorothy, reaching over to pat Alina on the wrist. “We’re here now and there’s no sense in being like that in front of Edmund.”

All three pairs of eyes turned back to him with his name being invoked.

“Uh… and… what can I do for you?” asked Edmund.

Ryker gestured to the two seats which both women sat down in. Ryker himself went to the wall behind them and leaned up against it.

“Well, first is introductions. Alina and Dorothy here will end up working with you in the future. I felt it best to introduce you all together now since we all had the time,” Ryker explained with a smile. “Good thing you came in today. Otherwise, this meeting wouldn’t have happened.”

Err… I swear… sometimes it feels like he knows what my power is and when I’ve used it. I swear.

It’s always uncanny. Coincidental to the point of it being almost obvious.

But ever since Ryker started stopping by, things started getting better. As a consultant to Legion, Ryker has never steered us in a wrong direction.

Not to mention, Felix seems to trust him.

In fact, everyone seems to take whatever he says at face value and not question it. Maybe… it’s time I questioned it.

Edmund was feeling prickly right now.

There was a message, likely from Romina, that was a burning a hole through his phone at the moment. This meeting already felt rather strange.

Not to mention, both women were rather attractive, and it left him feeling annoyed for some reason. As if he were missing something and this meeting was actually going to be rather strange.

Rather than wait, he dropped a save-state down right here and now. Over-writing the one he’d put down at the trailer park from the night before.

He now had a save from this morning and the one for his office right here and now.

Edmund had watched everyone very carefully when the save-state went active. To see if any of the three of them had noticed what’d just happened.

No one seemed to realize anything had changed.

“Right,” Edmund murmured. He was going to be a bit rude and direct since he’d just put down a save-state. There was no need for him to be polite. He would get all the information he could, in any way he wished, then reload and be polite. “What is it you all want then? How would I be working with them? What’re you expecting from me?

“Because so far you haven’t said anything at all that really says anything. You look like you’re just waiting for me to say something, but I don’t have anything at all.”

Ryker began to laugh at that.

“See? I told you,” he said, looking over to Dorothy. “He takes after Felix in some ways, but is not as acerbic about it. Almost, but not quite. He’ll push right up to the point of confrontation, but back off.

“That is if he isn’t going the full polite nice guy route. That comes up a lot.”

“I like it,” Alina countered. For the first time, she smiled. “It’d be better if he actually pushed back, wouldn’t it?”

“Wouldn’t be him if he did,” Dorothy answered instead of Ryker. “But that’s how it goes. It’s just like you always say, Ryker. You can set everything up, but it’ll all take its own course.

“If you set it up a hundred times, chances are it’ll even have a hundred different outcomes, too. Everything is a random chance.”

Edmund wasn’t too pleased with that statement. Any of it. It made him feel like they’d been studying him. Assessing him.

“Felix is going to hit some roadblocks in the future,” Ryker threw in quickly. “A number of them, in fact. Alina and Dorothy will end up being here to help you out with them as my assistants. Likely, I won’t be around to provide any help like I normally do for you.

“I’ll be running around with Felix or others. Trying to fix what I can. They’ll be here as stand-ins for me. That’s all. This really was just a meeting to introduce you all to one another.

“I gave them some insights about you that I knew of, just so that they could get a handle on who they’d be working with. I mean, it’s likely you three will be working through some very difficult and strange situations. Better you start to know one another now, rather than later.”

Edmund wanted to be annoyed, but he couldn’t actually fault the logic behind that. It made sense. He’d seen Felix do it a number of times, or something similar.

Plant an idea, a concept, a belief, early. Let it mature all on its own.

The same can be said for a relationship. Plant it before it needs to be there, and let it grow steadily before the time it needs to be fully formed.

“Alright. Does that mean… they’ll be staying here with me?” Edmund asked, looking to Ryker.

“Dorothy will be here for quite a while. Alina will be here on and off. She’s got a lot of work she’s doing in another location,” Ryker answered. “She’ll be here whenever time permits though.”

“I mean… okay, sure. I’m just going to be doing some basic work for a while. Not a whole lot going on, really,” Edmund offered with a shrug of his shoulders.

“Best time for them to be here and learn about you. Best time,” Ryker pushed with a nod of his head. “Alright. I’m going to take off. I’ll be in touch in the future. Need to invest in a few things. Make sure it’s the right move, ya know?”

Err… again… it’s like he knows. He knows and he’s pushing at me.

Do I just talk to him about it? Tell him?

Maybe he’d— no.

No.

We tell no one.

Ryker left then and closed the door behind him.

Leaving Edmund alone with Alina and Dorothy.

The latter grinned suddenly and then turned to her side. Digging into her large purse, she pulled out a laptop, thunked it down on his desk, and then flipped it open.

Next to her, Alina was doing the same thing, though her bag was smaller, and she’d retrieved a tablet.

“Let’s start with easy stuff!” Dorothy declared. “Self-history, wishes, desires, and wants!”

Great.

It’s a get-to-know-you meeting.

Ahhh shit.

Fucking hate these. Always hate these. They’re stupid.

“I’ll go first and it’ll be short and simple,” Alina grumbled. “I’m Alina. I’m a vampire and part angel. I just want to get back to my own life and be done with all this bullshit. That’s it.”

Nodding his head, Edmund had no idea what to say to that.

“My name’s Dorothy,” said Dorothy before Edmund could say anything, putting a hand to her chest. “I’m a wizard, I’m nineteen, and I only have one family member left. I went through a war growing up and lost everyone.

“His name is Rob. He and Ryker really don’t get along, but they put aside their differences if only because of me. It’s rather frustrating getting them to not yell at one another, but it works out more often than not.”

Edmund blinked slowly, then put on his best corporate smile.

A wizard, a vampire, an angel.

I… ah… okay. Okay!

Okay.

Let’s not panic. Let’s not panic. We’re okay.

We’re okay and they’re here to hang out with me.

His phone began ringing at his desk.

Glancing at the caller-id, Edmund could see it was Romina calling him. He had no idea if it was business or pleasure since it was on his work line, rather than his cell phone.

It rang six times and finally stopped.

Then it started ringing again.

“Well? Answer it already,” growled Alina. “Clearly they aren’t going to stop.”





Chapter 6




Clicking his tongue, Edmund picked up the receiver on the phone and put it to his ear.

“Hey,” he said, feeling very strange with both Alina and Dorothy staring at him.

“Hey, hey. Just wanted to… uh… just wanted to chat! Things didn’t really go the way I expected the other day and-well-you know-that… er… yeah. Just wanted to chat.

“You didn’t read the text message, so I figured you were at work. Saw you were signed into the system so gave you a call,” explained Romina. She sounded uncertain and remorseful at the same time. As if she had more to say and was working her way up to it. “You don’t mind, do you? I didn’t see anything on your calendar.”

“Actually, I can’t really chit-chat,” admitted Edmund. “I’ve got two visitors in my office from the consultants. I’ll be working with them and we were just having a meet-and-greet thing.”

“Wait, really?” asked Romina, sounding surprised. “Oh! Consultants like Ryker? Is he there? I could throw up a stream real quick and have him on. Things always get interesting when he’s around.”

“Ah… no. He left me with two assistants that I’ll be working with,” Edmund explained. “He had to go and take care of stuff. He’s probably wandering around.

“But uh… did you forget that I’m not at HQ? I’m down south. You’re house-sitting.”

“Ah! Right. Yeah. Yeah! Cool. Cool, cool, cool,” mumbled Romina. “Just uh… hit me up later when you can.”

“I’ll do that. I’ll call you when I get a chance. I’ll talk to you later,” Edmund said and then set the phone down on the receiver. He did it rather awkwardly, given how nervous he was feeling, smacking it against the phone itself rather than the cradle.

“Ah, who was that?” asked Dorothy when Edmund looked back up.

“Romina. She’s in the… er… marketing department I guess you could say,” Edmund responded.

“You’re not dating her,” Alina stated firmly.

“No. I’m not.”

“We’re both single, too,” Dorothy chimed in, pointing at herself and Alina. “It’s hard for me to date as a wizard and Alina… well… do you even want to date?”

“I mean, yes? I do want to date. But my standards are a bit rough to fit,” Alina confessed, her facial expression finally changing as she looked to Dorothy. She looked like she was considering something. “They have to taste good for one. That’s a hard thing to pass and for people to get over.”

“Oh, that makes sense,” Dorothy muttered then she looked back to Edmund. “Well, I think you’re rather handsome, Edmund. I don’t think for a minute that you couldn’t get a girlfriend if you actually tried.”

Alina looked back to Edmund and then chuckled softly.

“She’s lying. She saw a photo of you a while back when Ryker started talking about working with you and she’s been trying to figure out how to dress up for this moment,” Alina deadpanned. “She’ll ask you out tonight, tomorrow, or the day after we finish the work. Better you prepare your answer now.”

“Uh,” Edmund offered as a poignant counterpoint.

“Anyway!” Dorothy enunciated and then stood up, grabbing Alina by an elbow. “Let’s move on to the first project. Getting to know one another! I hear there’s lots of fun breakfast places nearby. Let’s get going, shall we?”

Leading Alina to the door, Dorothy opened it and pulled the other woman outside, hissing at her under her breath as she did so. Saying something that caused Alina to laugh at it.

“Well, aren’t they fun,” Edmund mumbled and got up and turned off his computer. Work, for the moment, could wait.

He checked to make sure he had his keys, wallet, and cell phone, then exited the office. Making sure it was locked, he looked down the hall.

Alina and Dorothy were still arguing as they walked further away from him.

“Shame they aren’t the ones I wanted to date,” Edmund lamented ironically. He wasn’t interested in either Alina or Dorothy.

They were certainly attractive, but that was only part of it. He needed more than just someone being good looking.




***




Sitting in the car, Edmund stared out over the hood at the intersection. They were currently waiting for a red-light.

“Doesn’t feel like a different w—” Alina started then paused. “Doesn’t feel like a different wait time for a green light. I thought intersections were supposed to be super short in the south.”

Edmund considered that, his brows furrowing.

He hadn’t heard that one before.

“Not everything about the south according to rumors is real,” Edmund said with some venom to the words. “A lot of it is. Whole hell of a lot. Especially now that I’ve seen other parts of the country. But not everything.”

“Cousins marrying cousins?” Dorothy asked helpfully from the passenger seat. She had a playful tone in her question.

“Doesn’t happen as much as you’d think, but second and out happen. With smaller communities you end up related in more ways than you think. You wouldn’t even know if someone is related to you until a lot later, too,” Edmund responded without too much thought. He’d met a number of people who’d been dating family in one way or another.

“It’s not like you go out of your way to find out if you’re related. Get like a hair and send it off to one of those DNA places.”

“Isn’t there a movie about that?” asked Alina with a chuckle.

“I’m pretty sure there was, yeah,” Edmund answered as they sat there waiting thinking on it. “Atacaga or something or other.”

“Wanna give Dorothy a hair so she can go get your DNA pulled out, Edmund? It’d save us some time,” Alina asked with a throaty chuckle.

Dorothy gave her companion a side eye that could melt the glass window next to her. Alina just gazed back at the other woman.

Edmund really had the feeling that Dorothy was mentally younger than he or Alina. That what she was likely feeling was puppy love or infatuation.

It felt immature and incorrect to him.

“You feeling that spicy, Alina?” asked Dorothy with a strange coldness to her words.

“Ah… no. Sorry. I’m just playing around. We can just—”

“Ohhh nooo,” reported Edmund’s phone.

The caller ID listed it as “Legion” and nothing else. That meant it was someone calling from a phone line rather than the Encampment app.

“What the fuck?” Alina asked.

“Ohhh nooo,” Edmund’s phone helpfully repeated before he could hit the accept button.

“Edmund,” he said, staring at the console in his dash.

“I need a hand,” said Faith.

“Okay,” he responded. They were technically on a line that might not be perfectly clean. That meant that he had to be rather careful with it rather than speaking freely.

“Undocumented Super. Need someone to take a registration. Pretty likely a police task force will be there to assist,” Faith explained. “I’ll also be providing a containment team for you. Low-level Association Supers who’ll be key for this.

“You’re just there to make sure things go according to doctrine and that’s it. I’m assigning it to you because you’re in the area and the transponder from your vehicle puts you at about ten minutes away.”

“I understand. I’m unarmored and outside of uniform. I also have two consultants from… from the consultant, with me,” Edmund finished.

“Containment team has spares. You can use those for the time being. I can see you already put in the temporary forms for the consultants, so that’s fine. Any questions?” Faith asked, she sounded like she was trying to get something else done at the same time.

“What am I dealing with?” he asked, feeling like that was the most crucial piece of information.

“We don’t know. Anything else?”

Sitting there, Edmund hesitated.

Then the light turned green.

“Nope. Send me the address,” he finished and then pulled off to one side. Pulling into a small parking lot for a convenience store.

“Thank you,” Faith said and disconnected the line.

“That was a bit odd,” Dorothy murmured, turning to look at Edmund.

“Unsecure line,” Alina answered before he could, waving a hand at the dash. “They’re just being safe. We do the same thing. Burner phones and the like. It makes sense.

“I like it. I like all of this, actually. This is a lot of fun so far. More than I expected. Warner’s kinda boring all the time, and more like a dad figure.”

“I mean, he is a dad, so that makes sense,” Dorothy countered, looking at Alina.

Edmund was quietly trying to ignore both women. He was looking at his phone and waiting for an address to come through.

Then it did.

Tapping it, he routed it to his map app and then plugged in the shortest possible route. It wasn’t the fastest, but it was the shortest.

Time to friggin’ play crazy taxi, I guess.

“Tighten your belts. We’re gonna drive a bit erratically I’m betting,” Edmund warned.

“No one drives like Daria does so… whatever. I’ll be fine,” Alina murmured in an offhand way.

Edmund had no idea who Daria was, but he imagined she was probably a handful.

Dorothy was the opposite of Alina. Tightening her seatbelt and pulling it close into her lap. Then pushing herself back into the car seat.

Ugh. I’m going to be pushing another save-state today. This is happening way too often. This is way too much on my poor brain.

Not thinking about it, Edmund dropped down yet another save state. Right on top of the one he’d made when he met Alina and Dorothy.

Immediately, there was a sense of vertigo that rushed over him.

“You alright? Your heart rate just spiked and it’s real slow now,” Alina asked curiously.

“Oh yeah, just… you know… realizing we’re gonna break a bunch of laws,” mumbled Edmund. He put the car in reverse, cranked the volume on the navigation app.

“Turn right on Quail Hill,” announced the phone.

“Ha, right,” Edmund said then whipped the steering wheel to one side, causing the vehicle to slide around, facing the correct direction.

Edmund stomped on the gas pedal and pulled them into oncoming traffic.

“Oh shit!” squeaked Dorothy as Edmund blew through an intersection.

“Continue for two miles on Quail Hill,” provided the phone.

Edmund dodged around a car and ended up bouncing up an island divider and crushing several bushes with his bumper.

Only to rebound off the island, slam into a car, and bounce into the right side of traffic.

“Oh my god, you’re worse than Daria!” screamed Alina.

To which Edmund reloaded the save-state.

Flooring it this time into reverse, he whipped the steering wheel around before the app could even tell him where to go, then gunned it.

“Oh shit!” squeaked Dorothy again, though in a different pitch this time.

Edmund blasted into oncoming traffic once more.

This time he successfully dodged through the cars, went up partially onto the island with his right-side tires, then came back down. Blowing through another intersection.

And getting obliterated by a luxury sedan.

Edmund reloaded the save-state again.

Reverse, steering wheel, oncoming traffic.

Dodge, dodge, right.

Intersection.

Island, ease off.

Stop for intersection.

Edmund steadily worked through each situation in his mind as it came up. Committing it to the reload list he compiled when he got into these situations.

As if they were each a type of split from his run and he needed to move from check-point to checkpoint.

The luxury sedan that’d smashed into them last time zipped past at max speed. Clearly speeding and not giving a damn.

No sooner had they passed than Edmund dropped his foot on the pedal.

“Oh my god you’re worse than Daria, Redemption protect me!” screamed Alina.

“Who’s Redemption?” asked Edmund placidly while weaving them back and forth between the lanes. Going over the double yellows in the center and the unused middle space.

“Just drive!” begged Dorothy.

“In five hundred feet, merge onto the—”

Edmund didn’t hear the rest and tuned it out as he pulled on the steering wheel and pushed the gas down again. The engine roared as they sped toward the ramp on the left.

It’d put them onto a freeway.

Moving up onto the ramp, Edmund zoomed across on the shoulder and wiped out a traffic light. Blasting through it and sending it flying into the air.

Then the car flew into the air.

The onramp had been built in such a way that it moved up to the freeway, but then fell away on a decline.

Leaving Edmund with the onramp becoming a ramp.

Alina had ducked her head down now between her legs and was mumbling something to herself. Dorothy was plastered to the passenger seat with one hand gripping the door and the other the center console.

All the while making a high-pitched whining noise.

“Redemption save me, Redemption save me, Redemption save me!” whimpered Alina in a shriek a second before the car slammed back down into the pavement.

Edmund got control over the vehicle and brought it under control before it could go into a slide.

Okay, need to send a thank you card to Andrea. Learning how to handle an out-of-control car was totally worth the anxiety it put me through.

“Man, working for a Super Villain is so weird,” Edmund said with a laugh as he floored it once again. The car picking up speed as they began to, quite literally, flicker past other cars.

When the car reached triple digits, Edmund glanced at his phone for a split second.

It wanted him to proceed for another mile before exiting to the right.

Looking in that direction, Edmund could see that the off-ramp was filled with cars. Whatever was going on it was creating a traffic jam one way or another.

Edmund took an extra moment to look at the map. Trying to memorize exactly where they were going to end up.

Then he looked up from the phone and spotted where they were actually heading. It looked to be some sort of big box store with a lot of flashing lights surrounding it.

The car then blasted through a concrete divider and the world nearly exploded with the force of the crash.

Managing to force a save-state load even as he felt his body get torn apart, Edmund blinked as everything came back to the starting point again. Leaving him with a strange sense of his body being destroyed.

“You alright? Your heart rate just spiked and it’s real slow now,” Alina asked curiously.

“Yeah, you should just… put your head down,” advised Edmund, then tore the transmission into reverse. Whipping the car around, then zipping off down into traffic once again.

Going through each step of the reload once again, Edmund took the onramp a bit slower this time and didn’t end up going airborne.

“Hey, who’s Redemption?” Edmund asked as they slid onto the highway proper. The engine roaring to life as they sped down it.

Alina didn’t respond.

She was in the back of the car with her head between her legs.

“Right,” Edmund muttered after glancing in the mirror and seeing where she was.

Up ahead, he could see the off ramp again and the location they were going to beyond it. Not too far from that was a section on the shoulder that didn’t have any barriers.

“Oh, there we go, let’s try that,” Edmund said almost to himself.

“What? Try-no! Let’s not!” Dorothy begged.

Edmund ignored her and pushed the pedal down, aiming the vehicle straight at the shoulder. He put the hood on course to pass right by a speed-limit sign.

Then they exited the freeway and immediately became airborne.

“Fuck no!” screamed Dorothy.

Fuckin’ a! Ha!

Edmund felt his heart racing and his mouth curling up in a grin.

There were a number of things he’d done, if only to experience them before he rewound time.

Even for him, this was a new one though.

Flying through the air, they began to nosedive right before they hit the ground. The hood slamming into the parking lot of the big box store they were heading to.

With a squeal, the engine instantly died and the transmission broke, leaving Edmund with a dead car that was rapidly losing power.

They slowly coasted forward with what momentum it had left.

“You’ve arrived,” announced the phone. A moment after that the screen switched to a ‘how did we do?’ type of survey question with five smiley faces as the rating system.

“You hear that? We’re here,” Edmund offered cheerily as Dorothy let her hands fall into her lap. In the backseat, Alina lifted her head up and peered out through the cracked windshield.

Then the car came to a final stop next to two police cars and ended up nudging one gently.

A number of policemen turned to face them and then raised weapons and pointed them at Edmund and his passengers.

Edmund sat there staring at the cops.

They stared at him.

Uh… okay.

They need to know who I am so…

Edmund reached up and flicked the switch that would turn on the interior light bar that all Association vehicles had.

With a pop, the light bar turned on and began to alternatingly flash blue and red. The colors splashing the police officers and cars around them in color.

“Ta-Daaaaa,” his phone stated.

Oh, time to feed Dog. 

Thanks, Romina. 

Couldn’t be down here trying to help out Earline without you handling that for me. Then again… hopefully, she isn’t doing anything weird.

Like going through my sock drawer.





Chapter 7




Slowly, the police let their weapons fall. Clearly, they realizing that the recently arrived, and destroyed vehicle, was supposed to be here.

It didn’t hurt that Edmund had his hands up in the “I surrender” type of pose.

“I don’t even know how it’s possible, but you drive worse than Daria,” groaned Alina in the back of the car. “She manages to avoid and bounce around everything. You just took the path of least resistance it felt like. You ran over so many bushes and signs.”

Edmund didn’t respond to that.

Instead he smiled, reached for the door, and opened it. Stepping out of the vehicle, he kept his hands up.

“Good morning. My name’s Edmund. I’m part of the Association and I’m here to administer an unregistered Super registration,” he said, still smiling as wide as he could. “Sorry about arriving the way I did, but I wanted to get here as quickly as I could.”

An officer in uniform came over to Edmund.

“You are? Great. We’ve got some psychopath going ballistic in there,” growled the officer as he closed on Edmund. He had short-cropped brown hair, hazel-colored eyes, and a mustache. He had a lean and wary look to him that spoke of too many years seeing the worst of people. “Far as we can tell, he didn’t directly attack anyone, but he ended up hurting some people.

“He blew up a bunch of stuff and… and… I honestly don’t even know. Things just started exploding as he yelled. A few of the people who escaped said that even a person exploded.”

Edmund frowned at that and turned to look at the building where the disturbance was at. It was absolutely surrounded by police and a number of reporters with cameras at the edges of the cordon. 

Err… as he yelled? Is it like a sonic attack? A form of telepathy maybe?

Damnit.

I hate this shit, and I just saved before this. I already feel kinda sick.

Chewing at the inside of his cheek, Edmund was contemplating how to tackle the situation. Information would be key, and he needed to know what he was going up again.

He really wanted to put down another save-state but he really wasn’t sure he could handle that. Of what’d happen to him if he tried or pushed himself that far.

Alina and Dorothy exited the car as he’d been speaking with the officer. The two women looked unhappy about the situation, but also very curious.

Their response didn’t have any shock, worry, or concern for what’d just happened. Whoever they were, and whatever they’d gone through in their life, was obviously filled with similar incidents.

They were used to situations like what Edmund had just put them through.

Tough cookies. Guess I won’t have to worry about freaking them out.

“Alright,” Edmund said with a sigh and looked back to the policeman. “I guess that’s just the way it goes.

“I was under the impression there were some other people from the Association or Legion around? Any chance you could point me in their direction?”

“If they’re here, I don’t know where,” answered the officer with a shake of his head.

Err… in other words… they’re going to be here, but not yet.

I outran them or whatever.

Okay. That’s fine.

Sounds like the situation is contained for the time being. I just need to wait a little bit and they’ll arrive. Then I can start moving on this.

“It stinks,” hissed Alina, staring off toward the building. Her eyes were glued to it and weren’t moving away. “Everything reeks.”

“Uh… I don’t smell anything?” Edmund offered, looking at the odd woman curiously. “I mean, I can sometimes smell an open stink around Bullseye stores. I swear they construct their washouts in a way that just invites standing water.

“I don’t smell anything right now though. Well, I take that back. It smells a bit smoky, but that’s it.”

“It’s injustice,” whispered Alina, her face lifting up fractionally. Her nose was twitching at she sniffed at the air. Her eyes began to glow faintly. A gold color that almost appeared to seep into her iris from deeper within. “A great deal of injustice. So much so that it’s hard to miss.”

“Err, injustice has a smell?” Edmund asked blankly. “Is it like burnt toast or something? Or more like someone dropped a deuce?”

Alina blinked, then turned to face Edmund.

There was no glow in her eyes anymore.

Her eyes had simply become golden.

Behind her, large golden wings had slid out of her back and were spreading out.

“Good god,” murmured the policeman next to Edmund.

Around them, several other officers abruptly made a sign of faith across their torso while staring at Alina.

“Alina, we can’t just rush in there,” Dorothy warned. “Just… reign it in and let’s—”

The angelic woman was obviously not listening to her friend. Instead, she turned her head back to the building.

Then abruptly began walking toward it.

“Alina! No, wait!” called Dorothy, but she didn’t move to go after the woman. Then she looked to Edmund. “There’s no stopping her when she gets like this.”

“Fuck!” growled Edmund, realizing he was out of time after all.

Making a snap decision, and already regretting it because he knew how sick it’d make him feel, he took hold of his super-power. Before he could consider what he was doing, he flung down a new save state over the one he’d put down just before they’d driven off.

Within seconds, he felt like his world had been rocked to one side and then flipped over on its head. Leaving Edmund feeling a lot like he was underwater but didn’t know which way was up.

Blinking several times while fighting off the extreme vertigo, Edmund stumbled to the back of the vehicle. He’d gotten it as a loaner from Legion.

By and large almost all of them had emergency supplies in the trunk. He knew that a few of them even had firearms in them.

This qualified as an emergency.

“Are-are you alright, Edmund?” asked Dorothy, suddenly coming up to his side.

“Yep. Just… ah… yep. Yep, I’m alright. Just need to look for stuff I can use,” grumbled Edmund. His tongue felt awkward and stiff in his mouth.

Hitting the trunk latch, he took a partial step back as it swung upward.

There was an armor rack in the trunk.

Except everything but the helmet was missing from it.

Instead of armor, there was a laptop that had a light-brown colored mess over the lid, and an empty plastic bag.

Picking it up, Edmund realized it was a used “pre-made pancake batter” bag.

Which meant the stuff splattered across the laptop was pancake mix.

Andrea! I swear to fuck that-I-you-argh!

There was no understating how deep Andrea’s love for pancakes went. If you were to ask her to choose a life without Felix or a life without pancakes, he imagined she’d have to actually think about that one.

Shoving the laptop to one side, Edmund grabbed the helmet. Picking it up, he looked at the faceplate for it.

It was intact, though one of the lenses covering the eyes was shattered.

Fucking hell, Andrea. What’d you do with this?

Edmund flicked out the broken remnants of the lens, then pulled the helmet down over his head. Realistically, it’d protect his brain from being exploded and that was what he needed most.

So long as he could think, he could load a save-state.

Suddenly, the laptop began playing music.

It’d popped open somehow as he hastily got it out of the way. 

Edmund saw there were at least twenty tabs open on the browser that was left up. Music was coming from somewhere and the tab it was on was a recipe for pancakes, except all the images were broken and there was a large glob of batter on the screen.

Not wasting another minute thinking about it, Edmund rushed off after Alina.

“Edmund!” Dorothy called after him.

He didn’t bother to respond. He’d likely be reloading fairly quickly. There was little chance he’d be able to get through finding out what was going on, and what they were up against, without screwing up at least once.

Alina had outdistanced him by a significant distance. Having just now entered the building, her wings folded up behind her as she did so.

Edmund was trying to move as quickly as he could, but his legs felt wobbly. His head didn’t feel completely attached to his neck, either.

He’d pushed his power to the absolute limit at this point and he wasn’t sure how long he could hold out before the exhaustion ate him.

That or he lost his sense of balance and crashed to the ground.

Almost doing just that, Edmund bounced off a police cruiser and chased Alina into the building. No sooner had he entered than he realized this was already fucked.

His hesitation had cost him some time and distance on Alina.

The gold-winged woman had gotten ten feet away from the entrance by the time he’d entered. She was moving into the aisles in front of them and aiming herself towards the back of the building.

Given that there was a great deal of screaming coming from that direction, it seemed like the likeliest place for the unregistered super to be. Alina’s determined march only made it more obvious.

Racing after her as best as he could, he caught up to her just before she made it into the aisle. Grabbing her gently by the elbow, he came to a stop.

Only for her to drag him onward.

Though she did glance at his hand on her even as she kept walking.

“We should put together a plan!” Edmund stated in a low voice.

“A plan isn’t needed. This just needs to be solved,” Alina countered, looking ahead again.

Apparently, this was just an unlucky day for Edmund, because a man covered in blood, with torn apart clothes, and sporting a left arm that resembled an overcooked and mangled turkey leg, stepped into the aisle.

He looked as surprised as Edmund felt.

Then he yelled at them.

A physical projectile that looked almost like a heat shimmer in ball form flew out at them. It struck Alina directly in the face.

Her head promptly exploded, followed by the rest of her body a moment later, as a second projectile slammed into her chest.

Whatever power and strength she held was no match for what she’d been struck by. Liberally coating Edmund in golden blood and meat chunks.

“Shit,” he whispered a second before his body was turned inside out, though the projectile shot at his head bounced off the helmet.

It was just enough of a window for him to activate his power, even as he lost his grip on his consciousness.

Returning back to his body being whole was a blessing.

Edmund rushed toward the trunk as best as he could. He still felt weak from over-using his powers, and that would continue to get worse with each load, but he could at least get used to it.

Or try to.

Popping open the trunk, he snatched up the helmet and stuffed it down over his head. He reached up and picked out the broken shards of the lens as he hustled after Alina.

“Edmund?” called Dorothy after him.

He still didn’t have any idea of what to do with the situation, so he just ignored her for now. Once he had a better handle on it, he’d give her instructions.

This time he entered the building a step behind Alina.

Grabbing her by the elbow, he braced himself against the ground and planted his feet. Managing to bring Alina to an actual stop this time.

“What?” growled the golden-eyed woman.

“We need a plan. His power can kill you,” Edmund stated. “Ryker told you to work with me, didn’t he? So work with me!”

Alina’s chin came up and her eyes narrowed dangerously.

Then she sniffed, nodded her head fractionally, and let out a slow breath.

“Well?” she asked instead.

Except time was up.

The unregistered super had appeared in the aisle once again.

Edmund grabbed Alina by the back of her head and yanked her down.

Which dodged the first attack, but not the second one. It entered the top of her head and blew her skull up.

Rewinding time again, Edmund once more chased after Alina even while getting the helmet situated on his head.

“He can kill you,” Edmund declared, grabbing Alina again. “Work with me as Ryker said!”

He didn’t wait for her to answer him this time. Instead, he grabbed her with both hands and tried to jerk her to the side.

Which she resisted completely.

A moment later, her head exploded.

Fucking stubborn monster!

Once again, Edmund reloaded.

Rushing once more through the opening steps he got back to Alina.

“He can kill you, he’s coming, we have no time. Work with me, please, Alina,” begged Edmund, changing his tactics. When he pushed at her to work with him and invoked Ryker’s name, she hadn’t resisted him, but he’d lost time.

When he’d tried to force it, she’d dug her heels in and fought him.

Once again, time was up. The unregistered super showed up.

Fuck. When I grab her, I don’t have the strength to move her around well. If I force it, she digs her heels in. What do I—

Before he could finish the thought, Alina blew up again.

On top of everything else, the constant drone of big-box store elevator music droned on. Though it sounded like something Felix or Andrea would listen to given how old they were.

Edmund reloaded the save-state again.

Once more he caught up to Alina.

“Alina, please trust me. Work with me,” pleaded Edmund, shortening his message even more so.

Then he heard the same audio-cue he’d heard every time just before the super appeared.

Stepping in close to Alina, Edmund wagered that while he couldn’t make her move the way he wanted to, so long as he held onto her and moved his own body, he could make this work. He could memorize and move through whatever came their way to get them out of harm’s way.

His arms locked around her hips and he pivoted to the side, pulling her out of harm’s way.

A second after he did so, the ball of violent noise tore through the space she’d just been in. Her head and torso were saved from it at last, though it did go through one of her wings instead.

Ripping them apart completely and scattering the golden bits in every direction. Thankfully, it didn’t seem to pain Alina, though it did obviously surprise her.

There’d been a modicum of resistance in her as he moved her.

That was gone now.

Moving out of the aisle, Edmund pulled her into an end cap and pushed her back into it.

Unfortunately, the aisle itself detonated and most of it came flying at them. Tearing Alina apart and knocking Edmund’s legs out from under him.

Okay, fine. Don’t stay on the end-cap.

Hustle, helmet, enter, beg, audio-cue, grab, twirl.

Nodding his head even as Alina died, Edmund reloaded.

Moving through the paces, he got right back to where he’d grabbed her.

This time when he bumped her up into the end cap, he paused, then rushed back into the aisle they’d come from. Moving in the opposite direction the super would expect.

The music paused a moment for the chorus right before the end cap exploded.

It’d been an aisle filled with glass blenders.

Blades and glass exploded outward.

Well, apparently, Alina will indeed blend.

Ha.

Edmund had a hand on Alina’s back and the other held tightly to her wrist.

He’d taken a moment to glance down the aisle to see if he could spot the super as they passed.

The super hadn’t left the aisle and had seen them come across.

Not hesitating, Edmund began pulling Alina along. End cap to end cap and rushing along. Then he paused at an extra-large end-cap and pushed Alina’s shoulders up against a great many insta-pot boxes.

The aisle two to the left blew up and just about became nothing but strewn bits of microwaves, shelving, and boxes. A lot of it blasting across the open floor and slamming into a wall.

Looking back to Alina, he found she was staring at him with wide eyes. Obviously she now understood the extent of how dangerous it was right now.

Okay… okay. Now what happens? Where’s the next touch point and how do I make it work?

“I’m okay,” whispered Alina. “I’m… I’m okay. I’m in control.”

Edmund nodded his head but didn’t let go of Alina. If they needed to move, he’d have to direct her again.

There was a clang off behind and to the right that pulled Edmund’s attention away from what was going on with the super and Alina.

Dorothy had stepped through the front door and was now inside.

She looked around briefly until her eyes landed on Edmund and Alina.

Then the super shouted and the young woman exploded. Most of her torso and head being flung about in every direction.

Only for her legs and waist to fall backward and hit the ground. Sliding several feet away.

“Fuck me,” grumbled Edmund. He really didn’t want to have to deal with trying to save two people. “Instructions. Give her instructions for next time.”

Alina was breathing rapidly now. Staring at where Dorothy had just died.

“Hey, hey,” Edmund said, pulling his hand off Alina’s wrist to put it to her face. Her eyes jumped to his and stayed there. “How do I keep Dorothy outside? What could I say to her to keep her from coming inside?”

“Wha-what?” asked the angelic woman, her golden eyes staring into him.

“If I had wanted Dorothy to stay outside, what would I have said to her before I came in?” Edmund asked.

“To keep her… she’s dead,” whispered Alina. “She’s dead.”

He at least knew how to get Alina to a modicum of safety. Now he just had to work the other side of it.

Sighing, Edmund looked back to Alina.

“Hey, any way I could get you to listen to me faster in the future? Something I could say to make you snap to attention?” asked Edmund. “Some type of secret I could say that’d snap you into listening? Super special code word? Something you only give to partners your banging in bed or something?

“Oh. What’s your full name? Your middle name, too. You only ever hear your middle name from your parents. Like when they’re pissed off at something you’ve done and you get the whole birth certificate thrown at you.”

“I’m-I-I’m so confused,” Alina whispered, staring at him. “Dot’s dead and you just… you’re asking me… what?”

“What’s your full name?” Edmund pushed.

“My full name… it’s Alina Devan Fusch,” mumbled the Angel.

“Right. Alina Devan Fusch,” Edmund repeated. “Alina Devan Fusch. Devan… that’s a bit of an odd one.”

Then loaded the save-state again to go save ‘Dot’ as it were.





Chapter 8




Rushing to the back of the car, Edmund caught Dorothy’s eyes as he went.

“Dot, stay out here,” Edmund commanded when their eyes met. Then he shoved the helmet down on his head. “Stay out here and wait further instructions. I need to go save Alina and I don’t have time to save you if you come in.”

“I… what?” asked Dorothy, sounding shocked to her core.

“Stay here!” Edmund pleaded and hurried ahead.

Not wasting anymore time, Edmund rushed off back to the building.

“Alina Devan Fusch, listen to me,” Edmund requested.

Using her full name brought Alina up short so fast that her body tilted to one side in her attempt to turn around and look at him.

It gave him just enough time to grab her up tight and begin moving once again.

Away to one side to the end cap, across the aisle, into the insta-pots, and then off back the way they’d come from. Holding onto her tightly.

Only to end up running into someone else. They were holding a ball of fire in one hand and looked to be staring off in the direction the other super had gone.

“Injustice,” croaked Alina, her hands tightening on Edmund.

Turning at Alina’s words, the super spotted them.

Then he flung his hand forward.

The fireball rapidly became a massive cone of fire that washed over both of them. Causing Edmund’s skin to crisp and for the eye that wasn’t protected to feel like it was boiling.

His ability to see out of that eye vanished impossibly quick.

Edmund quickly reloaded the save-state.

Holy shit, there’s two of them?

There’s two of them!

Sighing, he rushed over to the back of the car and then paused.

He looked to Dorothy who was standing there staring at him.

“Hey, Dot, could you stop a big ass blast of fire?” he asked. “If I held my hand up and made a cone of fire, you’d stop it?

“You’re a wizard or something or other? That’s your super power? All main-character of a fantasy story stuff?”

Dorothy was staring at him with wide eyes. She didn’t say anything for a long while. Seconds ticking by as she stared at him, and he stared at her.

“How do you know that name,” Dorothy whispered.

“Err, Alina told me it just after you died a few reloads ago,” Edmund answered. Then he pointed over at the building. He’d been mentally counting down the seconds. “It’s all a little much to take in, I know. Our time is unlimited but uh… Alina… just died.”

He timed the “just died” to the explosive scream the super had killed her with the first time.

“I’m going to have to rewind time and do this all over again but it’s probably worth asking you all this now cause there’s a spicy dude in there that tosses around fire,” Edmund said while Dorothy was staring at the building. The noise surrounding Alina’s death had been rather loud even out here. “So… can you stop fire? Is that something you can whip out of your wizards six-demon bag?”

Dorothy blinked several times before her eyes turned back to Edmund. She began to slowly nod her head.

“I could do that, sure,” she whispered. “Was it… magical flame?”

“Fuck if I know, melted my face. Was really hot, came outta a small fireball, and was freakishly huge.

“Seemed pretty magical, I guess. Dunno. Alina was screaming a lot and I was in pain so… hard to remember.”

“Yeah, I could stop it,” Dorothy agreed.

Edmund clicked his tongue, sighed, then considered what to do.

Then he reloaded the save-state and went through all the same motions he had previously. All the while mentally listing out all the tick-points he’d created as gates to each moment.

Creating a speed-run map of sorts in his mind as he went.

When he got back to the insta-pots he just stood there instead. Holding Alina pressed up to the boxes. Rather than run to the right this time.

He was also counting aloud trying to figure out how long it’d take before he had to act. He’d told Dorothy to stay put in this run, so he didn’t have to worry about that at least.

“Your middle name is a boy’s name, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen,” Edmund murmured, counting in his head while talking.

“I… you… what the fuck?” asked Alina, staring at him only a few inches away.

“Devan. Boy’s name, twenty-two, twenty-three,” answered Edmund. He’d glanced around themselves to see if he needed to note anything. It seemed standing here really was providing him with the biggest window so far.

Looking back to Alina he could see her eyes were wide, glowing golden, and her lips a flat line. The music changed tracks in the store.

Then captain spicy came out from the far side of the store.

At the same time, the wounded super with a singing voice to die for came out from the other side.

“Aw man, really?” whined Edmund before he and Alina were literally drowned in a flood of fire and screams.

He reloaded quickly and went right back through the run. Each time he did it he felt like he was taking a few milliseconds off each action and getting better at it.

This time when he got her pressed up to the insta-pots, he waited for five seconds and moved into an aisle they were next to. Trying to squeeze up and out of the way of either of the supers.

“Ah ha!” called a voice off to his right a second before fire hosed him down. The super with control over fire was standing on a shelf. Watching over everything.

He’d apparently been posted up there until he got down later.

It meant they couldn’t go into the aisles after getting into the insta-pot hug.

Edmund of course reloaded the save-state.

As he whipped the helmet down over his head he looked to Dorothy as he ran by.

“Dot, I need you to stay here. Count to fifty and then come inside with a shield ready to stop magical flames and heat. Oh, and magical screams that make things explode,” commanded Edmund. He wasn’t quite sure on the timing, but he figured he could adjust it on the next run.

“How… you… what?” asked Dorothy as Edmund hustled away.

He once again repeated all his movements right up until he had Alina pinned into the insta-pots. He did it with a bit more force on accident this time and ended up bumping up into her.

“What the hell are you doing?” hissed Alina.

“Err, I’m not trying to touch you or anything, promise,” Edmund murmured then looked around to each side. He was listening for the audio cue of the music changing.

“You sure? Cause you’ve gotten a handful several times now,” growled Alina.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” muttered Edmund.

He wasn’t interested in Alina. He was still somewhat smarting over Romina’s rejection, and he wasn’t quite willing or ready to give up on his pursuit of her.

“Shit, okay, here we go,” Edmund murmured as the song changed.

Both supers stepped out and eyed them.

Grabbing Alina, Edmund stepped out into the center area and tried to watch both sides at the same time.

The fire super acted first and launched what he could only describe as a spear of fire at the two of them.

Holding tight to Alina, Edmund bent her down and to one side while moving with her. He put his back to the spear, bending down under it while turning to face the screamer.

They’d already launched an attack. He’d fortunately dodged that in the same movement.

Standing up, he had a fraction of a second to see the next attack. It was a wide projectile that’d hit both of them.

Edmund put his hands to Alina’s chest and shoved her away from himself and upward. Throwing her into the air and causing her to land a few feet away from himself.

Then a fireball slammed into his chest and scooped out his heart and lungs.

In his haste to move her away, he’d forgotten the fire user.

Fuck that hurts!

Edmund reloaded yet again.

This time he told Dorothy to wait forty-five seconds and went through the whole process yet again. This time he didn’t slam into Alina as roughly and she didn’t seem as grumpy for it.

Once the supers showed up once more, he went through the moves again. This time though he did it much more smoothly. Not ducking down this time so much as going down low in a bow over the top of Alina, only to come up and then fling his arm out.

Causing her to spin away from him until only their fingers touched.

The screaming projectile passed between them harmlessly.

Edmund chased after Alina as soon as it did, pulling on her arm and drawing her close as the fireball whipped by behind him. In the same moment, he casually pulled off his helmet and used it to knock away the sputtering ball of fire that’d been launched, almost as an afterthought.

Coming in close to Alina, she didn’t resist him in the slightest. She instead put her hands to his shoulders and seemed to wait for instruction at this point.

Glancing to the side, Edmund watched as the screaming super tottered to one side, then fell over. Hitting the ground with a thud and laying still.

Then Dorothy burst through the door taking the attention away from himself and Alina entirely. Causing the fire super to throw a cone of flame at her, which struck an invisible shield and spilled out all around her.

Edmund couldn’t see anything that was going on in that world of fire and flame from both the caster and Dorothy.

The flames were abruptly cut off and he could see what’d happened.

Dorothy had shaped her shield so the fire came back to the caster.

Either it was a shock, or they couldn’t handle their own heat, as the super had given up on the attack. In the next moment, Dorothy made an odd motion with a hand and a cube of force slammed down around him and locked him place.

“There,” Edmund said while panting and looked to Alina while dropping the helmet he’d been holding. “See? Next time don’t run off without me. This wouldn’t have been half as hard if you’d just… you know… not charged ahead.”

Alina was staring at him and then minutely nodded her head.

Edmund grinned, then felt all the energy drain out of him as everything caught up to him. Overusing his super ability with the number of saves had put him on a timer.

Hey… did it though.

Did it.




***




“I loved-your dance,” Andrea shouted through the phone. “Loved it! LOVED IT! It was so amazingly graceful and beautiful! The way Alina hung on you was sexy as hell, too!

“Nn, nn, nn! Amazing Ah-maze-ing! I tried to show Felix it, but he was distracted and not really in the mood. You know how he gets.”

Edmund clicked his tongue, rolled his eyes, and looked to the sky above him. He’d only just now finished up his duties for the Association with the police department.

In the end, both of the supers had been registered, fined, and then arrested by the police. Edmund wasn’t sure which one had started the issue, or what was going on, but he didn’t care either.

It wasn’t his place to sort it out. Only to make sure everyone was documented.

“Uh huh,” Edmund murmured.

“Anyway. Faith wants to talk to you. I should give her back her phone,” Andrea complained. It sounded like she was talking to Faith more than him. As if the Dryad were glaring at her.

“You should,” agreed Faith in the background.

“Andrea, I wanted to talk to you about what you left in the trunk of the car I borrowed. Like the fact that the armor is missing,” Edmund started.

“Ooooh! Oh my, look at the time! I really do have to go. I’m so sorry Edmund, and I’m sure everything will be fine,” Andrea said loudly and quickly. Her voice at the end trailed off as if she’d already shoved the phone at Faith and was running away from the other woman.

“Whatever you told her at the end there got her to run off,” Faith declared as she took control over the phone.

“I wanted to know where the supplies from the trunk went. All she left in there was an empty pancake mix bag, a laptop that’s probably ruined, and a busted helmet,” Edmund admitted with a chuckle.

Looking around, he found Dorothy and Alina off to one side.

Along with a tow-truck that had his very ruined car strapped to its bed.

Man, that thing’s trashed.

“Speaking of ruined and busted,” Faith started. “I hear you trashed the car completely. Was it really that necessary to get there that quickly?”

“Maybe? Maybe not? I just figured it’d be good to get there and save lives. It’s hard for anyone to criticize us if we’re doing obvious things to make sure lives are spared. Right?” asked Edmund in a somewhat sheepish tone as he walked over to the two women. He felt rather silly now that she was questioning him.

He hadn’t even considered taking his time and going a normal route with his light-bar on.

I’ve gotten used to just slamming around and getting things done as fast as possible. To rush it right to the end with as little confrontation as possible.

Hm.

I wonder if that’s what my therapist would call my fatal flaw.

“Well… actually, that’s a good point in this case. No one got any footage of any bit of your wild ride up until the landing,” Faith remarked. “That was caught on video, as was your escapade inside the store.

“I only know how much of an insane drive it was based on the GPS that’s installed in all our vehicles. It looked like you were going the wrong way for a while there.”

“It happens,” Edmund offered lamely as he came to a stop in front of a pouty-looking Dorothy and a concerned Alina.

“Does it? The last time something like this happened you helped Andrea navigate out of a very… sticky situation. Since then, your driving has always been perfect,” Faith offered. It sounded like she was beginning to suspect something.

That maybe her inability to poke through his mind wasn’t as perfect as he thought it was. Perhaps even non-existent, and that she was merely playing what was essentially hide and seek with him through gaps in her fingers.

“Yep. Anyway. All done here. I still have the consultants with me. Not really sure what to do at this point,” Edmund confessed. Everything felt rather screwed up to him at the moment. Nothing was where it should be.

“Lay low. Take the day off. Felix insisted on giving you another bonus,” suggested Faith. “Also, I thought it might be prudent to tell you that someone called into Legion asking about you and your employment here.

“Several people, in fact. A principal and a few teachers. From a school district down near where you used to live.”

Edmund winced, closed his eyes, and felt his face screw up into a frown. Gazing longingly at the infinite blackness behind his eyelids, he wondered how long he could stay silent and not mention his sister to anyone.

“For what it’s worth, I know. Felix, knows. No one cares or brought it up because you didn’t. His answer to what to do when I asked him about it was fairly simple. Would you care to guess?” Faith asked. She sounded very impish right now.

Edmund did his best to stay away from all the Dryads. There were more than a few at Legion HQ and they were looking for men to “bond” with. Edmund had made it a personal goal to never be alone with them.

They were far too playful and mischievous for him.

“Nope,” he said finally.

“When he finally tells us about it, tell him we bought the school, the trailer park, and the college that she’d probably go to. Get her into an escalator program so she can join Legion. In fact, just set all that up now so we don’t have to bother with it when he gets around to it, then tell him,” Faith stated in her best Felix impersonation.

I… of course he did.

Of course he did, because that’s Felix. That’s what he’d do.

Figure it out, set it up, make sure it’s done. Then wander off to whatever the next problem was. Because any employee worth keeping was worth solving every problem for.

And I’m worth… I’m worth keeping.

Nodding his head, Edmund pressed his teeth and eyes together as tightly as he could. Breaking down in tears wasn’t really possible at the moment.

“Yep,” he got out in a choked breath.

“Awww. I’ll leave it at that. He didn’t think it’d hit that hard for you, but I knew it would. You’re a good person, Edmund,” Faith reassured him. “Take the consultants out to lunch, drop them off at Legion so they can wander around, take the day for yourself. You’ll need to stay down there for a few days just to make sure the cops get all the info they need from you. They’re still feeling around with all the new laws and procedures. Makes it a bit slower than normal.”

Faith didn’t wait for him to say anything else and promptly disconnected the line.

Still nodding his head, Edmund let his hand drop down to his side and stuck it into his pocket.

“For what it’s worth, I think crying is perfectly normal,” Dorothy offered brightly. “Trying to not cry seems very restrictive and wrong. But that’s just me, and I come from a very different… different country.”

Ah shit, I forgot they were there staring at me. Ha… haha.

Ugh.

“Ohhh nooo,” his phone cheerfully proclaimed.

Opening his eyes, Edmund pulled his phone back out of his pocket and looked to the front of it.

It was Romina.

She was calling him directly.

It was surprising, as he hadn’t really been expecting it to be a phone call but an alert or a reminder.

“Huh?” he mumbled and then tapped accept.

Lifting it to his ear, he looked at Alina and Dorothy with an apologetic smile and shrug of his shoulders.

“Hey hey,” he said.

“Hi! Oh! Hi, I wasn’t sure you’d pick up! Are you okay?” Romina asked.

Her voice had made his heart flutter oddly and her concern for him felt genuine. Leaving him with an ugly stone in his guts that made his stomach feel weak.

“I mean, yeah? I’m fine. Just another day at the office, I guess,” Edmund said with a chuckle. “Two registrations complete, making a positive impact for the Association and Legion. Gotta get that glow up one way or another, right?”

“I uh… haha, yeah. Yeah! Good job. That video of you is really making the rounds. You should come back home tomorrow and let me give you an interview. We should try to capitalize on it while we can,” Romina suggested.

“Sounds good but I’ll probably be down here for a few more days. Sorry,” Edmund apologized.

“You are? I-alright. Alright. That’s fine. I can come down there. I’ve been meaning to do an HQ tour sometime soon anyway. That’ll work out really well,” Romina stated, her tone rapidly picking up in energy as she went. She was always looking for an angle to promote herself and almost always found it. “Will the consultants still be there?”

“Yeah, they’re with me for a while as I understand it,” Edmund reported, looking to Dorothy and Alina.

“Months,” Dorothy supplied helpfully.

“Months,” agreed Alina then shook her head. “But on and off. I have other stuff I’m doing at the same time. This is my second job, I guess.”

“Yeah, welcome to the rat-race. We all get to work two or three jobs, expect to be paid nothing, and have to say thank you for the privilege of it all,” growled Edmund.

“Not the time for politics,” Romina chided him. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Wait,” Edmund said after the line popped. “What… what about Dog? Who’s going to feed him?”

“Dog?” asked Dorothy. “You have a dog? I didn’t know you have a dog. What kind of breed is he? She? Is it a girl or a boy?”

“No, no dog. It’s a cat. He’s a boy. That’s the only pet I have.”

“You named your cat, Dog,” Alina stated in a flat tone.

“I sure did, Devan,” Edmund grumbled.





Chapter 9




“Wake up. Do the thing. This is the nice alarm. Remember?” his phone spat out at him.

With a grunt, he rolled over and tapped the button to silence it.

Moving back to the center of his bed in the hotel, he let out a long sigh.

The day had been spent with Alina and Dorothy in the end. They hadn’t let him escape and had forced him to lead them around HQ. Then around the city, surrounding areas, and even the small library where he’d met Felix.

To the point that he felt a lot like he should’ve had a nametag that introduced him as tour-guide Barbie.

Opening his power, he froze.

The third save-state that he hadn’t been able to actually touch was now active. He could see that it was a save-state from the day when he’d met Felix, in fact.

The viewpoint that he could see of the save-state was himself staring up at Felix in the library.

Errr… it made an auto save on my behalf… I guess?

That’s disconcerting. Did I do it without meaning to?

Was it that big of a diversion in my life that it created one all on its own?

Damn. That’s unnerving.

Edmund promptly dismissed his concerns about it and saved right on top of it.

The save-state was simply too far in the past to be useful to him. Going that far back would leave him with no resources, nothing to work with.

He hadn’t even had a bed back then.

Taking a moment, he looked over his save-states.

He had one from yesterday morning, the one from just before his big-box store escapade, and now the one from this morning.

Okay so… daily, weekly, monthly? That’d work out.

Having more makes it easier to deal with whatever might come up.

Yeah, that works out a lot better.

Opening his eyes, Edmund flinched as his mind landed on the fact that he’d be dealing with Romina today.

Romina, Dorothy, and Alina, in fact.

Then his phone went off, stating its absolute dismay as ever.

Picking up his phone, Edmund looked to the lock screen.

It was a single exclamation point.

Frowning, Edmund was more concerned now than he’d been previously. This message meant very simply that his sister needed him immediately.

That there was no time for him to do anything other than to come to her at once.

Then the phone rang even as he held it.

It was Felix.

Tapping accept, Edmund put it to his ear.

“Boss?” he asked.

“Hey, Edmund. Got a big thing coming up tomorrow. Could use your help with it in the future I imagine. After I do my side of it at least. Going to be going up in front of the Supreme Court to discuss that act they passed. It isn’t really legal or big in the public view, but there’s reasons for it.

“I’m going to be discussing it, Legion, and the association. Your recent run in with those supers and a few other factors has made it all pretty muddy, but we don’t care about the act one way or the other.

“Even if they revoke the act and try to make what we’re doing illegal, we’ll just go further into the global space. The Association is here to stay.”

Edmund nodded his head.

He knew for a fact that Felix was going to force the Association into the authority position he wanted them to be in, regardless of anything else. If the United States didn’t accept them, he really would just go global and then operate in a de facto sort of way.

Knowing how he worked, and that he was a Super Villain, the chances were good that he’d likely work to exploit any and every flaw in the country so long as they didn’t support the Association.

He probably wouldn’t go so far as to induce anything directly, but he’d campaign for it as much as he could indirectly.

“That’s it,” Felix stated.

“Okay. Got it. I’ll finish up what I can here and head back to the Association then,” Edmund answered definitively.

“Good. Do that interview with Romina though. That’ll likely help us. That little dance video of yours really keeps getting played everywhere. I especially liked the little twirl you gave that woman at the end,” Felix teased with a snicker, then hung up.

That woman?

Hm.

Maybe he doesn’t know that Ryker left consultants with me. Wouldn’t be the first time those two aren’t working in concert.

Now that I think about it though… Alina and Dorothy didn’t question me about anything that happened. Not at all.

They accepted it all.

Even when I used names for them I shouldn’t have.

Damn… dug a hole there.

Whatever.

Rolling out of bed, Edmund needed to get dressed in a hurry. He needed to check in with his sister.




***




“You grew up here?” Dorothy asked from the passenger seat.

Alina had to leave to handle her “other job” and wasn’t with them at the moment. She hadn’t been very happy at being called away just as they left the hotel, either.

She separated from them and headed off toward the parking lot structure to apparently meet up with Ryker.

“I mean… sort of. More like I inhabited spaces around here. I didn’t really live here,” explained Edmund. “My parents kicked me out early. Real early. They wanted the benefits for having a kid, but not the kid itself.

“At least not me. They tolerate my little sister a lot better than me. They didn’t kick her out and then pretend she didn’t exist.”

They were currently parked in a small parking lot. One that Edmund had picked out specifically for an exclamation point message. His sister would be able to see the car from their trailer.

“I always thought my own childhood was rough, but I at least had Ryker from a young age. Then he gave me power,” muttered Dorothy. “I’m not so sure I could have come out as optimistic as you did if I went through this.”

His phone vibrated in his pocket, alerting him to the fact that his sister had probably texted him a single dot. Which meant she saw him and could be out shortly.

“Who says I’m optimistic? I see a damn dark cloud to every silver lining. I’ll be back,” Edmund muttered and then levered himself out of the seat after opening the door.

Stepping out, he then carefully shut the door and moved over to sit down on a partly broken bench. It’d been there as long as he could remember and was always broken.

Even when they fixed it, it was broken.

Some things just couldn’t be changed.

Sitting there, Edmund just did his best to look bone tired and world weary. Just like everyone who sat on this bench did. As if he belonged here and was part of the neighborhood.

It really wasn’t that hard to slip back into the mentality he’d been trapped in for most of his life.

There was a flash as someone moved past him from behind.

A note fluttered down into his lap and landed between his thighs.

Looking up and to the side, he saw his sister moving away quickly. Right back to her trailer with a bucket being carried in both hands.

Good reason to leave and wouldn’t make mom or dad question her.

Always a smart girl.

But… I’m concerned about this just being a note.

Frowning, Edmund put his hand on the note, then slipped it into a pocket. He’d read it in the car or later. Reading it here would just attract attention to him.

All it’d take was one of his parents to look out the window and notice him.

Though he really wasn’t sure if they’d even recognize him at this point. The scrawny malnourished scarecrow they’d tried to get rid of was long gone now.

Smirking, Edmund stood up.

And nearly bumped into Harper with the speed in which he did it.

Her eyes were wide and she was staring at him. Her face was a mask of rigid features. Locked into place and held there by sheer force of will and terror.

“Oh, Harper,” Edmund said with a rushed breath. “Fucking scared me. How’s that knife wound healing up? Ya’ll right?

“Your man kinda got you deep with it but hey, you didn’t die. So that works. None of your little gang seems to be around though.”

Edmund looked around himself to see that there was, indeed, no one with Harper.

“I told them to leave. They robbed me afterward, too. Took everything I had,” Harper admitted with a shake of her head. “Tried to fight them but there wasn’t much I could do, given what’d happened with the knife.

“Wasn’t doing me any good leading them and after that ass kicking you gave me, then them robbing me. Not to mention some of them were so quick to be willing to kill you… it was a wake-up call. They’d probably have tried to kill me if I fought any more than I did.

“I heard that wake-up call. Heard loud and clear. Didn’t expect you to come back but I was hoping you might.”

“Uh,” Edmund stated profoundly. “Okay? Cool. Cool cool cool. Imma just… go now.”

“Could you get me somewhere I could put a resume in with the Association or Legion? Not a job… or even an interview, actually. Just somewhere to put in a resume. Even if it’s a shitty cleaning job,” Harper muttered, her eyes drifting down toward Edmund’s chest rather than his face.

“Err, even a cleaning job?” Edmund asked.

Harper’s face twisted in on itself in a strange way before she sighed and then nodded her head. Her eyes moving back up to his own.

“Yeah. Just… anything. There’s really nothing around here that’d probably give me a shot at doing more than-more than what I’ve been doing. What I was shaping up to be,” Harper explained, almost seemingly more to herself than him. “Everyone who got a job with Legion or the Association are already gone. Moved out and moving through life now.

“And here I am. Getting shanked. In a trailer park. All while worrying if I’m pregnant and if I need to stop drinking. I’m just… I’m a mess. I’m wrecked. I need to do something.”

Fuck her. She can just crawl off into a gutter and die there.

With all the other rats that were with her.

An idiotic thought snapped through Edmund’s brain to the core of his being.

The moment he’d met Felix and been given a small amount of money and an offer.

Such a massive change in his life that a save-state had been created from it without him intending it to be.

Only for him to over-write it and then condemn Harper to a fate he himself might have been stuck in.

I’m the fucking rat here.

I’m the scumbag, not her.

“Huh. I… ah… alright. Alright, I will,” Edmund murmured. “I can get you a job there, not a problem. You’ll have to earn the right to keep it though. Just be honest, direct, and do what your bosses ask of you. If they ask something stupid, just go to HR.”

Edmund had stuck the letter in a pocket and then pulled out his wallet. He flipped it open, reached into the billfold, and pulled out a card. Gently pushing the two twenty-dollar bills Felix had gifted him to start with.

Those were precious to him.

Next to those were several fifty-dollar bills.

Grabbing all three of them and feeling a smile on his face, Edmund held out the card and money to her.

“Break the cycle then. Here’s enough money to get you through a few days. Send me an email with your resume, I’ll get it pushed over. You do it today, you’ll have a job tomorrow,” Edmund stated. “So… be better. Be more than what you think can or can’t be.”

Harper took the card and the money with hesitant fingers.

And maybe even the things we think can’t change, can.

Edmund didn’t wait around and instead turned away from Harper. Leaving her standing there and heading back to the car.

I wonder if this is how Felix felt.

Curious to see if someone could claw their way out. To step above whatever was holding them down and move out of it.

Reaching the car, Edmund opened the door and sat down in it.

“That looked interesting,” Dorothy mused as soon as the door closed. “Ex-girlfriend?”

“Nah, she tried to take me for a ride, so I had six-inches stuffed in her,” Edmund got out with a chuckle. He was trying not to think about the note from his sister in his pocket.

He had a feeling he really wouldn’t like reading it and it was more than likely bad news. Bad news and problems.

“Hah, I don’t believe that for a minute. You’re as glib as Ryker is,” Dorothy accused.

“Wouldn’t know. He and I are fairly formal in our talks. I don’t think I’ve ever had a real casual conversation with him,” Edmund said and then pulled out the note from his pocket.

Unfolding it gently, he pulled it apart until it was spread open.

After hesitating for several seconds, only then did he actually begin to read it.




I can’t believe you’ve done this. I can’t!

I told you to wait! I told you I needed time! That this wasn’t the right moment! I told you and told you!

Why’re are you forcing this now?

This is the worst time it could ever be! Now I can’t even leave for anything!

Not for any reason!

Even then they watch me so close I feel like I can’t even breathe!

Just let it go. Drop the case.

That’d make everything just be better again.

This isn’t worth it.

Let the case go and I’ll contact you again when I can.




Frowning, feeling greatly confused, Edmund had no idea what the hell the letter was talking about. As far as he was concerned, his sister was babbling incoherently about something that had nothing to do with him.

Pulling out his phone, he unlocked it and sent a quick note off to Faith. It was a very simple question.

Had she or Felix done anything about his sister outside of what she’d told him?

The response was instantaneous. Not even a minute had passed since he’d asked.

It was also only one word.

Nothing.

They haven’t done anything.

Then whatever’s happening is being manufactured by our parents, or… or Earline is going crazy. One or the other.

I guess it’s possible she’s losing it.

A break with reality.

It’s not like I can do anything about it either.

“What’s she talking about?” asked Dorothy. She was bent over the center console and reading the letter as well.

“I really have no idea. It doesn’t make any sense. None of it,” Edmund confessed and then held the letter out to her. “Nor is it any type of code that I know of or anything like that. We never made one up.

“It’s more like… insane chatter. Doesn’t make a lick of sense to me.”

“Oh. Hm,” Dorothy said then handed the letter back to him. “I’m sorry. I’m not really sure what you can do about it either. You seem like you don’t want to confront your parents about what they did to you, or your sister.

“Without moving forward, that doesn’t leave you with much that you can do about it. Does it?”

“Not really. Lee never wanted to have any obvious forms of communication open. That’s why we have the periods and exclamation points thing,” Edmund answered. “I can try texting her, but I’m betting she’ll just instantly delete it. Maybe after reading, maybe not.”

“That really doesn’t leave you with much room,” Dorothy said. Then she sighed and pointed to the clock on the dash. “Need to get going. You’re supposed to meet with Romina relatively soon.”

Ugh.

Ugh!

I don’t… erf.

“You look like that’s the last thing you want to do. Is… she the ex?” Dorothy prompted.

“You’re really way too concerned with who’s an ex and who’s not,” complained Edmund, starting the car up and moving the transmission into reverse.

“I-well-look, Alina already said I was interested. No sense in beating around the bush. How’d you feel about going out on a date?” Dorothy asked.

Ha.

Maybe if I’d been able to muster that amount of courage up when I’d first met Romina, I wouldn’t be where I am. Maybe I’d actually be dating her.

Shit.

“You’re pretty. You seem funny. But I don’t really know you that well, so I’ll just say no,” Edmund murmured as he came to a stop, put the car in drive, and started taking them out of the trailer park.

“That and you’re still getting over Romina shooting you down,” Dorothy added.

Her bead on him was much stronger than he’d thought it’d been. That or he was far more transparent than he was afraid of.

“Ah, that one was right. Ryker said that guessing at someone’s inner motivations aloud often was a great way to actually get an answer. Even if you’re wrong, their response is something you can use,” Dorothy murmured.

“Felix has said something similar,” hissed Edmund, feeling rather stupid and angry now.

“Well! You’ve declined me, Romina declined you, so let’s see what happens next,” Dorothy said with a laugh. “If this was some silly romance story, you’d end up falling in love with Alina instead of me or Romina.”

“Har har, very funny. Love isn’t a game of tag. It isn’t just rushing around to hit whoever’s closest. That kind of mentality just ends up with people getting hurt, or a lot of miscommunication.”

“Or a lot of husbands or wives. Lot of them. Takes a certain type of person to be open to that though. You don’t seem like the type.”

Edmund could only shake his head at that.

He was most certainly not like Felix. The idea of trying to handle more than one woman made him feel inept without even trying.

I can barely handle Dog.

Shit!

I never asked Romina who’s actually feeding Dog.

See, this is exactly what I’m talking about. This right here.

Can’t even handle a cat and a woman who rejected me.

“Ah well. Let’s see what happens! Stories develop in their own ways. If they were always predictable, with an expected outcome, they wouldn’t be worth the time. Now, would they?” Dorothy asked with a laugh.

Then she held up her left hand and made an odd gesture with her fingers.

A small creature made out of lightning sprang to life and landed on the dash. It was only a few inches big, but it held an aura of danger to it.

“Now, Edmund, this is Spark Friend. Spark Friend, this is Edmund. Better to introduce you two to one another while Alina is gone. They don’t like each other very much.”

Edmund was eying the creature made out of living lightning warily.

“Hey,” he said with a small nod of his head.

Least I’m not the only person who names things weird.

“I named him that when I was a little girl. Can’t change his name now. It’s part of who he is,” Dorothy interjected, as if reading his thoughts. “Renaming him would make him someone entirely different.”

Maybe I am the only person who names things weird.

Argh.

Let’s… let’s reload a few times and see if we can’t figure out what the hell happened with Lee before we go meet Romina. It’ll give me some time to think.

Cycling through load states was an easy way to get time to think, Edmund had found.





Chapter 10




“She’s meeting us at HQ?” asked Dorothy.

“Yeah. Romina prefers getting things done at Legion locations. When she goes out in public she’s had to be careful about stream crashers,” Edmund said as he eased the car into the false barn. “That and she gets to showcase rather odd things.”

He’d gone ahead and finally moved the timeline up again. After spending cumulatively about five days in resets and reloads, he came to the conclusion that whatever happened with his sister, wasn’t something he could get in front of.

One day she was fine, and the next she wasn’t.

There was no in-between, and no matter which way he approached it, he never figured out the when, or what. Only that it occurred on the same day, but never at the same time.

If he tried to push in on when it happened, it didn’t.

Though worse things happened.

Like being arrested when his parents had called the cops when he burst into the house to figure out what was going on.

In the end, there wasn’t anything he could do for the time being.

He felt a bit morose about it, but that was just how it was for now.

“Or show off people or creatures that’d never been seen before or only had only been thought of as fantasies and stories,” Edmund continues. “Even I’m still amazed sometimes at how different the world is from what I knew it for.

“At least what I thought I knew it for, I guess. I mean… the world is alive. I’ve met her. Her name’s Gaia.”

Dorothy laughed at that and nodded her head slowly. Looking around at the false barn interior as the door closed behind them.

Then the whole floor began to lower down into the earth. The room was one large elevator that led into the garage, where all vehicles were kept for the motor-pool team to work on.

Working for a Super Villain is always interesting.

And surprising.

“I get that. There’s a lot of ways the world turns out to be far different than what you expected,” mused Dorothy. “Especially when you get involved with the likes of Ryker or Runner.”

“I’ve heard that name but I don’t think I’ve met him,” Edmund remarked as the elevator came to a stop. They were now in the motor-pool garage.

“If you don’t have to, you probably shouldn’t. If you think Ryker or Felix are people to avoid, Runner is like an actual black hole. Not someone you want to casually bump up against,” Dorothy advised. “Things get pretty strange pretty fast with him.”

Edmund raised his eyebrows at that.

He wasn’t surprised though, he was more curious.

Interested.

Given what he could do with his power, running into powerful people was more an opportunity than a concern. Especially if he could prep a bit for it.

“Err… isn’t that Romina?” Dorothy asked.

Snapping out of his thoughts, Edmund looked up.

Sure enough, Romina was standing near the booth that held all the keys, paperwork, and where one went to get a car.

An Andrea was inside and casually staring into a phone only a foot away from her face. Not far away was Romina, watching him as he pulled the car around into a parking spot.

There was an odd smile on her face as her eyes moved back and forth between Dorothy and Edmund. As if looking for something else entirely.

It took him a moment to realize she was looking for Alina. Looking for her and couldn’t seem to find her.

With Romina, he had a really good sense of just how she felt.

Right now, he’d wager on what Romina was feeling exactly. He knew her so well that he was positive that she was relieved, but also frustrated, that Alina wasn’t there.

Despite the fact that she looked anything but either of those right now.

Before he could even think about what to do about it, the phone rang.

There was also an overhead ringing from the internal speakers in the garage.

It looked like Romina’s phone was ringing as well.

Frowning, Edmund looked to the dash.

“Who’s Tribune?” asked Dorothy. “I’ve never heard that name before.”

“It’s the VI that helps Legion keep on track,” answered Edmund, feeling very concerned now.

He tapped the accept call button.

“Legionnaire Edmund, you’re receiving this call as we’re activating an emergency battle drill to be carried out at this moment. Utilize the train stations to get to your battle station as soon as possible,” stated Tribune. Her voice was cold, flat, and without much inflection at all. “Please take this as an actual emergency, as it may in fact be, and not practice. Remain on emergency alert for four hours and twenty-nine minutes. Thank you.”

“Sounds like there won’t be an interview,” Dorothy surmised.

Edmund nodded his head, feeling very strange about the situation.

They hadn’t had an emergency action like this in quite a while.

Which meant Tribune suspected something was going to happen in the very near future.

“Yeah… no interview,” Edmund agreed with some dismay.

Regardless of the rejection, he still wanted to spend time with Romina. The interview had been equal parts concern and enthusiasm for him.

Fear of the topic of his rejected date request coming up, yet also getting to be in Romina’s proximity.

An ugly and awkward feeling to be sure.

“Alright. Off to the train station then. We’ve been given approval so… time to use it,” Edmund stated and looked to Dorothy. “It doesn’t always function the way Felix wants and sometimes it just shuts off, so usage of it is a bit questionable. Maybe he finally got it running well.”

Or maybe Andrea stopped crashing them.

“Sounds fun. I’ve never been on a train,” Dorothy replied with a wide smile. “This has all been rather eye-opening and enjoyable. I’m glad to be here.”

Huh… that’s kinda odd.

Isn’t it?

Feels more and more like she’s from a country even my own upbringing would likely consider rough. As strange as that seems.




***




Looking up at the TV above him, Edmund couldn’t help but stare at Felix.

His boss was sitting in what looked like the proverbial “hot seat” and was being questioned by politicians. The camera flicking from him, to those questioning him, and back again.

Unendingly.

“— not really my place to say,” Felix stated clearly. “I’m not a politician, nor am I technically a part of the legal authority of this country. I’m a third-party contractor that’s working on behalf of Legion and the Association.

“I can only speak to that, what it entails to that, and how it would change or effect our procedures.”

“Well, he speaks very well,” Dorothy murmured, looking down from the TV and to Edmund.

“He does,” Alina agreed with a grunt.

She’d ended up returning this morning, nervous that she’d missed something the day before, and looking somewhat fatigued at the same time. Dorothy and Edmund both had told her of how they sat for hours at a security checkpoint doing absolutely nothing.

Until Tribune dismissed everyone from the drill stating that it was indeed just a practice drill. Then sending everyone performance results.

“I mean, that’s what he does. He talks and directs. He’s a CEO,” replied Edmund, also looking away from the TV.

“Kinda funny to watch a CEO give a deposition in full armor,” Alina countered with a low chuckle. “But also speaks volumes to the power he holds since they can’t get him to take it off.”

“Right? It’s almost too fucking funny,” Edmund said with a laugh, leaning back in his chair. They were currently waiting in the train station beneath the HQ. Tribune had everyone standing in a ready position.

The VI was dead-set and determined that something was going to happen.

“What were they gonna do? Show up with a can-opener and kindly ask him to hold still?” Alina rasped out while laughing. “Ah… whatever. Not really our problem, I guess. They’re just humans.”

“You’re human,” Dorothy murmured, turning to look at Alina.

Alina rolled her eyes, shrugged her shoulders, then looked at Edmund. It was obviously a conversation they’d had more than once. A conversation she wasn’t interested in having in front of Edmund.

“Anyway. Yeah, what else were they supposed to do? Is there anyone or anything that could actually stand up to him?” Alina asked.

“Well, the Guild of Heroes could probably give him a problem or three,” Edmund mused. “But their people don’t seem in a rush to mess around with us. I get the impression he’s moved way more pieces in the background than we’re aware of.

“Given that it’s Felix, it’s obvious he’s involved with them. It’s just how he is. Same is true for the League of Villains.”

“That makes sense,” Dorothy murmured. Then she sat up straight and reached to her side. “Oh, that reminds me. I wanted to show you this and get your opinion. I thought it was rather amusing and well done.”

“Your sense of humor sucks, Dot,” accused Alina.

“Says the grumpy neck-biter,” countered the sorceress. “Ah, here we go. Check it out.”

Dorothy set down her cell phone between the three of them. Then she reached over and tapped the play button.

The very over-used and almost universally known “tango” song began playing. The violins starting off from the high point of the song.

The interior of the store Edmund and Alina had been in faded up from a black screen to a black and white still frame.

There was a great deal of commotion going on in the background, but you couldn’t quite see what was going on. There were obviously things happening though.

Alina and Edmund stepped into the bottom of the frame.

Slowly they walked into view, until Edmund grabbed her suddenly. Causing Alina to look right at him and press in close. 

The video burst out with color from that moment and hit the classic “ba-bum-dum-dum” beat.

As Edmund began pulling Alina along through the aisles, forcing her around, the video had been edited to provide a lot of aftereffects. All the sudden starts and stops he had subjected her to were pronounced with a flash of golden light.

Only for it to end with his tossing her out then bringing her back. The move looking far too suave, even as he then knocked away a fireball and put an arm around her.

Except, from this viewpoint, it really did look like the final move in a dance, rather than how he pictured it in his memory.

It also had an amazing view of Alina’s face.

Wide eyed, staring at Edmund, hands clutched into his shirt as the helmet fell away from his hand.

“See? It’s kinda funny,” Dorothy said with a soft chuckle. “I especially liked how Alina’s power flared every time you came to a stop. It almost made it look like it was edited in. Then again, maybe that’s what made them want to put the music in as well.”

Err, that wasn’t editing, but just how she is?

Interesting.

Maybe I pushed my luck a lot further than I thought I did originally.

Alina let out a soft sigh and shook her head but said nothing.

A single loud buzz filled the train station. It carried on for five seconds before it finally died away.

Edmund pulled his phone out of his pocket and looked at the screen after waking it up.

“Proceed to Association station. A route marker will be provided from there,” read the Encampment app in a notification.

“Looks like I’m moving north,” Edmund murmured, then looked to the two women sitting across from him.

“We. We’re moving north,” Dorothy corrected.

“We,” agreed Alina.

Edmund clicked his tongue, then looked at the next message below that one. It was from Romina and had come in only a second ago.

She was currently reporting from where Felix was and doing a stream of the event. Mostly for Legion publicity, but also because she’d be able to provide access that no one else could.

He hesitated for a moment, then opened the message. If he left it unread, there was always the possibility of her getting annoyed at him, and he didn’t want that.




Hey! Looks like everyone is being mobilized. You should be careful.

No need to do anything stupid or whatever.

You don’t have to play the hero, so just keep your head down.




Edmund smirked, shook his head, and then sighed. He knew that it was likely she was just being kind to him, but he could easily misinterpret the reasoning of her messages.

Unfortunately, he’d mistaken kindness for interest in the past.




I won’t be alone, so it won’t be a problem.

I’m sure I’ll be fine and able to handle anything that comes my way.

I’ll be careful though.




Then he sent the message, stuck his phone into his pocket, and moved to the train he needed to board.

Alina and Dorothy were right behind him.

The former seemed like she was building up in excitement, while the latter seemed to be getting more and more comfortable. As if tension to her was an old friend that she’d known a long time.

Edmund didn’t care one way or the other.

All he needed was to make sure he didn’t immediately die, and he could keep trying to fix a situation. To keep looking for a solution.

Just as he planned to do with his sister.

He just needed more information in the future, then he’d go back to the save he had just before she tried to push him out. To see if he could undo the problem from there and go through this point in time all over again.

Boarding the train, the three of them sat down near one another. Alina rested her head against the wall and closed her eyes. It looked like she fell asleep instantly.

Dorothy, on the other hand, was excitedly looking around.

He wasn’t quite sure what she expected to see since they were underground.

There wouldn’t be much to do till they got where they were going.

The train started moving and Alina’s eyes blinked open before rotating his way.

Dorothy turned to look at him at the same time.

“I want to ask you questions about Romina,” Dorothy started, a strange smile curling her lips.

Great.




***




“Err… there’s really nothing?” Alina asked as the sounds of them getting comfortable in their seats died away.

“Yeap,” Edmund confirmed, looking to his phone.

They’d taken the instructions verbatim.

Exiting the train, going to the motor-pool, and getting into a specific car that already had the keys in the ignition.

After that, there had been nothing else.

“Odd,” Dorothy murmured, brushing her fingers across her blouse in the front passenger seat. Then she let out a huffed breath and looked to Alina. “You’re okay to be here?”

Alina and Dorothy stared at each other for several seconds before Alina shrugged her shoulders.

“I mean… I’d be told if I wasn’t?” she offered and then laughed. “Ryker’d just show up and be like, ‘okay kiddo, time to go’.”

For some reason, Edmund looked away from Alina and then to the surrounding area. He had a weird feeling like Ryker would show up.

He didn’t, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t felt that way.

“Ohhh nooo,” his phone declared.

Grumbling, Edmund reached into his pocket and fished out his phone. Looking at the front of it, he saw it was a call from Faith.

Hitting the accept key, he put it to his ear.

“Hey,” he said.

“Edmund, good. Who do you have with you?” Faith asked.

“Consultants,” he answered somewhat cagily. He really didn’t like talking on the phone anymore. He really preferred texts and emails through the Encampment app.

“Okay. Things just went insane. I’m sending you off to be at a point of concern for me. This time I’m making sure a squad of Legionnaires is with you, as well as a Dryad,” laid out Faith. It sounded like she was using a headset or a blue-tooth speaker rather than holding the phone to her head. “Go there, secure the area, make sure the Association’s laws are respected. Heroes and Villains are battling at key points, so there’s going to be casualties. We’re there to make sure those are minimized so the final numbers are as low as possible. Hurt who you have to, to make sure our laws are respected.

“Questions? Concerns? Anything you need answered?”

Edmund could swear he could hear gunfire and screaming in the background.

Something really was going down.

“Uh, no. Not really. You more or less gave me everything,” Edmund answered. “Anything else you need from me?”

“No,” Faith said, and then hung up.

The call had been less than a minute long.

Less than half a minute, really.

“Well, that was… brief,” Dorothy drawled.

“Did we get orders or are we going to sit and stare at each other in a car. Cause that’d make Dorothy happy, but I’d get bored. Third wheels aren’t fun. Being one or having one,” Alina said acidly.

“Thankfully we did, just waiting for it to let me know where we’re going,” Edmund replied. Then his phone pinged.

A location popped up on his phone.

“Can I drive? I’d like to drive. Please. I’d really like to drive,” Dorothy requested.

“It’s fine, I’ll drive safe and normal. I… that was a mistake last time,” Edmund promised.

He still wasn’t quite sure why he’d felt so compelled to drive as fast and as hard as he had. Part of him was wondering if he hadn’t been as over the rejection from Romina as he’d thought.

That maybe, given the opportunity to throw caution and danger to the wind, to escape his thoughts, he’d taken it. Taken it and quite literally ran.

Really wasn’t as ready as I thought I was, was I? Wasn’t ready at all.

Even though I played out time as far as I did, I still wasn’t ready.

Some things just change us, and we can’t escape them.

Turning the key, Edmund tried to keep his thoughts on the task at hand. He had another job to do.

Another task to take care of in his Super Villain organization.

Always an adventure. Always something different.





Chapter 11




“Turn left,” came the automated voice over the car speakers.

“You know… driving off to a battle seems rather mundane,” Dorothy said suddenly, turning to look at Edmund. “But I guess we’re not in a rush since we won’t even be the first people there.”

“More or less. That and… uh… I don’t really wanna repeat what I did last time. That was a really stupid thing to do,” Edmund confessed.

“I didn’t think it was stupid. It was just,” Alina argued. “A little bit of a wild ride, but just. If you hadn’t done what you had, it’s likely there would have been more victims.”

“That’s just post action justification. It’s not like I knew that’d be the case when I decided to do it,” grumbled Edmund, remembering his discussions with Ryker. Debate and analysis were processes he tended to engage on endlessly with Edmund. 

Going round and round in their talks and often focusing on cause and effect.

Edmund finally got his turn to make his left in the intersection and continued driving. There was something out of the ordinary, however.

Ahead of them was a T-intersection. At the end of the street was a large building with an underground parking lot.

The booth to it was on fire.

Burning away, as if it were doing exactly what it was supposed to do.

There was also a lot of people standing around. Staring at the fire as well as upward to the top of the building.

Even as he crept forward, Edmund peered up to the top of the building as well. Trying to see what everyone else was looking at.

A lone figure stood at the top of the building. They had their arms up to the sky and were as still as a statue.

“The hell is that?” Alina asked in a hush.

Shit.

This is going to be something I have to handle, isn’t it? Let’s put a Save-state down and see what we can do about it.

Worst case scenario, I can load up to this morning and start from there.

Feeling a lot like he had a moment of absolute clarity Edmund threw down a save-state. He made sure to keep the one from this morning available in case he needed to reload this even further back.

A single second after he made the save, a handful of lightning bolts began ripping down through the sky. Tearing through the air. Striking people and objects in equal measure.

Three people fell over and dropped to the ground at the same time a car exploded and a tree became a massive fire. The force behind the bolts of lightning felt stronger than they had any right to be.

As if they were actually empowered strikes. Pushing one of nature’s already most destructive forces into another category altogether.

“Fuck,” Edmund said, right before he ended up rear-ending the car in front of him. His concentration had been completely on the lightning bolts.

Then another car rear-ended him, and a traffic jam was created in a flash. Several cars crunching into one another on either side of Edmund.

Alina grabbed her door handle and tore it open before clambering out of the vehicle.

Dorothy on the other hand began working her hands back and forth, and the car they were in began lifting itself off the ground. Raising up off the ground rapidly and reaching ten feet in no time flat.

Alina began flying along next to them.

“It’s lightning, even if magical. I can protect us better if we’re not on the ground,” Dorothy said, her hands making small swirling motions. A magical construct danced between her hands and looked completely foreign to Edmund.

He still wasn’t used to her using magic.

Looking to the side, Edmund saw Alina flying next to the car. Giant golden wings flapping effortlessly as she gazed up at the person on top of the building.

“Well, at least she’s not rushing off this time,” muttered Edmund. “Could you have saved those people with your magic, by the way? Can you stop those bolts?”

“No. It was just too strong and too wide. They weren’t targeted. It was the whole area. Even we were part of the targeting,” Dorothy responded.

Sighing, Edmund looked up to the top of the building. The person there had vanished. He had no idea where they were now, but he didn’t think they’d left.

There was a loud boom out from in front of them, out of view.

I’ll have to deal with this one way or the other. I can just… deal with it now and keep the day whole. I really don’t want to relive everything if I don’t have to.

I feel like I’m losing a small bit of myself every time I end up reloading.

Again, if this is the worst-case scenario, I can load from this morning and see if I can get to this moment from a different angle. Might be hard to try and preserve my power while doing it though.

Eh… let’s see where this goes.

Edmund reloaded the Save-state he’d made.

Once again, a second after he was in control, lightning bolts came down again.

Except they struck different targets this time. Rather than the six or seven lightning bolts he’d seen last time, there were only four this time.

Three of them hit people, one hit a fire-hydrant.

“Fuck me,” grumbled Edmund. “It’s an edge-case. On the edge of an actual fifty-fifty.”

“What?” asked Dorothy with some shock. “What the heck are you talking about?”

Edmund clicked his tongue as he watched a different reality play out. One that didn’t match the last one he’d just lived through.

Loading the save-state again, Edmund watched carefully this time.

More lightning bolts than the first or second time appeared. At least double those from the first time, in fact.

Almost every single one struck a person this time. Laying out a great number of people. The response was incredibly different as well, with people sprinting out of their vehicles and dashing off in every direction.

He’d been stumped by a situation just like this once in the past. Where no matter what he did, it was as if the situation were truly random.

In the end, he could only call it an “edge-case” and had learned what he could about the situation.

Andrea had thankfully been her honest self as they’d laid dying in the wreck of the vehicle.

They’d been in a police car chase and were boxed in from every direction. It’d been Edmund’s first real test of his super power.

She’d chosen the directions she had nearly on a whim. Based on what she felt, rather than thinking about it. During each iteration, she could have just as easily turned left, or right.

If the chances were equally good that one thing could happen, or another, to the point that it was practically the same, things could change. Loading a save-state could generate other realities.

And with Andrea, anything is possible. Anything at all.

“Those lightning bolts were all randomly targeted in the area, right?” asked Edmund as Dorothy began levitating the car.

“Yes. Yes. They were. How’d you know?” asked Dorothy.

Clicking his tongue, Edmund reloaded again.

There were eight lightning bolts this time, only one hit a person.

“More lightning bolts than the very first time, but less casualties… can I make it so there aren’t any at all?” asked Edmund, realizing he could reload endlessly until he got the randomness he wanted. 

“I… what?” Dorothy asked, once more levitating the car.

Edmund loaded again.

This time he immediately honked the horn. He wanted to see if there was anything he could do to actually change the outcome, or if this really was a situation where he could only save-scum the outcome.

There was no change to anything around him, despite laying on the horn. Though there were only four lightning bolts this time.

Each one hit a person.

Less bolts, more deaths.

So many damn variables.

And… and if I manage to get what I want… do I save again? Do I lock down a new save-state just to make sure I don’t lose my progress?

Damnit.

This is still better than doing the day all over again. Since I’d either have to hit the exact same variables once more to get to this point, or take it from another angle altogether.

Edmund began to rapidly load his save-state. Cycling it over and over as soon as the lightning bolts fell.

Waiting to see if there was ever a case where no one at all was hit. Where there was no loss of life at all.

Because to him, he could easily see anyone who lost their life here being no different than those he cared about. His sister going to school, Romina on her way to or from somewhere, any of his friends going to a meal.

He wasn’t going to let anyone die here if he could help it.

And thankfully, he could indeed help it.




***




Something close to thirty lightning bolts crashed down and absolutely obliterated people. Two people even taking two hits surprisingly.

“Holy shit. That’s the most I’ve seen so far,” Edmund remarked dryly.

He wasn’t sure how many times he’d reloaded at this point, but it was easily in the triple digits.

“So far?! What?!” asked Dorothy in a shriek.

She didn’t levitate the car this time, but sent them flying like a rocket. Alina hadn’t even had time to get out of the vehicle this time.

“Shit!” squeaked Alina, her hand on the door handle as she was suddenly flung to the other side of the seat.

“I can reset stuff,” Edmund murmured, watching out the side window. This was the first time something different had happened. He was curious to see if there’d be any other changes. “I’ve redone this attack hundreds of times now. Hundreds and hundreds.”

“Are you kidding?” asked Dorothy in a strained whisper as the car bounced off a building and then slammed into the sidewalk.

“No. I’m not. I just… reset it and do it over and over,” Edmund answered, staring out the window. He could see what was going on around their original position quite well now.

Except it didn’t offer him much of anything, other than what he’d already known.

“Going to reset it in just a second,” Edmund said and then looked over to Dorothy. “Little Miss Lightning back there is on the ground now. She’s going to blow up a few cars since everyone’s run away from her.

“After that, I don’t know. I always reloaded right after that because I didn’t want to die. I can’t really reload or reset if I’m dead.

“I could always just reload from this morning but that’s such a waste. Every time I do something like that, I often screw it up and have to do it all over again. I really prefer these short save and load things like this.”

“You’re… you’re for real?” Dorothy questioned, looking surprised and panicked.

“Yeah. We’ve had this conversation once already before. Alina told me your name was Dot at the time and you told me Alina’s full name,” explained Edmund.

Dorothy slowly nodded her head at that.

“That explains a lot but… why didn’t you just tell me that?” Dorothy continued, then she sighed and shook her head. “No, I already know. If I knew, I’d change all my behaviors. You wouldn’t be able to predictably rely on what we’d do if we knew you’d just reset it anyway.”

“More or less,” Edmund agreed with a chuckle. “Predetermination is a fucked-up thing. Fate being completely unhinged and able to be bent to someone else’s whims? Even more fucked up.

“But hey, you’re two-for-two on the whole ‘that’s neat’ scale, rather than the freak-out scale.”

“What about me?” demanded Alina from the backseat. She’d righted herself and was looking at him now.

“The same so far,” Edmund said and looked to her.

“How many times did I die in the big-box store?” she asked suddenly, staring at him in a very different way now.

“Too many times. Anyway. Reloading now,” Edmund muttered.

“Tell me that. Tell me I died a lot in the big-box store. In the future. Tell me that and make a point of it. Really run that one home so I can’t avoid it,” Alina demanded suddenly. Her entire posture and tone changing.

Edmund glanced at her, nodded once, and then reloaded again.

And again.

And again.

Ten reloads after that and Edmund once again was bored with the situation. He knew what he wanted was possible, but getting it wasn’t going to be quick.

More lightning bolts that he’d ever seen previously struck down in this load of the save-state. Each and every one though struck the same thing.

A street-sign.

Causing it to explode apart as if it were a bomb.

“Wow,” Edmund remarked before loading again.

A single lightning bolt dropped down from the sky and hit a tree. The whole thing splitting in half and catching fire.

“Ha!” Edmund exclaimed and quickly threw down a save-state.

It instantly left him feeling sick. Just as ill as he felt when he’d saved at the big-box store. Staring out at the scene and feeling awful, yet successful.

Alina and Dorothy seemed surprised at the situation, but didn’t respond in the same way they had previously.

“I don’t see any storm clouds,” remarked Alina, leaning down to look out the front windshield.

“It was the person on the building,” Edmund said while hitting the brakes.

This time he got rear-ended, as no one had actually stopped but him.

Edmund threw the transmission into park and then flung the door open. Stepping out, he was able to see the super responsible for this.

He’d gotten bored a few times while reloading, so he’d taken the opportunity to steal some looks up to the front of the mess.

It was a woman who looked like her arms were actually bolts of lightning.

Except, unfortunately this time there were lots of people around her. They hadn’t scattered in every direction this time since the bolts hadn’t landed amongst everyone.

Their reactions had been a lot like Dorothy and Alina’s.

Confusion with only a mild sense of danger.

“Fuck,” Edmund whispered to himself watching as the woman lifted her arms up once again. Then lightning bolts shot out and began landing amongst the road. Hitting cars, people, and objects.

Laughing, feeling absolutely broken, Edmund just watched.

“Oh my god, I’m just feeling busted. She’s just gonna bust lightning all over like a gardener with a hose, hahaha… shit,” Edmund said to himself. “Can we block it somehow? Deflect it?”

After the first wave of bolts crashed out, a sloped and glowing blue ramp appeared in front of everyone. Every single thing coming out of the woman’s arms hit it and slid upward and into the sky.

Glancing to his right, Edmund saw Dorothy with a hand up.

Alina was standing next to him now, staring at the woman.

“Now what?” she asked, looking to him.

Edmund blinked, then reloaded the save-state.

“Throw up a shield in front of us, Dot. Quick as you can,” he commanded and stomped on the brakes. They were instantly rear-ended again, of course. “Alina, get over there and stop the super!”

All three got out of the car.

Except they were already too late.

The moment Dorothy managed to get a shield up, the first round of bolts had already left the woman’s arms. Striking several people who were all staring at the super.

Shit… it’s a reload situation again.

Over and over.

But… what happens when I get the load right, then save it? What happens to me if I save again? I’m not sure what’ll happen. I’ve never pushed it this far. Never so close together. This’ll be three in less than a minute.

There’s no actual time between the saves, just my own recollection.

No physical time.

Well, this shouldn’t be too bad. I can make it work.

If it gets real bad I’ll reload from earlier. No reason not to see it further though. I’m already this far.

Clicking his tongue against his teeth, Edmund reloaded the save-state.

“Dot, shield, end of the road! Alina, offense, go!” commanded Edmund, slapping the emergency brake, braking, and throwing the car into park all at the same time.

The sudden stop was immediate and so was the bumper shove that came afterward from the car behind them.

All three jumped out of the car.

For some reason, Dorothy was quicker this time, but still not quick enough. A number of lightning bolts got off before the shield came down.

But they missed everyone. They nearly hit a few people, but miraculously missed.

It’s still random. Even with this going as quickly as it did.

Let’s brute force it! We can push ahead of this without a save.

We can do this!

I don’t have to save.

Alina launched ahead, her wings flapping firmly behind her as she shot forward through the air. Dorothy had both her hands up in front of herself.

“I don’t think I can hold this,” she hissed between clenched teeth. “It’s way stronger than I thought.”

Damnit all. Damnit.

Uh… what… what do I do? Let’s see what happens with Alina. I can always save after that. I can make a choice after that.

Alina flicked her hand out to the side and a blade of bright glowing gold appeared there. It was an awe-inspiring thing to see a brightly glowing angel flying down the street.

Right up until a lightning bolt curved up away from the super and struck Alina solidly in the chest. Turning her into a bloody chunk of meat with wings as it soared through the air.

Only to slam into a moving truck and slide down the back of it to lay unmoving on the asphalt. If he wasn’t so frustrated with the situation, it’d actually have been rather comical.

“Huh,” Edmund whispered, then reloaded.

Only to watch people get hit by lightning.

Over and over.

Well shit! 

Did I fuck it? I should have saved when I had the chance!

Edmund was kicking himself now that he hadn’t saved when he’d had the chance. He was still stuck behind at least two different random chance events.

The first being the shield block, the latter being Alina making it to the super.

As if someone heard his mental anguish, the lightning bolts missed the mark. Dorothy’s shield snapping into place and blocking the rest.

Even as Alina’s feet lifted off the ground, Edmund put down a save-state.

His mind was wrenched around and he felt sick to his stomach. As if everything was spinning madly and he needed to lay down immediately.

Alina was knocked out of the sky by a lightning bolt.

Edmund again reloaded before her corpse had even hit the ground.

“Dodge left, behind the truck,” ordered Edmund as Alina passed by him.

Alina did as instructed and curved out behind the truck. It obstructed the super’s view of her until she came around the side of it.

Only to be hit again by a bolt.

Realizing it was futile to give directions, Edmund instead reloaded and said nothing more. Watching Alina glide off through the air toward their enemy.

This time, she dodged two bolts and a third went wide. Ripping past her through the air.

“Shit,” Edmund spat out as Alina flew through the super. Battering her to the side with her sword and then clotheslining them with a raised left arm.

“She probably made her sword dull rather than sharp. I’m sure they’re alive,” Dorothy promised him.

“Shit,” repeated Edmund, realizing what he needed to do now.

Then he saved the world yet again. For the fourth time in one day, beyond what he’d ever done before.

Then the world began to spin and swerve in every direction.

Okay, that was too much.

Let’s load to this morning instead and go from there.

I underestimated this.

Edmund held that thought and promptly passed out. Even as he tried to load back into an earlier save and not making it in time.





Chapter 12




Edmund opened his eyes and found he was somewhere he didn’t recognize.

Nor did he have a guess as to where he was, either.

It wasn’t a hospital room, or someone’s bedroom.

Nor was it his own home, or anywhere else he knew of from friends or work, either. Nothing looked familiar in any regard.

In fact, now that Edmund was actually trying to work his thoughts into some semblance of workable logic, he realized he wasn’t even laying down.

He wasn’t sitting, either.

Edmund was standing upright.

Looking to the left, then the right, he realized he was in an empty room. A strange room with white walls, white floors, and white ceilings.

There were no lights, no seems, no tiles.

There was a door on each wall, each with a white doorknob and without locking mechanisms. Not one thing else was in the room other than Edmund.

“Uh,” he said aloud, his voice coming back to him in an odd way.

“A verbal filler,” reported a voice from somewhere else. There was a distinct lack of emotion in the voice, but it wasn’t robotic. More tired and worn out, even if it didn’t sound old. “Considering there is no one else to speak with, we must now be worried for the mental health of Edmund. Documented concern.

“Footnote, Edmund is lacking preset marker forty-two-B, and has a slight intolerance to dairy products due to this. A divergence of less than point zero-zero-zero-zero-two percent.”

“That seems kinda low. Is that a good kind of low, or a bad kind of low?” Edmund asked without considering he was talking to no one.

“In this situation, the number is more than acceptable for it to be classified as within expectations. Footnote added and appropriate marker identified for future research,” stated the voice. “There are also sixteen hairs missing from Edmund, a footnote.”

“Sixteen. Hm. I… yeah, sixteen,” mumbled Edmund. “Uh huh. That’s interesting.”

He wasn’t really interested in the conversation that was being held, but really wanted to know instead where he was. On top of that, he desperately wanted to know how he got here and where the others had gone.

The last thing he’d seen was Alina doing her winged avenger routine.

“It is but also isn’t. A footnote, nothing more,” stated the voice.

“Yeah. Footnote. Got it,” Edmund muttered. He really wanted to ask questions, but he didn’t feel as if he could. He had no idea what was going on or even who he was talking to.

“Would Edmund like to move to the next line?” asked the voice.

“I… yes? I’d like to move on?” Edmund answered. Then he began wondering if he really was dead. That this was the afterlife and this ‘line’ was somewhere that he’d be held accountable for his actions. “Wait, next line like I’m dead and it’s time to get judged?”

“Edmund has not moved to a new state. Edmund is still in the same state. Edmund is currently displaced,” stated the voice. “Due to the displacement, we have come to inspect Edmund and determine if there is an outcome that we can assist with.”

“Displaced. Displaced? What… what does that mean?”

“Edmund did too much and no longer has enough to continue.”

“Enough what?”

“Edmund.”

“Yes?”

“Yes.”

Standing there, Edmund realized this was pointless, he was trying to get information from a source that didn’t seem stable. Or if not unstable, not entirely reliable.

“How do I leave?” he tried instead.

“Edmund would leave by leaving.”

Nodding his head, Edmund then began to slowly shake it back and forth.

I’ll never complain about a conversation with Andrea again.

Never.

“Can I go through the doors?” he asked instead.

“Edmund may traverse the area freely.”

With a click of his tongue, Edmund moved forward to the door directly in front of him. He opened it and looked into the space beyond.

A void waited for him that stretched out into an endless horizon. Spread throughout it were countless save-states.

Floating about in such a way that made it appear like a tunnel. Stretching infinitely outward.

Blinking twice, Edmund closed the door and stared at it inches away.

Oh, there’s no wood grain. It isn’t painted either.

It’s just uh… it’s smooth. Like marble.

But it isn’t marble.

Hm.

Hm, yes.

Very interesting.

“We note that Edmund is experiencing a state of concern,” stated the voice. “Perhaps it’s the discovery of the bank that has pushed Edmund beyond an acceptable deviation.”

“I-uh-ah… no. No, I’m not… no. I’m fine. Just surprised,” Edmund answered quickly, unsure of how much power this voice had over him. He felt like his words were running away with him faster than his brain could catch up. “You know, tunnel of infinite possibilities and all that shit.

“Not every day you, boom, open a door and hey, there’s the twilight zone. Laid out like a highway and all lit up and waiting.

“Without lights. Or a sun. In infinite blackness.”

“It isn’t infinite,” argued the voice.

“I’m… I’m so glad we can solve that little piece of the puzzle. Puts me at ease. I can just waltz right back in there now, knowing that.”

“Yes. We agree. That is the best course of action. Your time isn’t infinite unlike the space.”

Edmund grunted at that when he realized he didn’t quite understand. Instead, he opened the door once more.

Stiffening his resolve as best as he could, he began walking forward.

Through the sea of save-states that surrounded him in every direction.

His feet managed to land on nothing that he could see, though he didn’t fall into the abyss that fell out below him. Leaving him an ache in his legs and knees that reminded him of staring down a great distance.

As if he were about to fall.

“How am I floating?” Edmund asked in a hiss as he continued to walk.

“Because Edmund doesn’t physically exist in this space. How else would Edmund be floating?” replied the voice. It seemed to always be the exact same distance away from him at all times. “Edmund’s questions are made as if Edmund doesn’t truly understand.

“Edmund is no longer in the Edmund receptacle. Edmund has been forcefully ejected from it.”

“Forcefully ejected. Yeah. But I’m not dead, right?”

“Edmund is not dead.”

“Out of body experience?”

“Edmund was forcefully ejected.”

“How do I get back to my… err… receptacle, then?”

“Edmund can clear Save-states to speed up the process, or simply wait.”

Nodding his head, Edmund continued to walk along the strange path he was on. There was an original ambient temperature to the place that’d felt comfortable. He was noticing it was fractionally higher since he’d begun walking.

“Is it getting hotter?”

“Yes.”

“Uhm… why?”

“Because that is the process that must occur for the natural order to resume.”

“I—yeah. Am I gonna burn to death?”

“Edmund is not here. Edmund cannot burn to death.”

“That’s good.”

“Edmund will just suffer endlessly by being burnt.”

“That’s not good.”

“Pain is not infinite.”

“Haha, yeah… no. Okay. Clearing Save-states. How do I do that? Will it harm anyone or anything?”

“Edmund simply needs to inspect a Save-state and then eliminate it by focusing on it and wishing it to disperse. All Save-states with a blue-border may be erased, as they exist in the past.

“A Save-state with a gold border may not be accessed. Those with a red border should not be accessed, but can.”

“Blue good, red bad, gold no touch,” paraphrased Edmund

“Yes.”

Turning, Edmund looked to the closest Save-state.

It was a young woman at a birthday party with a blue border.

“Oh. Uh. Yeah. Don’t care about that. I thought it’d be more like… main character energy shit,” Edmund remarked as he focused on it. He wanted it to go away.

As if it were a bubble popping, it simply imploded on itself and vanished into nothing. Ceasing to exist as far as Edmund knew.

“Okay. So how many more do I have to do to get outta here?” Edmund asked looking to a Save-state directly above him.

“Approximately two thousand,” answered the voice. “Some will count for more, others less. That is the best answer I can give Edmund.”

“Well aren’t you the great and powerful wizard. You’re so precise, I feel like I should call you Omega.”

“I am not Omega, nor Zeus. I am Oz.”

“Oz? That’s a frickin’ weird one. Not sure who Omega and Zeus are. Are they like you? Actually, what the fuck are you?” asked Edmund, collapsing a Save-state of someone clearly having sex. The woman involved had been a beautiful, green-skinned woman though.

The skin tone reminded him of Faith and that led him to thoughts he did his best not to have. To say the Dryad was easy on the eyes was an understatement.

Sometimes his mind couldn’t help itself despite knowing that she was his friend, his boss’s wife, as well as a boss in her own way. The male mind was a cluster-fuck of loose-wires, bad solder joints, and spaghetti code.

“I am Oz.”

“So you mentioned. You didn’t tell me what you are though.”

“Oz.”

“You know, that’s an answer I really should’ve expected. I’m not entirely sure why I didn’t expect it. Other than… you know… I suck at life.”

“Edmund has done well at life despite his starting point.”

“Thanks. I tried. I appreciate the optimism.”

“Edmund has continued to do well despite missing so many opportunities due to character faults.”

“Yeah… we’ll just… yeah. Didn’t need that second part.”

“I thought it would be helpful for Edmund.”

“Nope. No. It wasn’t.”

Edmund collapsed another Save-state, this time it was someone staring down at a pair of very bloody hands. Edmund had no idea what was going on, but he didn’t want to know either.

It really didn’t concern him.




***




“Hey, can I keep any of these?”

“They’re other people’s Save-states.”

“Yeah, got that part, Oz. But can I keep them? Can I load into their Save-states?”

“Theoretically, Edmund could. Yes. Edmund shouldn’t, however. It would create issues depending on the Save-state.”

“What kind of issues?”

“Synchronization and duplication of Edmund. Existing in multiple places at the same time.”

“Oh, that’d be weird. So there’s Save-states where that wouldn’t be an issue?”

“More than ninety-nine percent of the Save-states could be utilized by Edmund.”

Pausing after dismissing yet another Save-state, Edmund considered that. It really only took him a moment to figure it out.

He hadn’t lived that long, but the world was incredibly old.

“Got any caveman Save-states?”

“A great many. They are much further down the path. Edmund could travel there if he wished, though you would need to remove more of those. They don’t hold as much weight as more recent Save-states.”

Ha… it’s gotta be the number of people. The sheer bulk of people involved each time.

Kinda like some of those video games where save-files get super huge after you play it for a while.

With so many people in the world, every Save-state has to plunk down all the information for them and everything about them.

Edmund rapidly shook off the thoughts that often came with his ability.

That he was more akin to some type of god or demon, given what he could do. To him, the world almost didn’t exist at times.

To be frank about it, he didn’t have enough mentality to really approach what it all meant with a clear mind. That might lead to questions he couldn’t answer, and wouldn’t want to know the answer to.

“I’m smart enough to know I know nothing at all,” he murmured, collapsing yet another Save-state.

“Edmund’s intelligence statistic is indeed above average,” Oz declared.

And here comes the “two” of the Oz One-Two.

Yet nothing more was said.

“Thank you,” Edmund said looking down to his feet at another Save-state.

“There is no need for thanks. Edmund properly realized he isn’t a genius. I was merely agreeing with you.”

Ah… there’s the second half.

“It’s still getting hot, isn’t it?” asked Edmund as he shut the Save-state. They were now approaching a warm day in summer kind of heat.

“Yes. The thermal cycle will continue to rise until the task is complete. There is no in-between state.”

“Goodie. How far uh… how far in am I?” Edmund asked. He felt like he’d been at this for a good while.

“Edmund is halfway.”

“Ergh. Could you help me? Can you close some of them for me?”

“No.”

“Can you… help me close them?”

“Yes.”

“Really? Great. Help me with that then.”

“If I assist Edmund, there is a good chance that others might notice the changes. There are several others like Edmund who could cause problems if they wished to.”

“I mean… if I don’t do this now, and fast, won’t I burn to death?”

“Edmund cannot die here.”

“Won’t I burn indefinitely?”

“Edmund won’t burn indefinitely.”

“Won’t I burn for quite a long while?”

“Edmund will burn for eons.”

Closing his eyes tightly and dismissing yet another Save-state, Edmund took in a short breath. Even if he was risking the appearance of others, the idea of burning for eons sounded agonizing.

“Alright. Help me out here Oz. I could use a hand closing all these things up. And uh… weird question, can I make a Save-state, of this moment?” Edmund asked.

Oz didn’t immediately respond.

In fact, Oz remained silent for a while.

When Edmund closed the seventeenth Save-state in a row without a response, he was starting to get nervous.

On the sixty-sixth, he was genuinely concerned.

It wasn’t until the hundredth one, and when he could feel a shift in the temperature again that he truly regretted asking the question.

Then suddenly, the heat of the place fell away. Vanishing into absolutely nothing and returning to the original temperature he’d felt.

“Edmund may make a Save-state here,” Oz declared.

Doing just that, Edmund plopped down a Save-state.

In doing so, he noted that he actually had four Save-states available to him. He was pleasantly surprised by that.

The freshly made Save-state appeared right in front of himself, amongst the numbers of others. A blue bordered Save-state floating in the blankness of space.

“I was able to fetch all the Save-states required to subvert the increase in thermal activity and overlay them with Edmund’s active work,” continued Oz. He sounded a bit more energetic for some reason, though Edmund had no idea why. “In doing so, I limited the possibility of others noticing and coming over here. That isn’t to say it won’t happen, but it is less likely.”

“And that’s why you said to put down a Save-state,” Edmund said.

“Edmund is Edmund. His ability is absolute.”

“Why?”

Standing there, Edmund regretted his question immediately.

It was a question that felt a lot like asking the meaning of life. The answer would either be pointless or earth-shattering.

There wasn’t going to be an in-between.

“Because Edmund is Edmund. Edmund is absolute. There is no other answer.”

Pointless answer it is.

“You understand my power completely, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“If I die… do I auto-load a Save-state?”

“No. Edmund would be dead.”

“Right… yeah… that’d be too easy, wouldn’t it? Right. Okay uh… if I load my Save-state, would you know I did?” asked Edmund

“No,” Oz stated simply.

Edmund promptly loaded his Save-state to test that.

“I was able to fetch all the Save-states required to subvert the increase in thermal activity and overlay them with Edmund’s active work,” repeated Oz. “In doing so, I limited the possibility of others noticing and coming over here. That isn’t to say it won’t happen, but it is less likely.”

“Yeah,” Edmund murmured and felt that there was so much more to all of this. So much more and that he didn’t really want to touch it at all.

That even a presence such as Oz, that felt almost godlike in a way, was beholden to his power felt almost frightening.

Terrifying.

“Now what?” asked Edmund.

“Now Edmund may return if he wishes.”

“Kay. Uhm. Can I come back here whenever I want?” Edmund asked.

“No. Edmund would need to be ejected from Edmund’s receptacle. Doing that deliberately would be detrimental to Edmund. It is unadvised.”

“Yeah… yeah, I get that. That makes sense. Alright. How I do?”

“Edmund did well.”

“No… that… err… how do I leave? How do I do this?”

After asking that, Edmund found himself standing next to the car he’d been at before being “ejected” as Oz had described it. In fact, he watched Alina standing up.

One foot on the back of the woman’s shoulder and the other on the pavement. She had her glowing gold sword held in one hand and it was held near the woman’s neck with an obvious intent attached to it.

If she tried anything at all, he imagined Alina would just slash her and be done with it. There likely wouldn’t be room for anything else to happen.

“Well that was exciting and out of the ordinary,” Dorothy said and turned to look at him over the top of the car. “You look better, by the way. For a moment there you were as white as a ghost.

“Thought maybe I’d have to see if there was a medical kit in the trunk or glove box. You’re not diabetic or anything like that are you? Having some type of low or a high and you end up on the ground?”

“Oh… maybe just a little anemic at times. Nothing too bad. I recover quickly enough,” Edmund lied. It was nothing that anyone could ever prove true or false as far as he knew, so it felt like a solid answer for the situation.

It was also the only thing he’d come up with.

“I’ll start keeping granola bars and things on my person then. My purse isn’t that big, but it’s big enough,” Dorothy muttered and looked into the car at said purse. He’d noticed she had a habit of looking at or to whatever she was talking about.

When he thought about it, he’d noticed the same behavior from Ryker.

“Is Ryker your dad?” Edmund blurted out. He didn’t see a need to go help Alina. She had things under control.

Besides, his brain was already throwing him under the bus as it was with what he was asking Dorothy. Adding Alina to the mix would just make it worse.

“Might as well be. He isn’t though,” Dorothy answered, watching him again. “Raised me, taught me magic, gave me a home. All that stuff.

“As I mentioned earlier, my only family is Rob. He’s my uncle. He apparently left his job to go find me but Ryker had already taken me in by that point. We only ran into each other later on when I was at school. Uncle Rob had come to talk to him about trying to find me and… I was just there.

“Was kinda funny. The look on Ryker’s face was hysterical. His wife Robin started laughing and didn’t stop for a while. Even then, she’d break out in giggling fits whenever I came around. She told me later on it’s because of how it all worked out. That Ryker had apparently planned on killing him but spared him for no reason.

“Only for him to find out he was my uncle. Now Uncle Rob and Ryker get along okay. They’re not friends or anything but they tolerate each other well enough. They even talk often and politely.

“Uncle Rob just… Uncle Rob is fairly easygoing now, but I hear he was a real giga-douche back in his youth. He and Ryker knew each other then.”

“Giga-douche. Ha,” chortled Edmund. He hadn’t expected to see such a human side to Ryker though. Things were spiraling faster and faster out of Edmund’s existing expectations. In ways he hadn’t considered and didn’t want to consider.

“Robert was never a friendly individual,” Oz stated somewhere over Edmund. “Ryker is also not a friendly individual. Both individuals have many character flaws that prevent them from living up to the potential in their possibilities.

“Edmund has also failed to do so, but does much better than every other individual in existence, existing now or in the past.

“Edmund is of course Edmund.”

Staring at Dorothy, Edmund had no idea what to say.

The fact that Oz was here made the world suddenly horrific to him.

“I mean, people end up getting along when they didn’t think they would. Things change, right?” Dorothy said with a wide smile.

“Dorothy still has a romantic interest in effect for Edmund. Edmund does not have the same romantic interest. Edmund’s romantic interest is in effect for Romina. Footnote added,” Oz reported to nobody.





Chapter 13




“I’m going to go talk to Alina before she starts getting all feisty,” Dorothy said and waved the fingers of one hand at him. “Though she’s been listening lately a lot more than I expected.

“Mind pulling the car through all this as you can? Maybe use the flashy lights for people to move? We still have to get where we were going, don’t we? Job’s not done yet as far as I know.”

Dorothy casually summoned up Spark Friend with a hand gesture. She began picking her way through between the cars toward Alina, carefully turning herself sideways to get past two rather close cars.

At that moment, she looked back to him, shot him a warm smile, and then looked away quickly. Her eyes darted back to where she was heading.

Spark Friend appeared atop a car and stayed there, looking quite a bit larger this time. As big as a bicycle, in fact.

Wordlessly, Edmund got back into the car and then closed the door shut.

“Oz?” he asked and flicked the light-bar on as well as the siren.

“Yes, Edmund?” asked Oz.

“You’re here,” Edmund muttered under his breath and put the car into drive. He began to move forward and diagonally. There was a very small gap opening up there that he could probably wriggle into.

“Yes. I am now present with Edmund,” agreed Oz.

“Why?”

“Because Edmund is here.”

“I mean… is there a reason to be here with me?” he asked experimentally. He didn’t want to ask the question, but he couldn’t obviously avoid it any longer.

Given his power, Oz being interested in him, and the clear and obvious importance Ryker and Runner had attached to him, Edmund was feeling far too “main character” right now.

“Edmund is more interesting to observe than what I was inspecting previously,” Oz answered matter-of-factly.

“Oh,” Edmund replied, feeling equally disappointed and yet relieved at the same time. “What were you inspecting previously?”

“The life cycle of a new arthropod.”

Errr, is that a crab?

I guess I can see why I’d be more interesting.

Edmund reached up and pushed on the button to alter the siren noise. Often people could tune one out if they weren’t paying attention, but the alternating of it would get their attention.

The blue wanna-be truck sluggishly started to pull closer to the curb, slowly opening a pass-through. It was just barely enough for Edmund to slink through, though he was fairly certain he heard his side-view mirror scrape along something.

“Ohhh nooo,” offered up his phone along with his dashboard flickering to the incoming-call screen.

Pushing down on the button on his steering wheel with his thumb, he glanced at it.

“Faith, I’m still en-route,” Edmund reported.

“That’s fine. Doesn’t matter. Pack up whatever you’re doing,” stated the Dryad. “You’re going overseas to start doing prep work. It’s going to be boring and stupid, but we’re going to need facilities we can work out of.”

Edmund winced, he really didn’t like doing base of operations set-up.

He found that it was often overly complex, far too involved, and left him with little time for anything. Day in and day out drudgery that never ended with anything short of him collapsing in his bed.

“Given what’s happened, you’ll see more of it later I’m sure, we need to start moving to a global presence,” continued Faith. “That means getting people on the ground and moving things. Doing things.

“People I trust to do whatever needs to get done to make it happen. People I know trust me to do what’s best as well.”

In other words… I’m her go-to once again for a task she can’t assign to anyone else. Even while she can’t leave Felix’s side.

Goodie.

“Right. Got it. Am I taking the consultants with me?” asked Edmund as he pushed the pedal a bit to get the car up and over a curb. He angled the car to the side and started driving down the sidewalk. It was just barely big enough for him to manage it, but he could get to the end of the road like this.

“No. I’m going to use them to handle clean-up for some things. Please encourage them to listen to me,” Faith asked.

In other words… no one’s seen Ryker in a minute.

That works out for me though.

I could use time alone.

Being around Dorothy and Alina is distracting to say the least.

Maybe I could get a chance to see if Romina is up for hanging out.

Edmund was nodding his head as he thought on that.

“I’ll send you with a Dryad I trust who just came in the other week. She’s young and a bit odd, but I think she’ll be useful for this. She speaks many different languages and you… you don’t speak anything, really,” Faith accused.

Wincing at the idea of being stuck with a Dryad, Edmund couldn’t help but agree with her logic though. If he had to work with other countries and peoples, he’d need a translator. 

“Yeah, okay. I get that. While I’m gone, can you try to figure out what the fuck is going on with my sister?” Edmund asked. Faith already knew about his situation so there wasn’t a reason to not utilize the resources available. “Get someone to poke into her head a bit? She suddenly said she never wanted to see me again but wouldn’t say why.”

“I can do that and—”

There was a sudden boom that drowned everything else out.

As the sound cleared, he heard Faith clearly sigh.

“I can do that. I’ll call you later with details. Pack your bags for now,” she commanded then hung up.

“Faith wishes to set Edmund up with a Dryad. Faith believes Edmund is at a similar level to Runner and Ryker,” Oz reported. “Faith has brokered a deal with Gaia to provide power to several Dryads so they can travel freely away from their trees.”

Letting out a slow breath, Edmund drove off the curb and to where Alina was holding down the super they had captured. Dorothy was knelt down near the super and asking questions.

“I just want Romina. I don’t want anyone else,” complained Edmund.

“The laws of the world ensure that free-will is always the main driver in all choices,” Oz reported.

“Yeah, yeah… I know. She’s not a vending machine that dispenses prizes,” Edmund agreed as he eased the car right up to Alina and Dorothy. “She’s free to date who she wants and do what she wants. I have no right to her any more than Dorothy does to me.

“Doesn’t mean I’m wrong for wanting to date Romina. I’m not trying to force her or anything. That’s not wrong, is it?”

“No. It isn’t.”

“Well… good.”

“It’s just naive,” Oz finished.

Edmund wanted to argue that, but then he realized he actually agreed with Oz. It really was naive to be going through this the way he was.

“At least, I can put Dorothy and Alina to some work that doesn’t involve me. Kinda missing being alone now,” Edmund stated, clearly jinxing himself outright.




***




“Ohhh nooo.”

Sighing, Edmund looked down at his shoes.

He’d finally gotten a moment to himself.

Between the Dryad Faith sent with him named Ellie, Dorothy who’d laughed herself silly when Faith tried to get her to leave Edmund, and setting up an entire Legion HQ in the middle of France, Edmund hadn’t gotten any time for his own use.

To simply think about nothing and let his mind wander.

He enjoyed being by himself with his thoughts. Far more than he thought he did, until he no longer had any time to spare for them.

Ellie was using the restroom and Dorothy was checking in with Ryker. She’d be catching up with them tomorrow.

Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he looked at the front.

Surprisingly, it was Faith.

Tapping the green icon, he held it to his ear.

“Hey hey,” he said. “Just waiting at the terminal. Flying off to Germany for the next setup.”

“Oh? Good! I’m glad I caught you. You’re in New York, right?” Faith asked. “Just finished up handing over all the official paperwork, had a little time off, and now going back to work?”

“Uh, yeah. Why?” Edmund asked suspiciously.

“Ellie has self-actuated on her desire in the bathroom. Curious. I wonder if Ellie realizes that doing such things only increases her libido given her race. Good footnote,” Oz reported somewhere above Edmund. “That is the fifth time today. The Dryad starting point is extremely outside of the expected. Interference has gone beyond the expectation, though the results are still near to the original end result.

“Another good footnote. Very good data.”

Yeah… great data… fuck.

Fuck you, Oz!

“Ellie is once again self-actuating. I wonder if Ellie will be faster this time,” Oz mused.

Rolling his eyes, Edmund wanted to just go home at this point. To his stupid apartment with his annoying cat.

“— heading out on a mission. We’re going to be going to do a registration forcefully. One that’s going to most definitely cause casualties,” Faith warned. “I wanted to talk to you about your attendance for it.”

Blinking, Edmund put his focus back to the Dryad on the phone rather than the Dryad in the bathroom. This suddenly felt a lot more serious.

He had a Save-state from this morning per his normal routine that he could use to re-run this conversation multiple different ways to get as much information as he could.

Except he really didn’t want to go through the morning again. He’d already been forced to reload it several times to dodge Ellie and her attempts to get him alone.

I have three Save-states and then… the… weird one… from the tunnel.

Edmund had been surprised to find the Save-state he’d made in the tunnel had turned gold. He couldn’t over-write it at all.

He’d gone back down to three, unfortunately.

Not hesitating any further, he put down a Save-state right here.

“Alright,” Edmund said, then cleared his throat. “What’s there to talk about?”

“Whether you’re going or not. Felix wants to include you, but I honestly could use your help while I’m out. I know I’m not technically your boss but… well, really, you’ve been reporting to me more than Felix for quite a while,” Faith said with a sheepish laugh. “I guess I kind of stole you away from him.

“Not to mention I haven’t even seen you in person in months. It’s all been on the phone.”

“I mean, yeah, but that’s this day and age, ya know? Work at home and remote work are a thing of today,” Edmund offered.

“Ellie has finished her self-actuation. Curiously this was Ellie’s fastest time yet. This is far outside of the ordinary time-frame and is clearly an outlier. I’ll note this accordingly,” Oz said to himself. “It would be interesting to determine what was the cause of the expediency.”

“—that said, what do you think? Stay or go?” asked Faith.

Edmund sat there, staring at himself in the semi-reflective glass of the window in front of him. He was looking out into a darkening evening heading towards nightfall.

“What would you have me do if I stayed?” he asked.

“Manage the Association building and Legion HQ. Though the latter would be remotely. That’s all,” Faith admitted. “Babysit Andrea. Make sure nothing goes off the rails.”

Edmund contemplated that.

He really wanted to stay and go back to his apartment. To pet Dog, check in with his sister, and be alone.

Selfishly alone.

“I think I’d like to stay behind this time. I’m a bit rundown,” Edmund admitted and then sighed. “I could use a break.”

“I’d say babysitting Andie isn’t a break, but I get it. I get it. Alright. I’ll set it all up and we’ll go from there,” Faith said and paused. He could feel like she wanted to say more even though he couldn’t see her.

Though he actually knew what she wanted to ask.

“No, I didn’t sleep with Ellie,” Edmund offered before she could phrase the question.

“What? Why not? She’s a beautiful Dryad even by our own standards,” Faith said with some annoyance in her voice. “She’s young, unbonded, and is far too conservative by Dryad standards. I’m sure she went full caretaker on you and made sure everything was taken care of.

“You can’t tell me she isn’t the perfect package for you. Someone to help you with anything and everything. That she isn’t exactly what you need in your life.”

Sighing, Edmund put his right hand to his temple while holding his phone with the left. He let his gaze fall down to the carpet in front of him.

“You’re not still stuck on Romina, are you?” Faith asked suddenly, her voice sounding somewhat odd.

“Wouldn’t matter if I was or wasn’t, would it?”

“I mean, it’d explain a lot.”

“Well… thank you for caring about my love life. I promise it’s fine. I don’t need any help with it,” Edmund growled. “As to Ellie… yes. She’s… very beautiful. She really is the perfect package. I can’t argue with that at all.

“It’s exactly like you said. She’s a wonderful woman and damn near perfect in every way.

“Unfortunately, I just don’t feel like dating anyone at the moment. On top of that… on top of that, while casual sex can be fun, I’m not looking for that. I wouldn’t want to do something like that to Ellie knowing I wasn’t looking to date,” lied Edmund.

What he was actually afraid of was that Romina would get scared off if he started seeing someone else. Even if it was only sexual gratification.

While he hadn’t managed to close the distance with her since she rejected him, he’d managed to keep the gap from widening.

Strangely enough, he felt like there’d been something there in the few times they’d seen each other.

Awkwardly so. Which honestly felt like a positive thing to him. It meant that she wasn’t seeing him as only a friend.

“Ellie wouldn’t mind,” argued Faith.

“I would.”

“Fine, fine. Just… keep her in mind. Alright? Also, she’s staying with you while you’re playing babysitter. We’ve been training her in whatever free time she has. She’s… she’s not very good, but better than nothing. A very strange Dryad to be sure. Perfect for you in every other way though,” Faith assured him. “Alright, I’m going to go get ready.

“You should head to gate forty-two, B. Your new flight is there and it’s taking you back home in two hours. I’ll text you the info, too.

“If I don’t see you before we go, thanks for playing house-sitter.”

The line popped and then went quiet.

Letting out a short and sharp breath, Edmund put his phone into his pocket.

Sitting there, he looked back to the glass in front of him.

Ellie was moving in his direction and looked to be somewhat flushed. Clearly her “self-actuation” had gotten her heart rate up.

The Dryad plopped down in the seat in front of him and then met his eyes with a grin.

She was covered up with clothes that mostly hid away the improbable figure that Dryads had. A body-shape that’d catch attention even if she wasn’t trying to flaunt it.

Her Dryad-green eyes were so pale in color that they more often than not looked to be an incredibly light turquoise.

What was an already finely featured and delicate appearance, was highly accentuated by make-up that was neither too heavy, nor light. As far as he could tell, where Faith had more of a “natural” kind of girl feel, Ellie was far more in line with Edmund and his peers.

“What?” she asked, her smile growing wider. “You’re lookin’ real sus right now. You do something stupid and you’re afraid to tell me?”

Reaching up with her left hand, she ran her fingers through her black hair. It had waves that ran through it in an almost curled fashion.

The inside of her hair had a sheen that almost made it look blue-black in certain conditions. He couldn’t tell if she dyed it, or if it was naturally like that.

“Faith called,” he answered with a frown. “We’re being sent to the Association instead. Shit to do there. Primarily playing baby-sitter and stuff.”

“What? That’s disappointing,” complained Ellie, her mouth turning into a pout. She leaned back in her seat and stuck her legs out in front of herself, stretching in the chair. Then she grunted and kicked at his shoe gently with one of her own. “I brushed up on my German and everything. Scheiße.”

Despite her apparent misgivings about the situation, Ellie seemed incredibly cheerful. Far more than she’d been this morning.

While she hadn’t been down or appearing outwardly negative this morning, she’d felt disappointed to Edmund. As if someone had told her she hadn’t won a prize, but had gotten a smaller award instead.

Now it seemed more like she’d won the prize, been told it came with a gift card, and would you like several tubs of ice-cream to go with it.

“Dorothy will be happy,” Ellie remarked, her head tilting to one side as she stared at him. The collar of her jacket came up and covered most of her neck and jaw.

“Oh, yeah. I’ll have to let her know that we’re not flying out. Almost forgot about that,” Edmund remarked and then pulled his phone back out of his pocket.

Faith wasn’t entirely comfortable with Alina or Dorothy. Doubly so after the duo had told her they respected her, but wouldn’t be able to do anything she asked.

Even if Edmund asked them to leave, they’d been assigned to remain with him, not to take orders from him.

Opening Dorothy’s contact, he quickly sent her the relevant information. He was sure she’d be at the association before he and Ellie made it, in fact.

She and Alina seemed to be able to move in ways that he couldn’t really figure out. As if they had personal jets that they had access to that could get them wherever they needed to be in world-record times.

“Of course. As your Dryad, that’s what I’m here for. To make sure everything goes according to plan,” offered Ellie. Then she cleared her throat. “Would you mind sending me the same info? I’d like to go check our tickets, make sure our luggage gets changed over, and then check our seats. Make sure everything is good to go and they’re not yeeting our luggage off to Europe without us. I really don’t wanna lose my clothes. There’s a lot of cute stuff I can’t replace.”

Shit.

I… yeah… damn. I would’ve forgotten Dorothy, the luggage, and probably a bunch of other crap I haven’t even thought about yet.

“How the hell does Felix keep up with all this?” growled Edmund as he started texting the same info to Ellie that he’d sent to Dorothy. “I’m a project manager and yet I can’t even keep up with any of this, let alone my own tasks.”

“He doesn’t,” Ellie said and nudged his shoe with her own again. “He has assistants galore that help him keep on track. Assistants that each handle specialty things. No one person can do what you think he’s capable of. That’s just too much to handle for one person.”

Edmund grunted at that.

“Ellie has cheered up considerably,” stated Oz. “Neither of Ellie’s self-actuations had as much effect as eavesdropping on what Edmund said to Faith in regards to Ellie.

“It would be good to note Edmund’s ability to alter Ellie’s mood with positive words. The romantic option for Ellie has been extremely reinforced.”

Freezing while staring at his phone, Edmund was suddenly feeling a bit sick.

If Ellie overheard him then it really would only reinforce her goal of getting him into a relationship.

Tapping into the camera of his phone, he looked into the viewer. He didn’t want to direct a gaze at Ellie at the moment because he was somewhat afraid of what he might see there.

As the camera focused in on the beautiful Dryad who was hunched down, her collar covering her face partly, he could see her eyes were very clearly glowing from within. A tell-tale sign that a Dryad was incredibly interested in something.

All while she was staring at Edmund with a wide-eyed gaze.





Chapter 14




“No,” Edmund said, shaking his head with a fake and forced smile on his face. “No, no, no. Just… leave. No.”

“Yes!” declared Andrea as she looked around his office. “Nnnn… ah! There.”

Moving off to one side, she set down a stack of papers on an existing pile. One that was at around the height of Andrea’s hips.

“Andie… what… what are you doing? Why? I can’t get through all this,” whined Edmund with a long sigh.

Looking at the numerous stacks of papers in his office that’d all been brought in by various Andreas, Edmund felt hopeless. Absolutely hopeless and lost.

“I know!” said the Andrea turning to face him. She put her hands on her hips, lifted her chin and smiled. “Mwa ha ha ha ha ha. It’s all part of my devious and evil plan. One that took months of crafting and thought.

“Pouring over Legion handbooks, manuals, and Terms of Service agreements. Painstakingly making sure everything was perfect with every form so that they could all be handed over to you at this exact moment.”

Ellie was standing in one corner of the office, slowly flipping through one of the unending piles of papers. Lifting one, reading it, then setting it down.

“I don’t get it,” Dorothy said, turning to look at Andrea. “What exactly is your plan? To flood Edmund with paperwork?”

“All submitted expense reports must be responded to within forty-eight hours of receipt,” Andrea said, lifting one hand and holding it up. “To get through all of my expense reports in time, you’ll just have to sign them all and turn them in. Otherwise… you’ll fall outside of compliance!”

Edmund blinked slowly, his mouth hanging open as he stared at Andrea.

“Andie… even if I did sign them all, and then turned them in, Felix would still have to sign off on them,” Edmund murmured. “I’m not actually the Legate. In fact, I’m sure Tribune is actively monitoring this right now and already putting together a report for him.”

“Correct,” affirmed the Virtual Intelligence. The Legion watchdog was always watching.

“That’s fine. I’ll just do sexy things to Felix then give him to Faith when I’m done. He won’t even remember afterward,” Andrea explained with a wave of a hand, her tail swishing back and forth slowly behind her. “If he does remember, he won’t care, ‘cause I’ll just do it again to him. And again. Till he stops asking about it.”

“It is likely Legionnaire Edmund won’t get anything done, given the amount of work you’ve given him,” Tribune warned.

“Nn, nn, that too! Double that!” Andrea said enthusiastically while balling her hands into fists in front of herself. “So if something goes wrong today, or you make a mistake, you can just blame me and my paperwork! Then-then-then refer back to my earlier statement about sexy time with Felix.

“Consider it as a favor to me. A favor you owe me. See? You can even put in any reimbursement forms you want to on top of mine and he’d never even see it. Just submit it in the middle somewhere.”

“That’s rather crafty,” Dorothy admitted with a chuckle. “And why do you want Edmund to owe you a favor?”

“Because I’m gonna go hook Edmund up with a Beastkin! There’s lots where I came from!” Andrea gushed, looking at Dorothy. “Beastkin are much better than normal people. We’re better in every way! If he owes me a favor, he can’t say no to going on a date with one!

“In fact, the Others and I were talking about it, and we know a Bunny that works as a clerk. She’s single, his age, and super pretty.

“Also a lot smarter than me. She can’t date very well because of that. Men get a bit intimidated by her.”

“Ah,” Dorothy said, the single word sounded like a door slamming closed in a way. “I’ll handle it from here, Andrea. You can just leave any future papers outside the door. I’ll collect them.”

“Great! Thankies!” Andrea said and then bounced off, jetting out the door and nearly bulldozing through Alina. “Ooouuu! Sorry, sorry. Oh, you smell weird. Like fire and blood. Bye!”

The angelic vampire watched Andrea run away with a strange look before turning to look at Edmund.

“I just came to say bye. Just had a really stupid conversation with a friend of mine, and then Ryker,” Alina grumbled with a slow shake of her head. “Going to be going back to my day job, probably won’t be back for… a long while, actually.

“Ryker said I could come back when it’s done though. So I’ll swing by after that. If you don’t mind?”

“Course not, why would I mind?” asked Edmund with a chuckle. He realized he wasn’t going to sign any of these papers.

The look on Dorothy’s face was determined as she began constructing some type of spell in front of herself. She was also paying attention to the conversation at the same time, however.

Her mental strength and ability to multi-task was frightening.

“Oh? It’s all starting then?” she asked with an odd edge to her question.

“Yeah, it is,” Alina agreed with a nod to Dorothy. She looked at the other woman for a little longer, then looked to Edmund and closed the distance to where he was sat behind his desk. Standing directly in front of him. “You might mind because I wouldn’t be coming back as a consultant. Probably just to hang out or see what’s going on with Legion. Things are happening faster than expected, so my consultancy gig is going to be ending much sooner.

“Whether Dorothy wants to admit to herself that this includes her or not isn’t really my issue, but it’d technically be over for her as well.”

“I mean… yes? But no. Doesn’t matter at all. Ryker needs to get his head adjusted if he thinks I’m leaving. Getting me to leave doesn’t mean diddly squat,” Dorothy growled, her eyes turning back to the spell. “I’ll leave when I’m needed and not before that. I still have a job to do here, even if the consultancy ends early. Doesn’t mean the work is done.”

Errr… that’s exactly what that means though?

This is because she wants to stay with me, isn’t it? I should discourage that.

Later.

When I’m alone with her so that I don’t… mock her. I wouldn’t want to be mocked for chasing Romina around, so there’s no reason to harm Dorothy that way either.

“It has nothing to do with you, Edmund,” Dorothy emphasized. “I admit I’m rather disappointed you said no to me asking you out. Again.

“But I’m enjoying being here. It’s quite enjoyable and very different from my own homeland. This is the first time I traveled away from it after my residency training.”

Alina stared at Dorothy for a short time then shrugged her shoulders.

“Whatever. Anyway,” Alina conceded and put her eyes back to Edmund. “You really wouldn’t mind?”

“No. I really wouldn’t mind you coming back to just hang out or just watch Legion. Though for the latter, you’d have to get permission you know. I’m just a cog here.

“But… no, I wouldn’t mind. You’re kinda grumpy at times. Come across a bit boomer-y more often than you look like you should, but you’re fun to be around when that fades. You know, when you pull the stick out of your ass that is, Alina. You must really enjoy riding that thing ‘cause that doesn’t happen that often,” Edmund offered with a smirk. He actually didn’t mind Alina. He figured most people found her grim and taciturn.

Edmund felt that she was more probably a bright and warm person that’d been beat down one too many times. That she was only just starting to lift herself back up as a person and didn’t know how to do it.

She asked for redemption to save her, right?

Let’s use that language. Encourage her to come back.

She’s incredibly powerful and a good person to have as a friend.

That and she really isn’t that bad. Kinda reminds me a bit of Ryker, just not as funny.

“I’m sure you’ll find your redemption here if that’s what you’re looking for Alina,” Edmund offered in a much softer tone. He hoped it wouldn’t carry over to where Dorothy was constructing her spell. “Whatever is chasing you… I probably can’t help directly, but I can at least listen. Make a space for you to set the weight down and talk about it. Not every conversation has to have a problem to solve.

“Sometimes just talking really is the best course of action. Even if all it does is make a lot of noise.”

Alina’s eyes had never left his face as he spoke.

The features of her face didn’t shift or change in any way either.

It was like looking at a stone statue.

Then she suddenly blinked, a small smile spread across her lips, and she tipped her head fractionally toward him.

“I’ll keep that in mind. And no… the stick hurts. I’m really sick of it, but it helps me do my job. I’ll… I’ll try to… pull it out more often,” Alina offered in a very quiet voice, then sighed. “I’ll pull it out more often. I won’t try, I just will.”

“Great,” Edmund said with more volume and patted his desk. “Now, are you leaving immediately or do we have time to go to lunch? Cause I’m betting our dear Dot over there is going to pop a spell off in a moment and all these forms are going to be either incinerated or approved in a flash.

“Can’t tell which way it’ll go, but it’ll go one way or the other.”

“I can do lunch,” Alina allowed.

“Signing them,” growled Dorothy and then pushed her hands forward. “But we’re signing them in an obvious and stupid way so that Felix knows it. Then we’ll go to lunch.”

The spell activated and there was a loud scratching noise that lasted for several seconds. When it ended, Edmund couldn’t tell if anything had changed.

Then he looked at the document he had in front of himself.

It was a reimbursement form for fifty-six waffle makers. A photo had been attached to it that showed a very destroyed waffle maker that’d clearly been shot several times.

At the bottom was a signature that wasn’t his name.

All that was written there was “Acting Legate - Form #57” and nothing else.

Well, that’d definitely get Felix’s attention.

Signed, but signed incorrectly. As well as numbered.




***




“Acting Legate Edmund,” Tribune’s voice said through his phone.

Flinching, Edmund took his attention away from the computer screen. He was so deep in going through his project work that he’d tuned everything out.

Doubly so since he was alone in his office.

Ellie and Dorothy had taken up guest offices nearby and Alina had left.

“Something very strange has just occurred,” Tribune reported.

“Err, okay? What is it?” he asked.

“Legionnaire Andrea died,” continued Tribune.

“Oh, which one? And how this time? I know one fell down an elevator shaft somehow the other day. Didn’t one get run over by the train several days ago?” asked Edmund, looking at his phone.

Andrea’s ability to make copies of herself and absorb them after death gave her a casual dismissal of her own mortality.

She died often for fun or to experience something.

“They all died,” Tribune answered.

Frowning, Edmund just stared at his phone.

“Huh? What, did they all eat poisoned pancakes or something?” Edmund asked, wondering how all the Andreas died. “Alright. Contact Andrea Prime or one of the Others in another location and get them to come over and pick up her corpses. I wonder what the hell they were thinking.”

“Prime is dead.”

Edmund didn’t know how to process that.

“Every Andrea is dead,” Tribune stated. “There isn’t a living Andrea that can be found in any facility, on any roster, or in any location. The only Andreas unaccounted for are on assignment.

“Given that all the deaths were without warning, or cause, as well as at the same time, it is safe to assume something occurred. Something that affected every single Legionnaire Andrea.”

“That’s not possible,” argued Edmund.

“They are all dead that I can account for and without cause. There is no logical conclusion or reasoning,” Tribune countered. “The deduction that something occurred on the mission that is outside parameters is a fair one. This deduction must assume that the Andrea in the mission area encountered something, or someone, that killed her in a way that killed all of her.”

Edmund was shaking his head now. That wasn’t an acceptable answer in any way. Not one he could accept.

Andrea was strange, she was on the border of what he’d call insane, but she was his friend. Someone who had done her best by him, even when she made his life hell.

It’d never been boring around her.

“Alright,” Edmund said in a quiet voice. He needed more information. There would be no possibility of saving Andrea without understanding exactly what’d happened to her.

That meant he had to stay in this timeline for some time longer. Long enough that he could understand everything that’d occurred.

For now, all he could do was wait for Felix to come back. To talk to him and find out the details.

Then he could act.

Realizing he was going to be resetting this save-state soon, Edmund decided he might as well look at stocks. He could do some quick buying and selling once he rewound time so that he could earn some more money.

There wasn’t a reason not to anymore. This timeline was no longer real.

To Edmund, it didn’t actually exist.

This was only a shadow of the true world, since it’d be reset.

Nothing here mattered anymore.

The people here weren’t real.

None of it was.

Letting out a long and frustrated sigh, Edmund shook his head and started digging through stock news. He had a healthy bank account now, but there was always room to grow it.

He settled into it.

“Functions transferred from Acting Legate to Legate,” announced Tribune from his phone. The sudden announcement broke Edmund out of his news browsing.

Glancing to the clock he saw that three hours had passed since he’d heard the news about Andrea. That meant Felix was back and Edmund could get the answers he needed to make the moves he wanted to.

“That was quick,” Edmund said to himself and then leaned back in his chair. Blinking several times, he put his hands to his eyes. “Roll the short sale and… that’s it. That’s the only thing I can manage in the short period of time I’ve got.”

“Short period of time?” asked a voice at the doorway.

Looking up, he found Dorothy standing there.

“Pretty sure you’re probably gonna have a long and healthy life. Unless you’re not telling me something,” Dorothy pointed out. “Because I’ll be honest, I’m pretty sure you’re hiding something. No-one calls me Dot but… but a very few close people in my life. Very few.

“The fact that you knew Alina’s full name is another one. That’s some really weird stuff for you to pull out of nowhere.”

“I imagine,” Edmund admitted and agreed, nodding his head. Then he clicked his tongue and grabbed his phone. “Tribune, is Felix here? How’d he get here so fast?”

“The Legate is in his office. He was brought here by Dragon at maximum speeds,” Tribune reported. “He wished to confirm the death of all Andreas. The Legate is not faring well.”

“Yeah, that tracks,” muttered Edmund with a short exhale. “I can’t even imagine what he’s going through. Was it just Andrea?”

“Wait, what?” asked Dorothy.

“Many Legionnaires fell. Only Romina and Gaia safely returned. The list of KIA includes Faith, Miu, and Goldie. Felix has promoted you to act as his co-legate, just as Faith did,” Tribune stated.

Holy fuck.

Holy fuck!

That’s damn near everyone that’s important to him.

“Not faring well” is probably a damn under-statement, Tribune. For fuck’s sake.

“God-Emperor preserve,” whispered Dorothy in a shocked tone.

“God-Emperor?” asked Edmund and exited his office. He turned and began heading for the elevator. He needed to go talk to Felix and get details. “Who the hell is that?”

“I… he’s… don’t worry about it. Unless you wanna tell me how you know the name Dot but not of the God-Emperor?” Dorothy tried instead.

“I have a power that lets me rewind time,” Edmund answered honestly and punched the up button on the elevator. “I do that often. Had to do it more than a few times to save Alina from being her stupid-ass self in that big box store.

“I learned the name Dot from you directly. I needed a way to stop you cold and get you to listen in one go. That’s what you told me to say. Same thing with Alina, but her middle name. Then I rewound time again and did it all over once more.”

“That’s-that’s how… that’s how you knew exactly how to move. You already knew everything that was going to happen,” Dorothy whispered, coming to stand next to him.

“Ayup. It’s easy to figure everything out when I can just bounce back and forth. I just need to make sure the ol’ noggin doesn’t explode,” Edmund explained as the elevator dinged and the doors opened. “So long as the brain is working, I can do my thing. If I die… that’s the end of it.”

Dorothy hesitated as he stepped into the elevator, then joined him. Watching him quietly.

“How many times have you told me this?” she asked quietly.

“This in depth with all the details? Never,” Edmund admitted and tapped the button for Felix’s floor.

Dorothy stared at him as the elevator doors closed and began to move upward.

“It’s like Groundhog Day,” she mumbled.

“What now?” asked Edmund, looking at her.

“Never mind. It’s not something you’d understand. Though… wait… you asked Romina out, right?”

“Yeah. She said no.”

“Why didn’t you just… keep rewinding time until you could talk her into dating you? I mean… like… learn everything about her, know what’d make her happy, and talk her into it?” inquired Dorothy. There was an odd inflection to her words. As if it was part curiosity but also part expectation.

“Because that’d just be weird, really,” Edmund said after a slight pause. He’d considered doing that once, then dismissed it. “None of this is real, right now. This is just a time between rewinding time. This timeline won’t exist as soon as I find out what I need to know.

“If I sat there and figured everything out about Romina, it’d be about shadow Romina. It wouldn’t matter. It wouldn’t be the real Romina answering.

“That and honestly, that sounds kinda fucking creepy. Super creepy.”

Dorothy opened her mouth, then closed it. Finally she just shook her head as if she didn’t understand.

“It’d be like playing a video game with the walk-through open on my first playthrough. What the fuck is the point of playing the game at that point?” Edmund asked. “I could just read the walk-through and get the same enjoyment out of playing it, really. It wouldn’t even be any different.

“Figuring out the perfect way to get Romina to date me would solve the immediate moment but… but not the future. If she didn’t love me for being me, why would it matter if I could talk her into it?

“She’d just leave me later on, wouldn’t she? Not unless I wanted to pause everything and talk her into it again. And again. And again. That sounds just… pointless.

“That isn’t love. That isn’t caring for another person. That’s more like… parasitic infatuation. It’d be entirely for my benefit and little else.

“Learning everything about her as a relationship grows and sharing everything about me? That takes time. Effort. Care.

“It isn’t a cheat-sheet so I can get the answer perfectly.”

“I tend to use them after I’ve already beaten the game,” Dorothy offered up with a nervous chuckle. “But I think I get what you mean. If all you did was that then it would just… boil the whole thing down to nothing. I get it.”

“I… yeah, me too. But yeah, haven’t done that. Thought about it, never did it. I’ll just keep pursuing her in my own way,” Edmund said. “So… Groundhog Day is a movie or a book or something then?”

“Movie. You wouldn’t have seen it. Ends with him giving up on getting the girl and just trying to live his life. Every attempt he made to… to get a cheat-sheet, ended up with it going badly,” Dorothy answered, though it felt like she left something out.

“See? I’m not the only one who thought of it that way. Wouldn’t mean anything at all if I did it that way. I mean… you barely exist right now as it is Dot,” Edmund cheerfully explained with a laugh. “I could shoot you in the head, rewind time, and you’d never even have an inkling of it. You exist right now, but not really.

“You’re not Dot. Dot will exist as soon as I reset time.”

“That doesn’t sound… right… Edmund. That doesn’t sound right all,” warned Dorothy though her voice was tinged with concern. He didn’t feel any threat from it, just worry.

Not wanting to consider her words, he deliberately shut the conversation down at that moment.

Then the elevator dinged.

“I’ll see you later. I need to go talk to Felix and then rewind time,” Edmund said and threw a thumb at the hallway beyond.

“How far back are you going?”

“To just when Faith asked me if I wanted to go on the mission. I’m going to go this time. Make sure this doesn’t go so bad next time around. That’s all.”

“Oh. Well. Make sure to take me with you. Just… just call me Dot, again, I guess,” mumbled the woman. “I’ll follow you if you call me Dot.”

“I know.”

The elevator doors closed a moment after.

“Fuck… I didn’t ask her who the God-Emperor was,” Edmund cursed.





Chapter 15




Edmund knocked on the door to Felix’s office firmly.

He’d briefly considered going straight in without even bothering to wait, but that’d likely cause Felix to shut down. The last thing Edmund needed was Felix not talking to him about what happened.

“Uh… yeah, enter. What… whatever,” mumbled Felix from inside.

Grasping the handle, Edmund pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Felix was sitting behind his desk.

Staring at something only he could see, Felix looked incredibly pale. His gray eyes reading something and moving left to right. His short-brown hair hung limply on each side of his face.

The intelligent and ever critically thinking leader of Legion had a dullness to him that left Edmund hurting. Hurting on his behalf, knowing that he’d lost damn near everything important to him.

This was the man who’d scooped Edmund up out of the impossibly deep gutter that he’d lived in. Pulled him out of it, gave him worth, and invested heavily in him.

Something out of a fucking fairy-tale.

Felix glanced at Edmund, blinked, then looked back to the screen he was working on. His mouth had a slackness to it that didn’t fit in any way.

“Hey,” he muttered. “I’m glad you came. I assume Tribune told you already.”

“Yeah,” Edmund admitted with a small nod of his head. He pulled out the seat in front of Felix’s desk and sat down in it.

“No matter which way I do it. Regardless of how I try… I can’t find them. Any of them,” Felix whispered. “I can upgrade anything I want, everything I want, but nothing… nothing returns a result.

“Faith, Goldie, Miu, Andrea… a number of Dragons and Dryads. They’re all just dead. Dead and gone.

“Dead, gone, and missing in a way that I can’t even locate their corpses. It’s as if their bodies were turned into nothing.

“Well… that is for everyone but Andie. Andie… I can’t bring her back for some reason. I can’t give her life back.

“Ryker and Runner won’t answer me. They’re silent. Quiet as could be. Gaia tried calling out to them and they didn’t answer her either. No one’s answering.”

By the time Felix had finished speaking his eyes had ceased moving across what Edmund assumed was a prompt created by his Super power.

Felix could modify or alter anything he owned. He gained, used, and lost points according to some strange value system, but was theoretically able to even bring back the dead.

The fact that he couldn’t do that, or even find their corpses, meant it was something beyond the expectations of Felix and Legion. Something that’d passed their notice.

“Even the fingertips they cut and left for me… don’t work. I can’t regrow a body from it to bring them back to life,” Felix whispered with a slow shake of his head. “It’s as if they’re not dead, but I can’t access their points. Which means they have to be.”

“Outside influence? Whatever is preventing you from accessing their corpses is preventing you from getting their soul back?” asked Edmund. “And what exactly happened?”

Felix looked thoughtful at Edmund’s words, the gears in his head whirring to life as he began to chew at the problem from a different angle. His mouth skewed to one side as if he were gnawing at the corner of his lip.

Damn, he’s broken.

His perfect and eternal poker face is absolutely blasted.

“Distraction we set up didn’t work. Right from the start, it simply just wasn’t big enough or strong enough. Alma and Carlotta did all that they could but… it just wasn’t enough to divert attention.

“Andrea and Faith led a charge against a rather large defensive strong point. A handful of Andreas were gun downed but Faith… Faith got hit with something big. Something really big.

“So big that she was just obliterated in that attack. Absolutely obliterated. Went right through her magic and just… she exploded, Edmund,” Felix murmured in an offhand way. The proud and confident man that defied governments was gone. A Super villain in personality that was a Hero to those he protected. Even if the world turned against him, Edmund would gladly fight that fight. “We found part of her hand, but that was it. Really that was all we needed though. Normally, at least.

“I couldn’t bring her back even then though. Even with her hand, I couldn’t. Couldn’t bring anyone back.”

“I can fix it Felix,” Edmund blurted out suddenly. Seeing his own personal hero in such dire straits had shaken him far deeper than he’d realized until that moment. “I can fix it. I will fix it. I can bring them all back.

“Bring everyone back. I can do it. It’s all within my power. I can. I really can.”

“Your power?” asked Felix, his eyes instantly snapping to Edmund and fixating on him. There was a moment where there was no life in the man’s eyes, only suddenly for there to be a flicker of hope there. “Poly… polymorphic, right? What is it? What does it do?”

“I can rewind time. I can go back and make things… not happen. Or happen. Depending on whatever I want. It can be a bit limiting at times but-but I can make changes. They’re called Save-state and I can load and save them however I want.”

Felix’s eyes narrowed as he stared at Edmund. He got the sudden impression that he’d used his own power and was now rooting around in some weird creative way to figure out the depth of Edmund’s power.

“I see,” he whispered, then snorted. Followed by a soft and low laugh as he leaned back into his chair. “I see. I get it. It makes more sense now. The car chase. Your sister. All those deals that I swore were going to go sideways that suddenly came out right-side up.

“Faith always attributed it to you, your hunches, and footwork. Sounds like it was just you making sure we all kept on the path.

“Being our personal Sherpa and never letting us know. Just taking up the work by yourself and being our hero. My hero.”

Edmund swallowed hard at that, then looked down to his own shoes. He felt his toes curling up inside them and he felt as if he were about to burst into flame. That if he were a match, he’d be burning brightly just from the heat of his face alone.

He’d never expected his hero, to call him a hero.

Felix began laughing harder now, before he wrenched open a desk drawer.

Looking up, Edmund watched as Felix pulled out a pad of paper and a pen. Grabbing the writing tools, he began to jot things down on the paper.

“I’m assuming you can’t take anything with you. That means we’ll have to commit it all to memory. Might take a bit but… actually, whatever. Doesn’t matter at all,” Felix said and then laughed. “You’ll just rewind to this point no matter how many times you need to, to get it all from me. Is this the first pass? Second? Something much higher?”

Felix had a grin and was rapidly writing things down now. Listing things out in a bullet form format. With his left hand, he’d started tapping something into his phone, only glancing at it here and there.

“First,” Edmund answered, feeling a bit stunned at Felix’s rapid shift.

“First? Huh. First. I-oh,” Felix paused mid pen-stroke and looked up at Edmund. Then he grinned. “You got upset because I was upset. Ha. Well. I saw you at your worst and reached in. Now you’re doing the same.

“I just wish I’d be able to remember this in the future. Because I’m betting there’s no trace of you ever having done this at all.”

Felix went back to writing as soon as he finished speaking. He then tapped his phone with his left hand and set it down.

“Yeah, you won’t remember any of this,” Edmund got out. He wasn’t surprised that Felix had figured out his motivations, but it still managed to unnerve him. “As far as I’m concerned, there’s no reason for you to, either.

“Just painful stuff that you don’t have any need for. Of. Won’t do you any good to hold onto it.”

“I completely disagree,” Felix stated and continued to write, his eyes moving across the page as he went. “In this case, it would be an incredibly valuable lesson to keep for myself. I was far too arrogant in the belief that I could fix anything. Even death.

“My hubris led me into what happened, and people died for it. People I can’t get back in this life.

“Thankfully, my own personal hero, my Save-state Hero as it were, has stepped in to drag me out of my own stupidity. My own pride and ego were going to end the lives of far too many.”

There was a knock on Felix’s office door and then it clicked open.

“Legate?” asked a curious voice. It sounded a lot like Ellie to Edmund.

Turning around, he found she was indeed standing in the doorway.

“Ellie, come in. I need you to answer me as if you were speaking to Gaia,” Felix murmured, not looking up. He was still working through the sheet of paper.

“Of course, Legate,” answered the Dryad, coming over to stand near Edmund. “Hello, Ed.”

“Hey hi,” Edmund said with a wave of a hand.

“Ellie, where’s your tree?” Felix asked bluntly.

“I… uh… it’s… in my room. I have it planted in a pot. Gaia helps me take care of it so that it’s fine like that,” Ellie answered in a robotic way. She sounded incredibly concerned and wary.

“Got a seed?” Felix pushed.

“Of course. Why?”

“Edmund. I can modify Ellie’s seed to move through time with you. Might screw things up, might help. Would cost me a great many points, but it’s not too hard to do. What do you say?” asked Felix.

I… uh… errr… why would I even want that though? That sounds more like a problem than something helpful.

“Being a Grove empowers you. Pushes your natural abilities up. Makes you more than just Human. Increases your lifespan, too,” Felix answered the unspoken question. “Ellie is interested in you and would willingly plant her seed in you if you wanted. I can modify it so it won’t kill you, it’ll travel with you, and empower you. Whatever timeline you jumped into, you’d take it with you.

“But only this Ellie here would be the one who planted it in you. Whatever Ellie in the timeline you go to wouldn’t even be aware of it. Not unless you wanted her to be.”

“I’m sorry, what?” asked Ellie in a delicate as glass whisper.

“Edmund can time travel. I’m trying to make him your grove. Don’t you want him as your grove?” asked Felix.

“I’d love that but… I… that’s not what Edmund wants,” she blurted out suddenly, then shook her head. “I wouldn’t want him to do something he doesn’t want to.”

“I’ll uh… I’ll save… this state,” Edmund offered instead of answering. “That way I can come back to this moment and take you up on the offer if I need it. I mean… if it travels with me, it doesn’t matter if I accept it now, or deep in the future, right?”

“Exactly. Good way of thinking of it,” Felix said as Edmund indeed saved the state of the world.

He now had a save at the Save-state world with Oz.

A save just before this mission started.

One for this morning.

And now one for right now with Ellie’s seed being offered up.

“Oz, when do I get more Save-states?” asked Edmund. He’d noticed Oz had gone rather silent for a time. He figured they were just off attending to other things.

There was no response.

“Oz?” Edmund tried again.

“Who’s Oz?” Felix asked, stopping to look up at Edmund in his work.

“I don’t know really. But he knows how my powers work better than me. He’s been helpful. Sometimes,” grumbled Edmund.

“Great. Here’s the paper. Go save everyone,” Felix said and then held out the paper to him. Grinning from ear to ear. “Be sure to come back and tell me how it went sometime. I’d really like to hear the good news. Even if only for a moment.”

Errr… it wouldn’t matter though, because you’ll never exist like this again?

Whatever.

There’s no point in trying to go around that bend till I get there.

“Sure,” Edmund replied and took the paper.

He began reading it over.

Felix had listed out everything that’d gone wrong, possible solutions if there was forethought, as well as what he’d do over again if he had the possibility. As well as minor suggestions on how to make them happen from Edmund’s perspective.

“Easy enough I hope?” asked Felix.

“You really are a Super Villain sometimes,” Edmund mumbled with a slow shake of his head. Most of his answers were cold, to the point of being callous. Often involving murdering, torturing, or bribing people for information to utilize in a different pass through.

The vast majority of them simply wouldn’t be usable to him, but it did help him think of what Felix really wanted out of these situations.

“I mean… whatever? Winners write the history and they’re the ones who get to say who committed war crimes or not,” Felix confessed with a shrug of his shoulders. “Just make sure you win if you’re going to commit the crimes.”

I… yeah.

Yeah.

That’s Felix though. Through and through.

My Super Villain of a Hero.

Edmund grinned and nodded his head.







***




“Hum… first up is Carlotta and Alma,” Edmund said to himself as he got out of the car in the Association parking lot. He had about sixteen hours before the mission kicked off.

Felix had actually suggested kidnapping the UN troops commander that would be going on the expedition as a first move. To kidnap, torture, and brutalize their family to find out if they were leaking information.

He’d believed that the other side had been providing information, as everything seemed to have gone wrong from the very start for Felix.

Except Edmund wasn’t really sure of that fact.

That really this didn’t sound like a betrayal from an ally, but an under-estimation from their own forces.

From what he’d heard of the brief itself from Faith, and Felix previously before he loaded, was that it was a gigantic registry mission. One that was set to take down a super that’d taken over a country, in fact.

Or that was the mission statement at least.

Felix had admitted to him after the fact that it really was just an excuse to get some solid world recognition. For the globe to back them up so they didn’t have to worry about the States getting pissy about something said or done that they didn’t like.

That maybe Legion had missed or overlooked something and gotten smashed for it. Just as Felix had said, his pride had gone before his own fall.

I’ll probably need to figure out a good way to remind him that he isn’t nigh-invincible. That we all have limitations.

“Oh! Edmund! Hello!” called a musically warm voice from off to his side.

Turning his head to look at the speaker, Edmund found the actual living embodiment of the world, Gaia, standing there. She was rooting around in the trunk of an Association vehicle with an Andrea in tow.

The beautiful goddess was hard to look at sometimes.

Not because she was a goddess, but because she was the literal epitome of beauty. No one could compare to her at any level, and Edmund had no idea why.

It was just almost painful to be around her given his very male reaction of wanting to stare, and forcing himself not to.

She was overly built, to the point of making Dryads look small somehow, and not very athletic.

Gaia, for all intents and purposes, looked like what the vast majority of men would consider to be a perfect woman.

Her eyes were a rich brown that glowed internally and slowly shone with a kaleidoscope of all the colors of the rainbow. Slowly transitioning from one to another.

Her mouth and lips were full and often blessed with a smile, her hair was delicately pulled back, but also clearly trimmed to fit the current times.

Right now, she was dressed in a pair of slacks and a white blouse. They were perfectly normal attire for the situation but it fit her too perfectly, of course.

“Ah, hello Gaia,” Edmund said with a wave of his hand and a smile. “How’re you today?”

“I’m quite well. I’m doing trunk inspections with Andrea!” the goddess said with a smile. “Apparently, Andrea has been rather naughty and keeps replacing the gear that should be in them with other things, or not putting anything back.”

“I’m sorry. I really am,” whined the Andrea next to Gaia. It sounded as if she’d been doing nothing but apologizing.

“Oh you don’t have to apologize to me, you silly thing,” Gaia promised with a throaty chuckle. “I’m just doing my own job duty now. This is all it is. There’s no reason to be that way about it.

“It’s not like you’re one of those who worship me, that’d be different. Then I’d have to have some words with you, young lady. Because this is irresponsible and a dereliction of your own duties. Is it not?”

“Nnnn, yes,” mewled Andrea.

Her worshipers?

Her worshipers!

I can just have Gaia do this for me. I can even couch it all in a way that she’d probably prefer and let her handle it. It’d go far better than me trying to talk Carlotta and Alma into anything.

“You know, Gaia, I was just here to do my own duty. Though now that I’ve seen you and the awe-striking beauty that you are, I wonder if perhaps you could help me instead?” asked Edmund, laying it on a bit thick. Compliments went far with Gaia. Especially if you meant them genuinely.

“Oh? Is that so? What can I do for you Edmund?” asked Gaia, turning to look at him fully now and smiling from ear to ear.

It made it somewhat difficult to think.

Behind Gaia, Andrea was nodding her head rapidly and holding both hands up. Giving him a thumbs up with each one and smiling as well.

Then she began to slowly back away from the situation.

Ha… run, Andie.

Run.

“You see… Carlotta and Alma need to make a distraction for Felix. A big one. One so big that no one is there to bother him or his lead elements when they push ahead,” Edmund said cautiously. “I was going to talk to them and try to encourage them to make it as big as possible, but I wasn’t really sure how to do it. Or even how to help them be empowered enough to do it.

“It’s obviously for Felix, so I figured there’d be no reason to pull out any stops. That they could probably ask for help, barter with Felix or make a bet with him, and then really let loose. 

“Like… the biggest distraction there ever was. To the point that it wouldn’t even be a distraction anymore.

“But I just can’t figure out how to do that. Do you have any ideas? They’re your worshipers, so I figured maybe you’d have a good idea on how to help Felix with this.

“Especially if you make it all an idea of the Dryads rather than you or me. That’d do the most good for them, too.”

Gaia’s eyes widened and she began to nod her head. There was a glittering spark to her gaze that Edmund couldn’t mistake as anything other than excitement.

“I know just what to do! Just what to do. Yes! Yes. I can handle this for you. For Felix! This isn’t a problem at all,” Gaia declared and then made an odd hand fluttering motion with her hands. “Ahhh, thinking about doing this and getting his thanks is already making my heart beat so oddly.

“I wonder if this really is more than just a sexual desire? I admit I really do crave to know him carnally. It’s getting so hard to deny it to people anymore.”

Edmund smiled a bit brokenly.

Gaia had a bad habit of voicing her inner thoughts aloud. She’d only recent summoned up a physical body and was still getting used to it.

That or she was trolling everyone into next year.

“Inner thoughts, Gaia. Inner thoughts,” Edmund warned.

“Ah! Yes. Yes, thank you, Edmund. I’ll go see the girls,” Gaia turned and started to move away, then paused. “Oh, and by the way. Thank you for being so kind to Ellie. She’s a sweet girl. A bit too conservative for my tastes, but a sweet girl.

“Be sure you treat her well, alright? You’ll have to watch over her, as I think she’s far weaker than anyone thinks. She’s not like other Dryads. No combat or magical ability at all despite all that training.”

Right.

Yeah… Ellie.

Ellie and Dorothy going with me on the mission.

They’ll be the ones to talk to next and see what I can plan ahead with them. I’ll just use today’s Save-state to make adjustments to the mission start.

Though… shit… I’m running out of Save-states faster and faster.

Edmund had a strange and sudden thought.

“Oz?” he asked quietly after Gaia had turn and skipped away from him. Leaving the trunk to the car she’d been inspecting open and forgotten.

“Yes, Edmund?” replied Oz.

He was back.

“Is there any situation where you’d just vanish?”

“Yes, Edmund.”

“What would that be?”

“Situations that would require my oversight can be simple yet also complex. I wouldn’t be able to tell Edmund what they are till they occurred.

“The question is too vague to be answered definitively. I’ve left several times and come back to Edmund without announcing this. It is not entirely uncommon.”

Edmund couldn’t argue that point.

It made sense.

It also made him feel better about him not responding previously.

“When can I get more Save-states? I’m kind of running low,” Edmund asked just as Gaia entered the Legion building. “I mean… I’ve got the Save-state tunnel, the one with Felix and Ellie and her seed, the one I put down right before accepting this mission, and the one for this morning.

“Of those… I really only have one Save-state I want to actively use. The rest of them I’d like to keep as they are.”

“At this time, there is no room for Edmund to gather any more Save-states. There are no resources available.”

“Great. Let me guess. The previous generation gathered them all up for themselves and there’s none to go around.

“If I want more, I’ll have to go kill them or take the Save-states directly from them.”

“Edmund is correct.”

Sighing, Edmund closed the trunk and then moved off.

Oz’s response felt true to life.

He needed to get ready for the mission. He was apparently going to be strapped to a Dragon and shoved out of a plane.

“Yaaaay… such fun, much joy,” mumbled Edmund.





Chapter 16




Edmund was ignoring the radio chatter.

Ignoring Andrea fondling other women.

Ignoring the fact that he could see Felix and Lucille falling through the sky below him.

All of Edmund’s focus was on the Green Dragon to whom he was strapped and that they were about to jump out of an airplane. That they were next.

Then they weren’t.

Because they were already falling.

The interior of Edmund’s helmet was a display of what it could see through its cameras and readouts of what was going on around him.

Both of which were now telling him that the ground was rapidly approaching to greet him. Give him a big, wide, and very sudden hug.

Edmund got out a squeak, but that was it. Everything else was lost in the death grip he had on the breath he was holding in.

Other than that, his brain was mostly shrieking uncontrollably at him for what he’d done to it.

“Ah, there we go,” declared the Green Dragon behind him as their descent began to slow. The numbers that’d been rapidly shooting down to zero didn’t seem as intent to do so anymore. “Sorry, was a bit tough figuring out how to get my balance in order with you strapped on to me. You’re not so bad though.”

“G-glad to hear it,” croaked Edmund.

“Aw, you’re scared, aren’t you? I couldn’t even tell,” offered the Green. A hand reached around to wrap around his middle. “You know, not all the Dragons are bound to Felix. Some of us plan to seek mates elsewhere.

“Otherwise, there’d be a real genetic bottle-neck. Goldie is training us all on how to be good mates, but we’re not being trained exclusively for Felix.

“I think you’re rather fun, Edmund. My name’s Iren.”

“Iren, I think you should pay more attention to the ground. We’re still-still falling,” pleaded Edmund.

“No, we’re not. I’m gliding us in to the operational area. It’s right over there. I’m so amazing I didn’t even need my parachute,” Iren countered with a laugh. “Think about what I said though. I’m pretty amazing, you know! I need to go report in with my squad.”

Iren pulled them up right as they were about to land, and Edmund was cut free somehow. He landed on the ground with a thump and stuck it without stumbling around.

Iren snapped past him, then turned damn near on a dime and went back the other way. Her short, dark-green hair fluttered as she zipped off.

“What, now a Dragon?” asked Romina coming over to stand near him, though she kept some distance between them. “You ask me out, then hang with miss big angel tits, now a Dragon? Just kinda swinging at whatever gets pitched at you?”

Standing there, Edmund stared at Romina’s helmeted face. The blank exterior of a Legionnaire’s helmet giving him nothing of the emotion beneath.

He had no idea if she was fucking around with him or being serious.

“I’m just teasing,” Romina said after what felt like two beats too long. “Sorry, I’m just… just fucking around. Forgot about the helmet. Can’t see my face. Uh… yeah. Yeah. Haha. Just a joke… ha.

“Just like texting, but worse. Can’t throw emojis and stuff out there. Yeah.”

What in the shit?

Is she mad? Is that this?

Mad because why?

She said no to dating.

“Are you jealous?” Edmund blurted out as his brain got stuck on that one word.

“I-you-wha-what? What? No. No!” Romina quickly shook her head back and forth. “No, I’m not jealous. Why would I be jealous? Pah.”

“Romina is speaking in a way that directly goes against what Romina is feeling and acting. A curious dichotomy to note,” Oz offered. “Edmund seems to be experiencing a bout of schadenfreude over the situation. Does Edmund have a comment for the notation?”

“Do you wanna go get dinner when we get back?” Edmund asked, realizing this was a chance to push what he wanted. Even if they were on an active-duty mission, he didn’t want to let a chance like this pass by again. He’d already missed the first opportunity, he didn’t want to miss another. “I’d love to take you out on a dinner-date, Romina.”

Romina nodded her head even as he started talking. Only to then rapidly shake it back and forth instead.

“We’re on duty. This is stupid. You’re stupid. We’ve got stuff to do,” growled Romina. She didn’t move away though. She hadn’t actually looked away from him. “Err… where were you thinking?”

Her helmeted head finally looked away now, as if she realized she’d been staring at him.

“I’ll let you know when we talk about it. Assuming you say yes,” Edmund answered, then looked the same direction she was.

They were looking out at something Edmund probably should have noticed before now.

Out in front of them, in the distance, was a battlefield.

The burnt-out wrecks of tanks, cars, planes, and a great many corpses were sprawled out. Laid out in every direction. You could tell it started as a firefight and ended in a slaughter.

“They totally got Yamcha’d,” Romina murmured, eliciting a chuckle from Edmund.

“Damn,” Felix muttered over the com system. “They really did get wrecked, didn’t they?”

“Got their shit pushed in so hard it came out their mouth,” grumbled Andrea. “Whatever Supers they sent for this clearly weren’t so super.”

There was continued radio chatter after that, but Edmund tuned it out.

He didn’t care about it, and he’d be given his orders when they came.

This moment was perfect to him. It was everything he’d wanted.

A second chance with Romina.

He hadn’t let them remain as just friends and had pushed her to think of him as someone who wanted to date. It’d been a bit awkward, but he was positive staying her friend and hoping for more would have been toxic for both of them.

I wanted a Save-state point for this so… this works perfectly.

Edmund pulled up the Save-state for Faith’s phone call on the mission and over-wrote it. He didn’t need it anymore.

Being here, in this moment, was the right place for him for more than one reason.

He never wanted to see the look that’d haunted Felix ever again.

Everyone began to move out.

Edmund made sure he moved up to stand next to Romina. Right now was the time to be around her. To not lose whatever ground he’d gained.

“So… was that a yes? Pretty sure we can talk on the move,” Edmund asked, turning his head partly toward her.

Romina’s shoulder-mounted camera was facing forward, though her helmet briefly turned his way.

“Yes. Now shut up. Job. Doing… doing the job. It’s recording my coms,” she hissed.

“Oh? So I can watch you saying yes to going out on a dinner date later?” Edmund pressed.

“Yes. Okay? Yes. Yes. Fine. You pushy little… little… pushy pants. Pushy pants! I’m picking where we’re going,” Romina spat out.

“Pussy pants,” said Gaia curiously, only having heard part of the conversation. “Is that a pet name? And for who?”

Sometimes Edmund wondered what was transmitted and what wasn’t on the communication line. The helmet didn’t seem to do a great job of it at times and yet worked perfectly in other situations.

This was one of the former.

There was a brief strangled giggle before everyone went quiet.

“That’s fine. You can pick where we go, Pussy Pants,” Edmund offered.

“Ugh,” groaned Romina.




***




No defensive hard points were encountered.

Neither Faith nor Andrea was asked to lead an attack against any fortified positions.

Though they did wander through a great many empty and deserted positions.

Edmund could easily see how they could lose people rushing up against what’d been built. 

From machine gun emplacements, to barbed wire no-man’s lands, to even what Andrea had warned were landmines. It was a nightmarish open field of problems that’d have butchered their forces to come across.

And that’s it for the first one.

But… that also means everything after this is fucked.

None of this would have happened to Felix. They wouldn’t have gotten this far without triggering defensive responses. They’d have sent the entire enemy camp scrambling into action by this point.

“It’s like they all just dipped,” Romina said, peering into an empty mortar position.

Which was obvious, since the mortar was still there.

“Yup. Carlotta and Alma are putting on the show of their lives,” Edmund whispered with a smirk. Things were moving to plan.

Moving their way ahead, Edmund kept a tight grip of his rifle. Holding it in the trained position, scanning the way ahead, and staying in formation.

All as had been drilled into him under Andrea’s militaristic eye. A personality that only appeared when it came to combat and training, and never at any other time.

Almost as if she had a split personality, in fact.

Eventually they made it to a bombed out commercial area. One that’d clearly been fought over for a considerable amount of time.

Their goal was a building in particular, though Edmund didn’t actually know which. Or even why, really.

Neither was important to him since he’d likely figure it out at some point. Then, the next time he loaded, he’d know in advance

He wasn’t about to kid himself that he wouldn’t need to reload at some point.

Given how lethal this mission had been, he was figuring he’d end up having to put in a good amount of work.

“Two possible places for cover,” Andrea murmured over the communication system. “Both with good sight of the capitol building. I’m leaning towards one around the side of it. There’s a second directly across from it but… it’s directly across from it.

“It’s more likely to be a problem than not really, but it might also give me what I want. No one might look at it because they’re sure it’s clear.

“Anyone got an opinion? This isn’t a democracy obviously, but hearing feedback might help me jar my own wishes loose.”

Oh. And here we go. This’ll probably be where it gets fucked.

Also figured out where we’re going.

That means I can guide Dorothy and Ellie a bit better on the next pass. Dorothy is just… somewhere… here. Waiting for me to message her.

And Ellie is… where’d she go?

Looking around, Edmund found the Dryad.

Or so he thought.

The fact that there was a Legionnaire staring at him and facing him directly was a dead giveaway he figured. No one else angled themselves like that other than a Dryad looking toward the person they were interested in, or a Dragon in a similar circumstance.

Edmund noticed in the next moment that Iren was standing next to Ellie. Her arms folded in front of her armored torso.

She’d donned some type of ballistic vest that covered much of her front. As attractive as most of her kind, she had a slightly feral look to her, as well as a feral-looking smile.

Goldie hasn’t knocked the edges off that one it seems.

Both Iren and Ellie raised a hand and waved at him.

Unable to do anything but wave back since he’d clearly seen it, he felt rather stupid. Stupid and far too passive.

It wasn’t that he wasn’t interested in them physically.

He just wasn’t interested in them romantically.

Looking back at Romina, he caught her head quickly turning away. She’d clearly been watching him and caught the exchange.

“Edmund?” asked Andrea.

“Huh? What?” he blurted out, quickly looking around to find the commander.

“Any input?” demanded the Beastkin.

“Only that I think you and Felix will make great kids at some point. Can I be cousin Eddy?” he fired off before he could stop his brain from doing so.

“Yes!” came a chorus of excited replies from multiple Andreas.

“I’ve always liked Edmund. We should get him a Beastkin girlfriend,” added an Andrea after they all quieted down.

“Yes. Thank you, Edmund. I appreciate the vote of confidence,” the commanding Andrea stated. “We’ll take the flanking building then. When we get in, take up positions for defensive operations. Don’t be seen or be visible.”

As one, everyone began heading over that way now.

A casual conversation about the hard point defensives came up, though Edmund didn’t really pay attention to it. He didn’t contribute to it in any way and was more concerned with what he could see.

What he could figure out and plan for the future.

The simple fact that they could choose this building or another left him with the uneasy feeling that he would be reloading soon. That even if they got through this part of the mission without an issue, he’d likely have to reload later to double check and see if there were any other branched choices.

Just because nothing bad happened in a branch, didn’t mean that the other path didn’t have something good happening. Edmund was more than willing to check both.

Easing up to a wall, Edmund realized there was a hole in it. It wasn’t large enough to see him through, but enough that he could see a bit out of it.

Looking through the gap he could see what he assumed was the capitol building. He couldn’t really tell though, which left him wondering about it.

“So… Dryad seems nice,” Romina whispered. It sounded like she was right next to him, which was weird, considering that they were both wearing helmets.

Not for the first time, Edmund wondered what protocol was being worked for communications and what was managing it. The only answer he’d ever come up with was Tribune, or someone, or something, like Tribune.

“Ellie’s nice, yeah,” agreed Edmund, peering through the hole.

“She was with you for the setup, right? Her and… her and Dorothy?” asked Romina.

“Ayup,” Edmund agreed. Taking a step back, he looked to the wall and realized there wasn’t anywhere else to peek out from, so he simply leaned back into the hole.

“You must’ve gotten close to them. They won’t mind you asking me out again?”

“No, because I didn’t get that close to them. Professional only,” Edmund answered before he realized what Romina was asking. Her jealousy was far deeper than he’d actually expected. “So no, they won’t care at all who I’m dating. Just been after you this whole time, Romina. Didn’t ask anyone else.”

“Dorothy seemed awfully interested,” Romina put forward instead of actually responding to his statement.

“She was. Asked me out. I declined.”

“Just me.”

“Just you.”

Romina nodded her head slowly, then put her back to the wall.

“I just… didn’t want to lose what we had. Wasn’t that I wasn’t interested, just… greedy, I guess. Greedy to keep our relationship for what it was. That I could keep it as it was, didn’t have to date you, and could keep going,” Romina explained suddenly and without prompting. “So why date you and ruin what we had? If we fuck it up we’d be all shitty at each other and wouldn’t be friends.

“And I’m a shitty ex-girlfriend. I get all fucked up and bitchy. Blow everything up till there’s nothing left and then hate myself. Maybe I’m crazy.”

“That’s neat,” Edmund muttered, noticing that something was actually happening. He couldn’t really figure it out, but it felt like a heat shimmer or something shifting around in the shadows on the far side of the building. His viewpoint didn’t help at all with trying to figure it out. “Good thing I’m Felix’s protégé or whatever.”

“What? Why?”

“Cause that dude sticks his dick in a lot of crazy. I’ll ask him for tips before our date.”

There was a tongue click, followed by an exasperated sigh.

“Really? You think you’re getting that far? Really Edmund?”

Ha, no mention of the crazy part though.

“No, but it’s fun to tease. Get you all cranked up. Then not even bother to make a move. Watch you just get all bent. Letting you think it all over, try to figure out how you want to handle it, then not get to do anything you practiced.

“You know. Like what happens when you get all worked up over an upcoming stream and you start randomly prepping for stuff.”

“Sheeeeesh. When’d you get all like this? Where’d my Eddy friend go? You’re not supposed to weaponize how well you know me against me.”

“Sure I am. It’ll keep it fun and exciting that way. Just think of all the fun ways I’ll get your kinks tied up in your own head. As to Eddy friend… offed him in the night. Murdered. I buried him under my kitchen. Sold his liver to an alcoholic boomer.”

“What… what the hell? Are you for real? You’re pushing me real hard all of a sudden.”

“Really really. Really really real. There is no Eddy the friend here. Only Edmund the would-be boyfriend. That’s been the goal for a while. Not going to ease up or relent.”

What is that?

It looks—

“Oh,” Edmund said aloud as he finally realized what he was looking at.

A patrol was coming their way with a super attached to it.

They were doing something that had made it incredibly hard to spot them until this moment. When it was obviously too late.

Since they were all raising guns and pointing at something in the building Edmund was hiding in. They’d clearly spotted something.

“Contact,” declared Andrea.

“Dang, and we were getting all flirty. I’ll have to make that convo happen again. Was it me waving at the Dryad that did it, Romina?” asked Edmund, looking to the woman in question.

I hate reloading.

Hate it.

It’s so hard to do everything the same. The slightest change in how you say something and it’s entirely new. People are far too unpredictable.

I’m just not good at reliving the same thing over and over.

“What?” she asked a moment before the wall exploded.

God damnit.

Edmund reloaded.





Chapter 17




“Edmund?” asked Andrea.

“Building directly across. I feel like they’ll ignore it. Assume it’s cleared and fine since it was the last time someone checked it,” he said, glad that he was finally back to the starting point. “That’d be what I’d do but… I’m not a military commander or a soldier.”

Going through the entire walk here, he was doing his best to not become impatient. He had to act as if he hadn’t gone through all of this already, otherwise it would literally change the world around him.

Then he’d have to do it all over again.

Edmund looked to find the Andrea that’d spoken this time.

He spotted someone in “Centurion” armor next to Felix in his Legate armor.

This person had to be Andrea, given that it was an officer’s armor and she was clearly commanding the situation.

Romina and Edmund both had Centurion helmets as well, though they were both told to leave them behind so that there’d be no confusion.

“We’ll take the building directly across. Make sure you’re not visible, stay out of sight,” Andrea stated and then everyone began moving.

Creeping into the indicated building and hiding themselves away throughout.

Edmund took a small corner office that had a smashed window in it that led out to what he was sure was an alley beside the building. There was at least a six-foot drop to the ground, but that was nothing in his armor.

There was no window that looked out onto the capitol building, but that was perfectly fine. If he wanted to peek out, doing it through a window wasn’t a good idea.

Ellie and Iren had followed him once again. This time they posted up in a small pair of cubicles that were outside the office Edmund had gone into.

Romina had hesitated for a brief moment before following him into the office. Her helmeted head had clearly moved in the direction of the two other women for a second.

“Dragon and a Dryad, huh?” she asked.

“Yeah. They’re obvious. Dorothy is, too. Wasn’t interested in any of them,” Edmund said, jumping straight to the chase of this conversation. He could always wind it back later and be more flirty. “Was only interested in one woman.”

“Sheesh, give a girl a breath, Edmund,” muttered Romina, coming over to peek out the window. “You could have at least let me poke at it a little. Now I just feel stupid.”

“If you’re looking for a poke, I’m sure I can help you out with that, Mina,” Edmund said, stressing a pet name he’d avoided. “And no, not going to give you a breath. I gave you a breath the first time around. Nearly lost my chance with you.

“Eddy friend is long dead and buried. Edmund the prospective boyfriend is here now.”

“I-you-yeah, I get it. You can ease up just a little. I said yes, okay? We’ll… we’ll go out and see how we do,” she said and then sighed.

“It’ll be fine. Even if you become a shitty ex-girlfriend I promise to at least be your friend,” Edmund offered, jumping to the next part of the conversation.

The fact that he knew what to say left him feeling guilty. He didn’t want to use his knowledge to subvert and bend Romina into the shape he wished.

I’m just… just trying to move quickly. That’s all.

I can reload it later and play it straight.

Play it true.

I’m a solid actor at this point.

People wouldn’t even realize it when I’ve done something, as it would look perfectly normal.

“I… really? You promise? I’m kinda crazy,” Romina warned.

“Yeah, yeah. And they tell you to not stick your dick in crazy. I’ll have to check in with Felix for tips and before you get huffy, no, I’m not assuming anything of our first date,” Edmund stated. “Though… maybe our third. You get a bit touchy-feely when you drink and I’m betting third date you’ll want to hit a bar.”

“You know what. Fine. Fine! I won’t even-this-this… mm! Mmmm! I’ll get even,” growled Romina who punched him in the shoulder.

“I look forward to seeing the footage later. Wanna try a different type of streaming with me?” Edmund asked, taking the hit with a chuckle. It hadn’t had anything behind it at all. His mouth was once again running off ahead before his brain could even facilitate a proper roadblock to stop it. “I bet your power would work so long as a camera is watching.”

There was a shocked squeak from Romina, her body going rigid.

He imagined she was glaring at him through her helmet.

“Just a thought. You should say yes. I’d be your biggest fan? Give you a big tip? I’d really fill up your invoice? I’d really load up your pockets if you stimulate my growth?”

Oh fuck shut up, shut up, shut up!

Romina choked, coughed, then started laughing. Her head slowly tipped back until she was clearly looking up at the ceiling above them.

“You know… I probably should have said yes the first time. You’re actually funnier like this,” she muttered. “I was just scared. Scared of it all. You. Me. Everything.”

“I’m surprised you’re saying yes to fooling around on a camera,” Edmund threw out before his brain could halt him once again. “You agreed to that way faster than going on a date.”

Romina groaned and her head tipped forward, looking at him once again.

“Idiot,” she finally said with a laugh. “I’m… I’m glad we’re back to where we were. Maybe even better than we were.”

“Me, too,” Edmund said. “Really glad.”

Frustratingly, not wanting to lose the magic of this moment, he almost dropped a Save-state down over when he’d started the day. He really didn’t want to lose how this had all come about.

But… but I can make it work. I can make this work. I just… might have to try a few times. It’ll be boring, but worth it.

There was a sudden loud burst of gunfire. Followed by a few single shots, then another burst of gunfire.

Everything went quiet after that.

Only to open back up with sustained small-arms fire that sounded a lot like a machine gun.

“Romina, Faith, Team Two,” said Andrea over the com system. “Out, across, assault.”

“Oh, shit, uh… yeah, okay. On my way,” Romina replied, pulling her gun up and looking around in a bit of a panic. It was a surprising call-out and it didn’t quite make sense.

Edmund didn’t doubt Andrea knew what her business was, though. She was an incredible commander and soldier.

“We’ll talk more,” Edmund promised. “Keep your head down. Hard to try to go in for a kiss if you’re dead.”

“Really? You’re gonna throw that at me as I’m going?” asked Romina as she turned and started moving toward where everyone else was gathering up.

“I mean, you don’t seem as nervous,” Edmund offered up and then went quiet. He didn’t want to clutter the coms.

Chances were that Romina would be getting orders from Andrea now.

Ellie and Iren slowly sauntered over toward him after Romina left.

“Well, that was cute,” Iren teased with a grin. “Think she’ll be willing to let a Dragon play on her turf?”

“Turf only supports one player, sorry,” Edmund stated with finality. He wasn’t going to fall into the harem trap that Felix had. That just seemed like needless work and effort.

“Hm. We’ll see. I’m sure I can be convincing,” boldly claimed Iren.

Edmund snorted at that.

He had no plans whatsoever to have more than one woman in his life.

Ever.

He really enjoyed his free time and didn’t want to give any of it up at all. Having more than one significant other in his life would certainly dig into that.

“Uh, Juno here uhm… ah… there’s… there are Supers coming,” reported Romina over the com system. “They’re shooting at us I think —”

There was a series of detonations that made everything shudder and shake. Then tremble and rock wildly back and forth.

Things were seemingly growing worse by the second.

Iren grabbed Edmund bodily and stuffed him down between a cabinet and a desk, then hunkered down over atop him. Using her body to shield his own.

Dragon bodies were incredibly sturdy. Even with armor, Edmund couldn’t take the same punishment she could.

Ellie pushed in close next to him and the three of them became a cuddle puddle as parts of the building began to collapse all around them.

“They’re honing in on something!” shouted Andrea. “We tripped something, I just don’t know what. They shouldn’t be coming this way like this! It’s like they know we’re here!”

Damnit. Good thing I didn’t drop that Save-state. I’ll have to go through this again and fix this.

Suddenly, the shaking stopped. Everything grew still.

Even the gunfire had ceased.

“Uh? Is that it then? What happened?” asked Edmund.

Iren and Ellie unclenched themselves from Edmund and both stood up as well. The three of them looking to everyone else to see if they’d get new orders.

They’d been ordered to take cover and nothing more.

“Contact clear,” an Andrea said into the coms. “Hold. Reports coming in to Prime. Prepare to move.”

“Guess we’re fine?” Iren said, her hands still holding tight to Edmund.

“I guess,” Ellie said.

“We’ve got half an enemy force heading in our direction and the other half moving off toward the UN forces,” relayed an Andrea. “The positions we took out were able to relay what was going on.”

Ah… so yeah, another reload. That’s fine. We’ll just bring some type of com-jammer and stick it on Romina when she goes. She can walk it in and never even know it. It’s not like we use regular signals anyway.

“What the fuck is that?” Romina asked suddenly over the channel. “It’s a giant fucking gold cloud.”

Several seconds after Romina said it, the entirety of Edmund’s vision was a gold mist. One that felt impenetrable and not like something he could see through beyond twenty feet ahead of him.

There was a general sense of tingling across his armor, but it didn’t seem to be doing anything to him at all. Iren, who was holding onto him, gripped him much more firmly all of a sudden but didn’t actually say anything.

“We’re using this to make our escape,” said an Andrea. Edmund was certain whichever Andrea it was, was in charge of keeping him in line somehow. He knew they’d been assigned specific jobs, tasks, and teams they were in charge of. This Andrea seemed to be acting as an intermediary between the true command of the group, and a group that included Edmund in its number. “If you make contact, call it out, but do your best to keep up with the group. It’s not going to be a surprise that people get lost in this… stuff.”

Moving forward quickly toward where he’d last seen Felix and the others, Edmund rejoined them. He felt something wrap around his right elbow and coil tightly there.

Glancing down, he found Iren’s tail had curled around him there. As if she were afraid of getting lost or separated from him.

Well… given that I have an actual over-head map layout of where I’m at and what’s around me courtesy of Tribune and she doesn’t… no surprise there.

“Let’s move it,” growled the centurion Andrea from only a few feet away. Edmund had practically run up on her without knowing it, given how dense the golden fog was.

She got up and set off at a quick trot with everyone falling in behind her.

Edmund did the same and started running along with Ellie on his left and Iren on his right.

Alright. So… I can go back and change this a little if I wanted to. This is still doable though. Still workable.

No need to reload if I don’t have to. Especially since we don’t have any losses at all.

“Edmund attempting to preserve the totality of his Save-states is admirable. While Save-state degradation is minimal, any loss at all can prove to be problematic as demonstrated with Save-states seventeen-B and Sixteen thousand, four hundred, and twenty-nine,” Oz noted in the strange way he often did.

Wait, Save-state degradation?

Does that mean I can… what… wear one out?

The shit?

Is it a damn carpet that I keep running over with a vacuum?

I’ll need to push at Oz later to figure out what the fuck that means.

Degradation.

Degradation? How does that even make sense!

Well… none of this makes sense anyway.

Kinda past the point of no return when it comes to “Making sense”.

“They’re on us,” reported an Andrea just moments before gunfire went up around them. Both being sent out toward someone behind them and coming into their group.

Several rounds pinged off Edmund’s armor and something big slapped into his left shoulder. It knocked him forward several steps but didn’t punch through.

It’d definitely bruised him up considerably.

Ellie on his left was gone.

Whatever had hit him had either decimated her, or knocked her off her feet. Then lost her in the golden fog that they were still moving in.

“What was that?” asked Iren. “Where’d-where’d Ellie go?”

Edmund only shook his head with a grim scowl on his face. The more he thought about it, the more he realized he would really have to reload this one at some point.

He’d have to get the jammer to block out coms and deploy it when they got into the office. That’d handle the alert from the attacks on the positions.

After that, it was more than likely all of this wouldn’t be an issue.

That they’d likely be running through this golden haze without an issue.

A Legionnaire came tumbling into view from his left. It zipped by at high speed as if they were launched forward by an incredible force.

Edmund had barely enough time to register they were there before they were gone. Lost in the golden fog ahead of him.

“Edmund? Where—”

Shaking his head, Edmund didn’t respond to Iren. He just kept running on. They were most certainly being chased, and by something big or freakishly strong.

Ahead, Edmund could suddenly see a building and the broken body of a Legionnaire against the wall. Then he saw the camera on their shoulder.

Romina had been broken in half. Her helmeted head was resting on her own rear end. Her hands were pushing down against the ground as if she were trying to right herself. To get to her feet.

For whatever reason, her coms were blessedly silent.

The last thing he wanted to hear was her dying.

Moving past Romina, Edmund hesitated when her helmet turned partly toward him. Hesitated and then actually really looked at her.

“Mina?” he asked, Iren holding onto him still.

There was a frothy, bloody gurgle that came back to him. He couldn’t see it, but he imagined that she had a great deal wrong with her insides.

Not waiting a moment longer Edmund lifted his rifle and held the trigger down with it pointed at her head.

Halfway through the magazine one of them managed to punch through the incredibly tough Legionnaire armor. Romina’s body staggering once and then going oddly stiff.

When the magazine went dry, and several other rounds had zipped through Romina’s head, Edmund changed it out for a fresh one.

He knocked the bolt forward and then ran into the building.

Be the last out of the building. Make sure nothing like this happens.

I’ll handle that in the reload.

Moving into the building, Edmund found himself looking at a truly fucked situation. He couldn’t really tell what was going on since he didn’t have a good view or position for it, but it looked like the UN troops.

They were being pinned down without any way out of the situation they were in.

Surprisingly, between Edmund and the UN troops, were a number of soldiers he didn’t recognize at all.

“Guess we made it to the location,” Edmund mumbled. Trying not to think about what he did to Romina.

The idea of leaving her dying there had been too much for him.

He was going to reload the Save-state, so leaving her there or putting her out of her misery didn’t mean anything. Nothing he was doing right now had any value at all.

Then why the hell do I keep acting like this?

I’m pushing much further and farther than I normally would.

Damnit.

Moving into the corner, he realized Iren was gone. He had no idea when she’d left, or where she’d gone, but she wasn’t there anymore.

Edmund put his back to the corner and held his rifle in front of himself.

“Oz, you there?” asked Edmund, figuring this was as good a time as any. If he tried to push on any further in this Save-state he’d be risking his life.

“Of course, Edmund.”

“If I die, I’m dead. I won’t just… magically load a Save-state, right?”

“Yes. Death is death.”

“You mentioned Save-state degradation. What the hell is that about?”

“Each time Edmund loads a Save-state, it is forcefully pushed onto the world. There will be some loss of information each time.”

“Information. Like a hard drive going bad kind of thing or something?”

“Similar enough.”

“How much is lost each time?”

“On average it’s less than Edmund would be able to understand.”

“On average. That means there’s times I’d notice it, right?”

“That is correct.”

“What makes it larger? The loss that is,” Edmund asked, moving down into a low crouch. All around, gunfire was going off continuously. He could hear a great deal of what sounded like Dragons roaring as well.

“Impact. The impact of what’s being reverted determines the amount of loss. The larger the changes, the more loss,” Oz advised. “I’ll use an example of Edmund’s own usage.”

Edmund nodded his head at that. He was having a hard time tuning out the shouting, cursing, and screaming that was now coming in over the com systems.

Things weren’t just going wrong, they were going absolutely terrible it seemed.

“When Edmund reverted a Save-state repeatedly though the time was only a minute apart in usage, Edmund created almost no loss of information,” Oz explained. “When Edmund rewound a day several times, the loss of information was equivalent to several thousand insects no longer existing, a handful of rabbits, and one very unfortunate bear.

“When their information was lost, they no longer existed. As they were written out of the Save-state, they would no longer have been part of the universe.

“Had Edmund reloaded the day Edmund battled the lightning super from the beginning, the losses would have been far more considerable.”

I… shit.

The further I go back the worse it is.

I was treating this like a game without even knowing there were repercussions.

“But why is there loss at all? And how considerable a loss could have happened?” Edmund asked, sweeping his rifle toward the door. He could hear someone coming.

“There is a loss due to the fact that pushing back all of reality to a previous Save-state, goes beyond the boundaries of that very same reality. In going beyond where it should, when it retracts back, things are left behind. It is an unfortunate situation, however, it is not unexpected, given the weight of the action taken.

“Edmund controls a power that is capable of destroying the known and unknown universe. Edmund must exercise caution.

“In regards to what losses could occur, it is unknown, as the action has yet to be taken. This is not something that can be predicted and can only be evaluated after the fact.”

“What if I loaded back to this morning?”

“Unknown. A loss cannot be determined until it occurs. Only when such a thing is initiated would a loss be able to be determined.”

“If I asked you to check to see if there was a loss right after a load, would you be able to tell?”

“Yes.”

Edmund let out a slow breath, then loaded the Save-state.

He’d have to be more careful in the future. The idea of making people not exist anymore by actions he took was gut-wrenching.





Chapter 18




Edmund found himself staring up at the ceiling.

“Oz?” Edmund said.

“Yes, Edmund?”

“I just did a load on a Save-state. You told me about information loss, reality, blah blah blah, try not to fuck up the world.

“I’ll do my best to make sure I don’t fuck it up, but I… I’m still going to have to reload when I need to reload. I need to know though… was there any information loss?” Edmund asked.

“Checking.”

Edmund rolled out of bed and padded over to his desk.

Dog was snoring loudly in the corner of the room.

Laid out on his back, spread out in a strange way, the cat was blissfully unconscious to the world. He was a grey-and-white tabby that was fully engrossed in being the lord of the home at all times.

Flipping open his laptop, Edmund clacked the enter button, waited, then unlocked it when the prompt came up. He stuck his thumb to the scanner for the identity check.

“Welcome, Legionnaire Edmund,” Tribune offered from his computer’s speakers. It was the standard boot-up sound. Each laptop was specifically issued to each user.

Felix was very paranoid about security.

Opening up the communication side of his laptop, he went straight into his inbox and pulled up Andrea. He put in a quick request for communication blocking equipment. Or more accurately, radio jamming hardware.

As powerful as possible, to make sure the enemy can’t radio the strike teams’ presence as they moved in. To ensure a proper and perfect surprise attack.

He closed the communication by pointing out that it wasn’t as if their own technology would be limited by such devices. That he was certain Tribune and their communication network was well beyond the limitations of said jammers.

“There was no information loss, Edmund,” Oz reported suddenly. “I did note the load and cross checked it against what I was personally expecting. The size and scope of reality didn’t change.”

“Oh. Huh. You made it sound like there’d be a loss,” Edmund grumped out as he began moving stock around quickly. He’d had a few moments in the day to check what was going on and he’d found he could make a hefty chunk of money with a single short on a stock.

“There can be, but there isn’t always. Sometimes there’s far more loss than expected as well,” Oz explained.

“Err… what’s the biggest loss I’ve caused?” Edmund asked, not really wanting to know, but feeling that he should.

“Edmund caused a planet to cease to exist,” Oz answered.

“A… a planet? What? What the fuck?” Edmund blurted out, pausing in his crusade to make money on wall-street.

“Yes. A planet ceased to exist that should still exist,” confirmed Oz.

“Was… was it a… populated planet? Could it have sustained life down the road?” Edmund probed.

“No.”

Edmund hesitated, then shook his head. He was glad to hear he hadn’t inadvertently poofed a planet filled with people out of existence.

“If that’s the biggest loss, it can’t be that bad,” muttered Edmund.

“Yes. That is the largest loss of mass. Would Edmund care for other measurements? Such as loss of life, space, or specific material?” Oz offered helpfully.

Closing his eyes, Edmund didn’t want to ask the question, but he knew he should.

“How many people have ceased to exist?” he got out with a brittle voice.

“Fifty-six people have ceased to exist due to Edmund’s actions. Most of those ceased to exist while Edmund was attempting to corner his monetary gains and make a week ‘perfect’ to see if he could do it.

“It is inadvisable to reload for small gains, and if a reload must be done, it is best to be as close to the original time as possible.”

“That’s… yeah… yeah. I’ll keep that in mind,” Edmund muttered.

He’d already avoided reloading repeatedly if only because he didn’t personally like it. Didn’t like the idea of trying to live everything perfectly and absolutely abuse the hell out of his power.

He’d considered it extensively. Tried it for a short time.

Only to realize it’d removed him from his own life. That he’d no longer viewed anything as being worthwhile and only as something to “fix” or “change”.

It’d removed him from the living entirely.

In a very similar way to how he felt about pursuing Romina, he felt about his life in general. He was, however, more than willing to use his powers to make money, benefit friends and family, and himself to some degree.

Except he didn’t want it to be the crutch that it could easily be.

A ping from his computer broke him free of his thoughts.

It was a message from Andrea.




Nnnnnnnnnnnnnnn!

That’s a great idea! It doesn’t matter at all if we jam everything, since our equipment can’t be jammed! Jam everything, everyone, all the time!

I really hadn’t even considered it because I’m still stuck with the idea that it’d jam our own communications. Tee-hee.




After the text of the message came a flood of emojis of various cat-girls and smiley faces. The fact that this world had a fascination with “non-human humanoid’s” wasn’t lost on Andrea.

She and Romina were planning on abusing that fact.

Apparently, “Streamer Andrea” was going to become a normal thing. Edmund wasn’t sure how that’d work out with Romina, but he imagined they’d already figured out some way for it to be fair to both of them.

“Alright… I guess that’s that. Now we just go back through the event again and see if we can’t get it right,” muttered Edmund. “It really just came down to the moment Romina went to go fight. That was when it all went out the window.

“Oh… though I should message Dorothy. Let her know I don’t need her at all for this. I’m sure she’ll be disappointed but better than risking her or wasting her time.

“And while I’m at it… Oz, could you explain something to me?”

“I will do what I can Edmund. I am limited in my responses, as some information is not something I can disseminate at any level, or to anyone, as my existence would then be jeopardized,” Oz warned.

“One of my Save-states turned gold. You said I can’t access gold. Shouldn’t I get a new Save-state then?” Edmund asked.

“A gold border Save-state,” Oz said after a four-second pause. “As you have now created one yourself, you may now access gold border Save-states. Please note that you cannot make a new Save-state over the top of it.

“If you move to a point before that Save-state, there is a high-likelihood there will be extreme information loss. I cannot qualify how bad it would be without it happening, but I can postulate that Edmund would not be able to live with the results.”

Oh… oh shit.

Okay.

That… means… I really don’t want to go to time periods before the golden Save-state. It’s more like a fated event now?

Something that shouldn’t be touched?

“And red Save-states?” Edmund asked instead.

“Fragile. Likely to cause information loss, but not guaranteed to do so. It is inadvisable, but not impermissible,” Oz explained.

“Blue being just… normal every day Save-states.”

“Blue is a Save-state. An everyday Save-state wouldn’t be accessible due to limitations in the scope of reality, though they do exist,” Oz offered.

Edmund raised his eyebrows at that.

He felt like there was more to a blue Save-state than he’d originally thought then.

“Can only certain people create a blue Save-state?”

Oz didn’t answer.

In other words… yes. Only certain people can have a blue one.

That means everyone has their own. Doesn’t it?

How interesting.

“Can I access the non-blue, red, or gold Save-states from the tunnel?”

“Of course.”

“Alright. Can I access Save-states anywhere else?”

“Edmund does not have the ability to access Save-states directly.”

But you didn’t say that it isn’t impossible, just that I can’t.

That means someone, or something, can.

So much to learn.




***




“I’m surprised you’re saying yes to fooling around on a camera with me,” Edmund said much more smoothly this time. “You agreed to that way faster than going on a date.

“Though uh, for the camera, did you want to use a phone, or set up one of your tripod things. I feel like the phone would be weird but doable.”

Romina groaned and her head tipped forward, looking at him once again.

“Stupid idiot,” she finally said with a laugh. “You’re so… so… infuriating! But I’m… I’m glad we’re back to where we were. Maybe even better than we were.

“And I’m not answering your last question. Never.”

“Never? I guess we’ll just have to try both. And I’m glad, too,” Edmund said. “Really glad. It kinda sucked there for a bit, but I really didn’t want you to see me as a friend. I wanted more.”

“I got that part,” Romina agreed with a chuckle.

Edmund then heard the expected gunfire that would herald Andrea sending Romina out.

“Romina, Faith, Team Two,” said Andrea over the com system, as expected. “Out, across, assault.”

“Oh, yeah, okay. On my way,” Romina replied, pulling her gun up and looking around. She didn’t seem as panicked as she had the last time.

It was surprising to see whatever he’d done different today had shifted her own feelings on the situation. It only proved to him once again how he felt about reloading was correct.

“We’ll talk more, Mina,” Edmund promised. “Keep your head down. Hard to try to go in for a kiss later if you’re dead.”

“Ha. I’ll keep that in mind. Maybe I’ll go in for it first before you do, though,” answered Romina as she turned and started moving toward where everyone else was gathering up.

Shit… not even half as nervous as she’d been last time.

Ellie and Iren slowly sauntered over toward him after Romina left.

“Well that was cute. Kind of sexy, too,” Iren teased, her mouth flexing in a wide smile. “Think she’ll be willing to let a Dragon play on her turf? I could probably talk a Dryad into joining, as well.”

“She won’t. Even if you’re as convincing as you could be,” Edmund stated and then readied himself.

“What? Really?” asked Iren sounding floored.

“She did resist Andrea, Faith, and Goldie all pushing at her to go for Felix,” Ellie offered. “I honestly wouldn’t doubt that Romina has more mental fortitude than we think she does.

“That and Edmund has said he only wants to be in a relationship with one person, Iren. You shouldn’t push him like that. Give him space and let him make his own choices.”

“Ellie is over-riding her Dryad nature and instincts to be a better Ellie for the sake of Edmund. This variable is unexpected and outside of normal values,” Oz said matter-of-factly. “A curious note. Further attention will be needed to verify if this is a permanent or temporary change.”

Edmund decided he’d just wait to see what happened next. With any luck, this would be over without an enemy presence bearing down on them.

“What the fuck is that?” Romina asked suddenly over the channel. “It’s a giant fucking gold cloud.”

Errr, wait… we didn’t get shelled or whatever? Iren didn’t have to cover me?

This is definitely a different outcome. A much better one!

Just as it did last time, a golden fog rolled in over them. Flooding the area completely.

“We’re pulling out,” an Andrea stated on the coms. “Using the other forces as bait. We’re going to flank and stick ’em. Everyone, out of the building. Get a buddy, stay with them.”

“I’m going to go find Romina,” Edmund said to Ellie and Iren. They were close enough that he could see them through the golden haze.

“We’ll go with you. Andrea put us with you to make sure you’d be alright,” Iren declared. Her tail came up and wrapped around his waist and tightened there. “Well, put me with you to make sure you’d be alright. Ellie is here because… well, so I can watch over her here.”

“I’m sorry, I know I’m a klutz,” apologized Ellie.

Edmund tuned them out and went looking for the entry point Romina would have to use to come through the building. He’d figured this’d be the best point to wait for her.

“Mina? I’m at the front door,” Edmund called through the com system.

“I-you… okay,” came back the response from Romina.

Ten seconds later and she came in by herself.

“Sure as fuck weren’t leaving without you. Not letting you out of my sight. Have to make sure you get back safe and sound. Not after I got you to agree to a date,” Edmund said and then started moving off again.

Romina made a noise that somewhere between a squeak, giggle, and a cough. She kept pace with him and was moving through the golden fog on his left.

They were further behind the rest of the group than he wanted based on what he could see on the map provided by Tribune, but they weren’t too far back either.

Ellie was on Iren’s right, who was on Edmund’s right.

Running the exact same route as they did last time, Edmund felt very nervous. 

Extremely so.

To the point that he’d looked over his shoulder several times to see if there was anything there looming in the gold fog. Expecting to find something huge right behind him and ready to punt him into the next country.

Which of course, if there was, he couldn’t actually see it. It’d just appear, boot him into next year, and that’d be it.

Yet nothing happened.

Running on through the gold cloud, there was no interference from anyone or anything. Whatever had caught up to them in the previous iteration had been entirely due to a radio signal getting through.

“I feel like my boobs are slamming around in my chest plate,” complained Ellie.

“Having average boobs is great for running, you dairy cow,” Iren mocked with a laugh.

“Sports bra. Need a good one with the right fit,” Romina suggested.

“Oooh, that’s a good idea. And shut up, Iren. It’s not like I get to pick what I look like,” grumbled Ellie.

Suddenly and without warning, the golden cloud that was encompassing them vanished. It fell away like cotton being set to light.

A rainbow of colorful fire ran along it and burned it to nothing at all. It revealed nothing more than a very normal blue sky above and some distant clouds on the horizon.

“Fantastic. I was getting a bit claustrophobic,” Ellie said with obvious relief in her voice.

Ahead of them, Edmund watched as Felix got picked up and carried to the top of a building. A number of other Dragons did the same for others.

Picking them up, carrying them to the top, and situating them there.

“I’m supposed to carry you up,” Iren said as if getting a relayed order sent to her.

“No. We’ll break off to the side over there. We can put up a small position there and hunker down. Wait for an opportunity to engage or just spot,” Edmund countered. He really didn’t want to be with Felix at the moment.

If something went wrong, he’d want to be able to objectively view it from here. If he was up there, he’d be caught in it and there’d be no possibility for him to do anything else.

“Good idea,” Ellie chimed in quickly. “We can relay positions to Andrea and be a spotter team. I like it.”

“You just like it ‘cause your aim is so bad,” growled Iren.

“I know… I’m not made for combat. I’m just—”

“A princess,” Iren finished for Ellie when her words fell away.

“Yes. I’m a princess. Exactly. I’d rather be cooking, cleaning, sewing. Being a home-maker. This is all far too much for me,” Ellie continued as they moved.

They were heading for what looked to have once been some type of small enclosure. Edmund couldn’t begin to guess at the usage, but it’d be more than suitable for their needs.

“I get that,” Romina added. “I get that… a lot. I’m really starting to rethink being in a combat role. The hazard pay isn’t enough for this. Way not enough.”

“You’re both cowards,” Iren accused.

“Not everyone is made in the same way. Leave off, Iren,” hissed Edmund a second before he entered the building.

Glancing around with his weapon raised he found it to be as empty as he hoped. Or at least, empty of the living.

There was a corpse, face down, near the back wall. They were dressed out in a uniform he didn’t recognize, but they didn’t have a weapon around them either.

The way the blood splatter was splashed across the wall made it look like they’d been shot in the back of the head.

Executed, to be precise.

Edmund moved into the corner and then got down to one knee. The side facing the enemy was open though it’d been partially bordered up.

“Ellie, start radioing up what we see from here. Romina, with me. We’ve got the tech for this. Iren, rear guard,” Edmund ordered. He wasn’t an officer or anything akin to that, but Andrea had drilled him on the basics long enough that he felt like he could do alright at this.

Ahead, he could see the UN troops in their positions and what was happening clearly this time.

They were completely pinned down.

He could see two supers in the middle. Both of them were women and they looked like they were in charge.

At the back of his mind, he felt recognition of them, but he couldn’t place it. A vague sense of knowing them from somewhere.

One even looked like she was wearing Legion armor, and the other appeared to be attempting to build some type of shield to defend the troops around them.

With how different everything was going, Edmund had no idea how this would all turn out.

Then the woman who was trying to put up a shield was clearly hit by something that broke through whatever she was doing.

A round passed through her leg completely.

All of reality screamed in a synchronized voice as it all began to flash blue and purple in alternating spirals that shot up into the sky.

It was like the world was ending.

Then the world literally ripped itself apart, with Edmund getting a front row seat.





Chapter 19




“Oz! What the fuck is going on!?” shouted Edmund over the sound of reality tearing itself asunder.

“This reality has become damaged,” Oz reported. “I’m attempting to correct. I’ve requested assistance.”

“Who the fuck could help with this?!” demanded Edmund, watching as the sky was ripped in half and he could see a black inky nothingness beyond it.

Like a hole being poked through a piece of paper.

“Assistance received. Attempting to reintegrate reality,” Oz stated, leaving Edmund feeling as if Oz hadn’t even heard him.

Or didn’t care to respond.

Unbelievably, the giant tear in the sky began to slowly slide back together. Similar to a zipper that was being pulled very slowly, the two halves folded together and began to mend themselves.

“What the shit, are you recording this, Mina?” Edmund whispered, turning to look at Romina.

She was unmoving.

Now that he thought about it, the communications lines were silent as well. Everything was silent except for the noises coming from reality itself breaking apart.

Glancing from Romina, to Ellie, then Iren, he found they were all completely motionless. Still as statues.

As if the world was on pause for everyone but Edmund.

“Okay, Oz, the fuck? The fuck actually is going on? Is everyone stuck?” Edmund asked, taking a moment to move closer to Iren. She was the only person’s face he could see.

“Edmund is Edmund. Everyone else is everyone else. Edmund is of course unaffected by the situation,” advised Oz.

“That makes no sense,” Edmund whispered, reaching up and lightly touching Iren’s cheek.

The skin felt as hard as a rock and immovable. As if she were made of diamond and weighed as much as an elephant did.

She didn’t feel alive.

“Edmund is Edmund, there is no alternative explanation that can be given,” Oz reaffirmed. “Everyone else is everyone else. They are not Edmund.”

“You make it sound like I’m a unique existence,” said Edmund without thinking through the words.

“Edmund is indeed a unique existence,” agreed Oz. “Edmund shouldn’t confuse Edmund with anyone else.”

Errr… yeah.

Everyone is unique unto themselves.

Good point.

Maybe my own uniqueness, my super power, is why I’m not part of the freeze. Not to mention, Oz is here and more or less attached to me.

Makes more sense when I think of it that way.

“Reality has been repaired, though there is significant damage to this period in the timeline,” Oz stated. “Any and all attempts to utilize Save-states in this moment and roughly five minutes before or after, will be subject to extreme degradation of the Save-state, as well as information loss.

“I do not recommend you utilizing Save-states from this time-frame lightly. Edmund will very likely be subjected to the ‘Save-state tunnel’ as Edmund calls it should he try.”

Huh?

Errr.

Probably not something I should be trying to make happen. Though… it wouldn’t be terrible to have Save-state here, if only to forcefully enter into the tunnel.

“I mention this as Edmund has been given a Save-state for the current moment. It will not count against your Save-state count, but it is accessible. It is advised that you do not access it,” Oz lectured with a severe and strict tone.

I did?

Edmund opened up his super power and looked into his Save-states.

The original Save-state in the twilight zone tunnel was there.

As was the Felix and Ellie Save-state, where she offered him her seed.

The third was from this morning.

Fourth was from when he asked Romina for a date and got the yes.

The newest one looked like a still frame out of an apocalypse movie. Edmund’s view of the sky being torn asunder.

Around the save state was a very red and angry-looking border. It was practically glowing, in fact.

Except, then it flashed to a golden color and the still frame shifted to a sky that’d been just repaired. A golden line traversing the tear in the sky from bottom to top.

Only to suddenly be replaced with a blue border and a sky that looked mundane without anything happening at all. As if there’d been no issue at all.

Once more cycling to the red border.

“That fucking RGB shit is ominous as fuck,” Edmund blurted out.

“It isn’t ideal, no. A confluence of echoes will occur as soon as the world resumes its course. That Save-state was forcefully created as more than two-hundred such echoes were being executed.

“Those three are the predominant ones and therefore are what dominate the Save-state.”

“Ec-echoes?” asked Edmund.

Previously, he’d realized he severely underestimated what Save-states were and what they did. He’d dove into his power without understanding anything about it.

Not that there’d been any resources he could have used to find out more, but it didn’t change the fact that he knew very little of it.

Every time he thought he understood more of his power, he found he knew even less, and that it was actually far more disturbing than he’d considered. To the point that he was becoming rather leery of using it.

Whatever an “echo” was, he was sure he’d be the reason they existed, and it had something to do with him doing something stupid. Something that he hadn’t expected an outcome for.

“Echoes,” Oz repeated. “Echoes of Save-states that exist, but aren’t in the active timeline. They once were the main timeline, even if they’re no longer so.

“An echo of what could have happened, should have happened, or did happen. Those Save-states, of course, still exist, just as their echoes remain.”

“An… echo of something that existed previously,” Edmund huffed, then winced and closed his eyes. He had an idea of what would be next, based on that statement. “Uhm… am I going to have to go through every single echo like I did in the twilight zone tunnel?”

“No.”

“Oh… that’s good.”

“Edmund will experience them all firsthand, at the same time, as if Edmund had lived through them.”

“That’s… that’s not… good. Any chance I can, you know, not do that? That’d be preferable. I’m pretty sure I’m already fucked up enough with everything I’ve done in this life.

“In fact, you know, just consider me downbad on not experiencing the echoes. Just tell me what I gotta do.”

“The confluence will occur momentarily. Edmund will experience it approximately one second before the world resumes its course.”

“Oz, I really really don’t want to. How about—”

Edmund was forcefully launched into the position he’d been in as the world froze. Jerked there as if a giant had flicked him away.

Like a roach that was just paper after it’d been burnt up.

Then his mind was absolutely flooded with memories, sensations, and thoughts.

All his own, all from him.

Just different versions of him.

Endless lifetimes of all the Save-states he’d made, used, and then gotten rid of. Memories of poignant parts of his lives that crowded to the front of everything else.

Where large swathes of those lives simply blew through him and left no hold on him, a great many other things stuck and held fast.

Surprisingly, a great many of those things that hung onto him had many similar events at their core. Almost always involving who he ended up with, children, deaths, and things that would likely create Save-states of their own.

Surprisingly, a great many of the things he saw all followed a similar path and trajectory as well. He could even identify where the nexus point of so many things came to fruition as well.

It was Edmund not going on the mission with Felix to begin with.

Where Felix returned from this very mission with everyone in his life being dead or missing. A life in which Edmund had to step in and help his boss pick up the pieces and move forward from there.

In almost every one of these lives, Edmund ended up creating a life with Romina.

Managing to talk her into dating, then marrying, settling down, and having children with her. The number of children varied, as did their sexes and names, but it was almost always the same.

Growing old with Romina.

In other memories, he ended up marrying Ellie. If it wasn’t Romina, it was almost always Ellie who was there to scoop him up.

A life with the Dryad ended up being very long indeed. Her using a number of methods to prolong his life and keep him alive for thousands of years.

Living together into the far distant future. Watching civilizations rise and fall, all while taking life together one step at a time.

Beyond that there were even a few situations where he somehow ended up with Alina, surprisingly. The gruff and taciturn vampiric angel ending up in his life more through luck and happenstance than anything else.

Though it did happen with some frequency.

Much of his other lives were all him dying alone or never having truly loved anyone. Living a life that was spent in not much more than regret over a million little things that he did wrong.

Unfortunately, among all his lives, there was nothing from his sister.

For some reason, one that he couldn’t identify in all those lifetimes, they never reconnected. His sister simply ceased being a part of his life.

Then the world snapped back into focus for him at the same time he was able to surface from the deluge of lives passed through him.

The vast majority of those lives left him completely. Leaving nothing behind other than memories of memories. Things that left fingerprints behind and not much more.

Of what remained was a great deal of knowledge about Ellie, of all people. Alina and Romina were curiously absent in a similar way in his mind.

He knew what was about to happen right now, though.

In his countless lives, where he’d chosen to come on the mission, there were a great many where Romina, Iren, or Ellie were harmed or fatally wounded. He knew this as if he’d already gone through countless reloads of Save-states at this moment.

Reaching out, he grabbed Ellie by the wrist and pulled her up to his side.

“Ah! Edmund!” squeaked Ellie.

Holding her there for a two-count, he released her then reached out. At the same time, the spot where Ellie had been evaporated into a puff of wood and smoke. The back corner of the building blowing outward.

Edmund grabbed Romina by the helmet, which was easy since she’d turned to look at him, and shoved down on her.

Romina collapsed down to her knees at the sudden force. Her armor clacking as it pounded into the floor directly in front of Edmund.

A chunk of what looked to be a stone column slammed down into the building they were. It’d come in at an angle that’d have taken Romina’s head clean off.

“Stay here,” croaked Edmund, even as he saw what would happen next while staring down into Romina’s upturned helmet.

In the depths of his mind, he could vaguely feel and sense all the memories he’d experienced.  The impressions they’d left writ largest upon him were of the here and now.

He knew that this situation was one he’d worked to fix many times in echoes of non-existent timelines.

Marching out of the building, he moved quickly. Almost in a fog, in fact. Feeling more as if he were drunk or waking up from a deep sleep, than truly awake and in the moment.

Moving ahead to the troops that were part of the UN, Edmund was surprised. A large bubble was surrounding them now and blocking out all the incoming attacks.

This wasn’t something that he could remember happening.

Not surprising though, I guess.

This is the first and only time reality was ruptured.

“Edmund! What-what do I do!?” pleaded Ellie from directly behind him. She had one hand stuck in his armor and holding onto him. Her right hand held a pistol.

She was nearly pressed up to the back of him in her own Legionnaire armor.

Err… why is she here? She’s never been here.

“Follow,” he got out as he stumbled ahead.

He needed to knock down a door so that Andrea could get through it. She was in the middle of a flanking maneuver and needed this door open. It’d save her a few seconds so she could save a few soldiers.

Then again, does that even matter? The ones she’d save are behind that bubble.

Smashing out with a kick that splintered the door, he’d walked up to in one hit. Edmund dragged Ellie inside. He pushed her up into a corner and put his hands to her shoulders.

“Aenor, stay here,” Edmund demanded. He ended up unthinkingly leaning forward till his helmet was pressed to her. His fingers gripping to her shoulders far tighter than he’d intended. “Root yourself, Aenor Yew. Remain.”

There was a strange sound that came from Ellie before she nodded her head.

Edmund shook his head to clear the strange and cloudy thoughts that threatened to drag him down into the depths. Then turned and headed outside.

He needed to go help Gaia with a Super. One that’d be no match for her, except for the fact that she wouldn’t quite understand what to do with him. To the point that the man had literally talked her out of whooping his ass in many iterations of the world.

“Oz, I think my brain is fucked up,” Edmund declared casually.

“Edmund is suffering the thoughts and memories of all previous Edmunds as well as future Edmunds. It is likely the memories and feelings will fade with time.

“Though you will never actually get rid of them. I’ve repressed most of them for you so that you don’t have a psychotic breakdown,” Oz responded. “There are too many for me to hold them all back, but I can keep it from overwhelming you.”

Edmund laughed at that, though it sounded like a crazed giggle inside his own helmet. The idea of a psychotic breakdown seemed kinda funny to him at the moment.

Then several lifetimes popped up in which he really did have a psychotic breakdown.

Though they were much later in life, when his beloved Yew tree died. His sweet Aenor, who dragged him along through the centuries.

His beloved Dryad whom he’d just tucked away into a corner for her protection.

No, no! No.

Not me.

Not me, not me.

Not-not me.

I’m this world’s Edmund. I’m not dating anyone yet, but it’ll likely be Romina.

Yeah, that’s me. I’m that-that Edmund.

There was a popping noise in his ears, and he felt a lot less pressure from his memories.

“Subduing Edmunds that had a relationship with Ellie Yew, also known as Aenor Yew,” Oz offered up as if it were perfectly normal.

“Ha… fucking Edmund. All bent out of shape over Ellie,” complained Edmund.

“To be fair, those Edmunds spent collectively together tens of thousands of years with Aenor. The time spent with Romina is significantly less.”

Edmund managed to reach the spot where the large Super was blasting his way through soldiers. Manhandling them as if they were small rodents that needed to be exterminated.

He was dressed in a black outfit that covered him from head to toe with a bright white skull on his chest. Edmund couldn’t help the random thought that labeled him as an “edge lord”.

Then Gaia appeared and slapped him down to the ground in one movement. Her hand moving in a blur and striking flesh with the sound of a thunder crack.

“Ah! Edmund! Hello there,” Gaia called with a happy laugh. “I’m here to hunt for my husband Felix!

“Though, I did just get a rather amazing prayer of thanks from Ellie. I’m not quite sure what I did to garner such praise from her, though I suspect you’re involved.”

“Gaia, that’s a bad man. He enjoys harming small animals for no reason other than causing them pain,” Edmund reported, pointing at the Super that was just now getting up to his feet. “He then throws the corpses away in the trash without doing anything with them. Didn’t even bother to eat them or even skin them.”

Gaia’s eyes flashed into a bright red color.

She took a step forward, grabbed the super by the back of his masked head, and slammed him down into the dirt. Then she began to punch him repeatedly over and over on his back.

Each and every strike sounded akin to a large round rifle being fired. Her rather delicate and pretty wrist slamming down into the bigger man’s body over and over.

That… that should be that.

Next is… next… there… everything leads here to this moment. This is when Kit and Lily from the Heroes take over and clear the field.

It’s done.

It’s over.

This is the first time I’ve gone through it like this, but everything seems perfect.

“Oooh! Gaia… you should probably stop hitting him. We still need to be able to record his information,” an Andrea said, stepping up to Gaia, Edmund, and surprisingly Romina.

They were quickly putting zip-ties onto a number of people who’d been fighting with the rather robust-looking Super in this area.

“Nn, nn, then we can kill him afterward! He’s the rapist. Yucky, ucky, smuck,” another Andrea said from somewhere else.

Looking off to the left, Edmund saw thousands of Andreas running around through a building. Popping out of windows, running across the roof, and spilling out of the doors on every side of it.

That’s a lot of Andreas.

A strange black wave wriggled through the air toward Gaia.

The goddess didn’t even notice its approach, in truth. No one did till it was already on top of them.

Andrea had seen it though.

Stepping into the way of it, she took the hit for Gaia. The black wave vanishing into her back even as Edmund watched in shock.

Andrea paused and held still.

Then every Andrea did the same thing. Each of them becoming immobile. Edmund could see more than a handful that were working near a corner of the building at clearing combatants.

Suddenly every Andrea he could see fell to their hands and knees with a loud groan.

“Feeeelix, it hurts!” came the communal whine through the comms system. It became little better than a chorus of pained mews.

Holy shit.

What the actual fuck?

“Ooowwwwieee… nnnnn… huuuughh,” moaned an Andrea into the coms, followed by what sounded like someone throwing up. “Bring me back quick.”

Then Edmund watched as the Andreas collectively… died.





Chapter 20




“I just didn’t expect it,” Romina murmured. “I mean… I know she always told us to make a video will just in case. I know she even recorded one.

“Several times, in fact. I was even there for one of them.

“I just never expected it to actually happen. For it to actually be needed. That we’d actually have losses. It just feels surreal.”

“I mean, you’d expect to have casualties going into something like we did,” Edmund muttered. He really didn’t like the way the mission had ended, but he didn’t want to restart the day just yet. He needed to know if there was anything else at all that’d happened.

He needed to make sure everything was exactly the way it should be, given he didn’t want to reload that often now that he knew that each time was a risk for someone or something to simply vanish.

That didn’t even take into account Save-state degradation, but that wasn’t going to be an issue for him. He really didn’t want to access Save-states all that much.

“I’ve been following Felix’s attempts to bring Andrea back to life,” Oz reported suddenly.

“— you’re not wrong, but still. It’s just… it’s such a shock,” Romina continued with a small shake of her head. Then she clicked her tongue. “I think I need a drink. Several drinks.

“Wanna go back to your place or mine? I don’t want to go to a bar. I don’t have the tolerance to deal with people wanting to buy me drinks tonight.”

“Sure, sure. That’s fine,” Edmund answered with a small nod of his head. There was a vague fluttering of memories that came with her request. That a number of their relationships started from drinking their woes away after this mission.

He knew there was another number of times where the relationship had failed because of that, too. Edmund really wasn’t enjoying having glimpses into what might be based on what happened in another timeline.

“Felix will not be able to bring her back. Ever,” Oz continued. Not really caring at all that Romina was talking as well.

Trying to listen to both was giving Edmund a bit of anxiety. 

“Coo. Coo, coo, coo. Alright. I want to go take a shower,” Romina huffed and looked down at herself. The casual gesture brought his eyes down to her torso. She was dressed in thin clothes that she’d had on under her armor.

She had pit stains that went from the top of her arm down to her waist. The sheer amount of sweat she’d put out was impressive.

“I’m like a nasty gym-sock,” she complained. Then she looked at Edmund and held up a finger, her mouth a flat line. “Do not make a joke about what you used to do to your socks. Even if it’d be funny. Don’t. I don’t want to laugh right now. I don’t.”

“You sure?” Edmund asked, feeling a smirk curl his lips. He’d almost done exactly what she told him not to.

“Yes. I’m sure. Ha ha, good joke. Love it. Funny funny.

“Whatever. I’m just grouchy. Go clean up. I’m coming over to your place at like seven. Need booze. I’ll get it, buy some ice or something and stuff to mix with the alcohol,” growled Romina. She left him standing there in the Legionnaire armory. They’d turned their armor over to be cleaned, repaired, and checked.

It’d been another sad reminder that all the Andreas were gone as she’d been the armorer. One of the many places and positions she inhabited.

Edmund moved to the far back corner of the armory and sat down on a bench. There was no one here and Andrea had broken the camera every time it got repaired.

So there simply was no camera here anymore.

Apparently, the armory Andrea didn’t want people to see what she was up to here.

“What’d you mean by that? Following bringing her back to life that is. Exactly how many people can he bring back? Or who, I guess,” Edmund demanded.

“A few select people. Not everyone. Andrea is one of those people,” Oz elaborated.

“Err… then he really could have brought them back in the other timeline. Then… why didn’t he,” Edmund mumbled to himself. “Was this whole thing pointless in the end? If he can bring them back, why didn’t I just run that down instead? I can’t remember now. I swore he said something about it.”

“What was that, Edmund?”

“Oh, uh, err, there’s another Save-state I have where Felix was beside himself. Everyone had died but he didn’t bring them back,” Edmund explained. “I wonder if this is similar to that. Maybe the same reason he couldn’t, in fact. I’m pretty sure he mentioned it. It’s a bit of a blur.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. Would Edmund like to test that?” asked Oz.

“What’re you asking? Load over to that Save-state, ask you there, then come back here or something?”

“Exactly that. Lay down a Save-state here, load to the other, then come back,” Oz laid out.

“Alright. How do I get you to respond? You weren’t answering me previously,” Edmund reminded him. He wasn’t sure if he’d told this Oz about him not answering him or not.

Edmund felt like he was starting to lose track of what was real and what had existed in a different timeline.

“Ah. Call out to me and inform me that this is a no-longer needed Save-state and is being utilized for informational purposes,” Oz answered. “If it’s known that it is an un-needed Save-state, whatever the task I’m working on will no longer be a priority.”

That works, I guess.

Doesn’t really seem quite right but… whatever.

Edmund mentally went over his Save-states and what was readily available to him.

He had the Twilight Zone save, Ellie’s seed, this morning, and the mission acceptance.

If he made a Save-state right now, he’d likely replace the mission acceptance Save-state. He knew he’d be going on the mission regardless now, so that one wasn’t really that needed.

Edmund put down a Save-state exactly as Oz had suggested. He needed to look into this. If Felix really could bring back certain people from the dead, there was the distinct possibility this would be a lot easier for Edmund.

Pushing his power around, he quickly loaded into the Ellie seed Save-state.

Edmund found himself sitting in the chair across from Felix. Ellie was there and slowly shaking her head.

Errr… oh! She’d just said she wouldn’t want to do it, because I don’t want her seed in me.

Damn, it’s getting harder to remember where I was at with these Save-states that are a bit out of alignment

Like opening up an old video game I haven’t played in months and trying to remember where I was.

“Uh, I just loaded back into this Save-state,” Edmund said. “I’m trying to re-remember everything that was going on here.”

“I… uh… huh. Huh. That’s curious,” Felix murmured, leaning back in his seat. “Rather disconcerting, too. It was only a moment for us, how long was it for you?”

“I dunno, couple days? Been busy saving everyone. I’ve got it down to the point where the only person who died is Andrea,” answered Edmund. “Oz just told me that you don’t seem to be able to bring her back to life.

“I was curious why you’re not able to bring her back to life here. If it’s the same reason or something else entirely. How’d she die? What killed her? Why can’t you bring her back? Why can’t you bring others back?”

Felix blinked several times, then let out a short sigh.

“I don’t know,” he admitted with a shrug of his shoulders. “Something happened on that mission. Everyone who died, I can’t bring back.

“Well, that’s not quite true. I can bring the body back to life. I can summon their physical being back into existence. I can give them life back.

“But they don’t wake up. They just… lay there. Unmoving. All of them. I can’t… reach them. They’re just dead, even if their body isn’t.”

“Oz, this isn’t an active timeline. This is a Save-state that won’t be progressing. Can you help me? You told me to say this to you to get your attention. That you’d shift your priority,” Edmund said aloud, looking up at the general direction he often heard Oz speak from.

“Acknowledged,” Oz stated. “I’m here, Edmund. How may I assist?”

“Great. I need to know why Felix can’t bring back the dead like he normally does. Or whatever it is,” Edmund asked.

“I didn’t hear a response, so I’m assuming I can’t hear them,” Felix said, looking up to where Edmund was, then back to him. “If it makes you feel better, I get it. There’s someone who does the same thing to me, but his name isn’t Oz. It’s Runner.”

“I’m not permitted to speak with Felix,” Oz said. “Felix is unable to bring back the dead, as their souls are currently in limbo. They are not able to be recalled from where they are. They are… imprisoned, so to speak.”

“Oh,” Edmund mumbled, shaking his head. “Oz said the souls are somewhere else. That’s why you can’t bring them back to life. Didn’t realize we had souls.

“That’s mildly disturbing. I’d rather not have considered that at all if I’m being honest about it.”

Felix looked thoughtful, then slowly shook his head.

“There is one caveat to this, Edmund. Andrea’s soul is missing,” Oz declared. “Originally it was occupied as were the others. Upon checking now, I’ve found it to be not there.

“This is an impossibility. There is no possible answer as to why the Andrea soul would be missing. It isn’t anywhere to be found. On any plane, universe, or world.

“It’s as if it doesn’t exist. Before Edmund asks the obvious question, this is not caused to information loss. Only a family of squirrels was eradicated in loading this Save-state.”

“Alright,” Edmund groaned and put his hands to his face. “Andrea’s soul is apparently missing outright. Like… doesn’t exist, kind of thing. I don’t even know what to make of that.”

Felix clicked his tongue and looked thoughtful.

“She died from a Super striking her with a black lightning bolt. Came out of nowhere and only targeted her,” Felix offered up. “It simultaneously killed all of her Others at the same time. Her death was really strange. Really, really strange.

“The same attack rendered the Super immobile though. He put all his power into that one attack and he was captured by UN troops.”

“Same thing in the new timeline, just a bit different,” Edmund clarified through his hands. “Was a black wave that would’ve hit Gaia. She stepped in the way so it didn’t hit Gaia.

“Then her… and every single Andrea… all died. It was pretty awful. A lot of them started throwing up blood and anything they had in their stomachs.”

“Yeah. That… yeah, that happened,” Felix agreed while nodding his head. “That’s pretty much what happened here.”

“Were there any other qualifying events that took place?” Oz asked.

“Did something else happen?” asked Felix at the same time.

“Errr… the world kinda exploded for some reason. Almost like it got torn in half? Then you fixed it Oz,” Edmund explained quickly. “Then I ended up living almost every single life that I could have ever lived at the same time.”

“Yes, I noticed Edmund is suffering multiple fractures of reality. Edmund is carrying… bits… of other Edmunds with him. A great many Edmunds,” Oz agreed.

“I mean… there’s a Save-state of it. Check it, Oz,” Edmund suggested.

“Accessing,” reported Oz.

“This is rather confusing,” complained Felix. “Though I’m glad to hear most of everyone is alive again. Even if I’ll personally never get to see it. But… I won’t exist once you eliminate this… Save-state, as you called it. Right?”

“Basically? Yeah.”

“Interesting thought process. That means that theoretically I could act in any way I wish, because none of it would carry over,” Felix reasoned, his eyes starting to unfocus.

“I mean, yeah? No reason to do anything at all though. It doesn’t carry over. It’s a weird place to be mentally,” Edmund admitted. “It took me a while to get my head around it. To… to adjust to it.

“I guess.

“I spent a lot of time just doing horrible things on reloads to see what would happen. Where it would go or what people would remember.”

“That sounds lonely and painful,” Ellie whispered with a sad and slow shake of her head. “I wouldn’t wish to be alone and in your shoes. It sounds painful. Very painful.”

With a blink, Edmund found himself staring at Felix’s desktop. Her words had struck him far deeper than he wanted to admit.

In a way he didn’t want to consider.

He’d done his best not to look at the Dryad.

When he had, waves upon waves of emotions and memories threatened to over-run him. Emotions and memories that were his, but not his.

“I have completed my investigation,” Oz said in a subdued tone. “There was an unrecoverable situation that occurred. I cannot be certain, given I did not experience it, but there are points from that Save-state that have carried over into every other.”

Edmund didn’t respond. He was still fighting against the emotions that’d sprung up from Ellie’s comment.

“I believe that Andrea’s death has caused all Andreas to die. Everywhere. Across all Save-states and in all conditions,” suggested Oz. “The Andrea soul was present before you entered this Save-state and is now gone afterward. The only variable change is the unrecoverable situation that happened.

“Therefore, Andrea is unrecoverable at this time. This is what you should state to the Oz of that Save-state so that they understand.

“I would suggest taking Ellie’s seed with Edmund. Edmund is likely going to suffer continuous harm due to the confluence of echoes. The Dryad seed would likely absorb a great deal of the emotional burden Edmund is undergoing.

“This is only a suggestion, as I cannot guarantee it wouldn’t harm Edmund in the long run, either.”

Edmund wasn’t going to take that suggestion, nor could he reasonably consider it right now, considering what Oz had just postulated.

The last thing he needed was a more physical reminder of the closeness previous iterations of himself had lived through.

Rather than respond to any of that, or consider that Andrea was dead in every single Save-state, Edmund opened up his Save-states and moved to the most recent one.

Coming back to himself in the armory.

“You told me that Andrea’s soul is unrecoverable at this time,” Edmund relayed. “That it was unrecoverable. The others that died in that Save-state had souls that were… uh… busy? You phrased it weirdly. Just that they were occupied or something.”

“Ah. I see.”

“So… what do I do?”

“Nothing. There is nothing to be done. If Andrea’s soul is unrecoverable, then it is unrecoverable. Andrea will likely die in any Save-state Edmund opens, regardless of when the Save-state was made.”

“That makes no sense!” Edmund shouted as the reality of what Oz said dawned on him. “How is that even possible? If she died, I can just go back to another Save-state and prevent this!”

“Edmund is welcome to attempt this, though I can guarantee that Andrea’s soul will be absent. I cannot comment on the how and why, just know that what has occurred in that Save-state, with the confluence of echoes, cannot be altered or changed.

“Reality is no longer what it once was. It’s been damaged irreparably. Andrea has lost her soul and it is unrecoverable. Andrea will die in any Save-state you travel to.”

“That’s impossible.”

“It was impossible. A change in the way reality operates has made it possible. It is also why Edmund experienced the confluence of echoes.

“This was impossible to happen, until it was possible due to the unrecoverable situation. Now it is possible, and Edmund must live with those echoes.

“It will be imperative that Edmund seek out assistance in the future to help with the echoes, as I can only do so much to assist. Therapy, telepaths, or those with mental super powers would be advised to assist you.”

“Great… I’ve got multiple personalities and I need a Super-hero psychiatrist.”

“A therapist would be better recommended.”

“Thank you for the clarification,” growled Edmund. “What about a Dryad seed. Would that help limit it?”

“Yes, a seed of a Dryad would help limit the emotional impact. Though Edmund is not physically qualified to carry a Dryad seed,” Oz warned. “It would be too powerful for Edmund. Nor would a Dryad seed be able to live within Edmund. Edmund does not generate enough… nutrients, for it.”

And… that goes back to Felix. Felix can modify the seed so that it’s usable. So I could actually carry it with me.

“I mean… is there a time-limit on this help I should be getting? Is my head going to explode?”

“No. Edmund’s head will not explode.”

“Good. I didn’t want to go out like a LiveLeak video.”

“Edmund would be taken over by other Edmunds with stronger emotional control and memories. Many of the Edmunds that now dwell within Edmund are much stronger than him, as they lived their lives fully.”

“Ah. A hostile takeover. That almost seems worse in some ways.”

“Yes. The current Edmund would be submerged, absorbed, and then destroyed as the dominant Edmund took over. It is unclear how they would behave, given that they would have reverted back in time, to them,” warned Oz. “It’s unknown how long this process would take, but once it occurs, there is no backstep.”

Sighing, Edmund realized he’d have to go back to Ellie and take that seed after all. Then he paused and considered something strange.

What if I took her seed… more than once?

Could I do that? That doesn’t seem possible.

But Felix did say he’d modify it so that I could travel Save-states with it.

Edmund loaded back into the Save-state with Ellie and Felix.

“Hey, I’ll take that seed after all,” Edmund said, looking at Ellie.

Inside of his mind, he felt a rough and heated upwelling of thoughts. Demands and desires that were flung into the open by putting his focus on the Dryad.

“Quickly, if you don’t mind,” hissed Edmund, putting a hand to his temple. He suddenly had a feeling akin to claustrophobia inside his own head.

“Oh, uhm, ah… yes? Yes,” Ellie said with some surprise.

Before either he or her could act, Felix had pulled a letter-opener out of a drawer and stabbed Edmund in the chest. He whipped it to the side, leaving a wide and open gash in the flesh.

Staring down at it and the sudden outpouring of blood, Edmund didn’t know how to process the fact that he’d just been attacked.

By Felix, no less.

Ellie made a squeaking noise, then pushed her hands up to the open wound.

Edmund felt an immediate cooling sensation take over the burning and painful heat that’d sprung up. A sensation that left him feeling better in seconds.

“Just easier that way,” Felix said in a non-apology. “Ellie can handle it from there.”

With a grunt, Edmund didn’t have the ability to offer any words to that. He was still reeling from the sudden and explosive pain.

It’d caught him completely off guard.

“I’m sorry Edmund, there you go. It’s okay now. It’s okay,” Ellie said soothingly. Her fingers stroking over the wound repeatedly. “All better. I… I put the seed in and healed the cut. It’s okay. It’s okay.”

She put it in?

I didn’t really notice anything different though.

“You won’t notice a change,” Felix said even as Edmund thought about it. “I changed it considerably compared to what Faith did to me.

“You wouldn’t have survived it otherwise. That also meant… well… fine-tuning how the seed interacted with you. It’s more a passive observer than anything else. It’ll help you shoulder the load but… you won’t even notice it’s there.

“See? Best it could have been right there. Then again, it’s not like I really planned it out that perfectly either. I just abused my own super power. I can be pretty vague with it, you know. Modify anything I want, as long as I own it.

“Gaia is my wife who predates governments. Dryads? Clearly they’d be owned by Gaia as they’re life-forms and her children, but also from a different era of law. Ellie? Owned by me as communal property that Gaia has granted me verbally. Only took a small prayer to my dear wife and there we are.”

Edmund couldn’t feel as if the seed had changed him in any way, except for one thing. There was a sudden lack of pressure on his mind that he’d felt building since all the memories of other Edmunds had run him down.

It was all just gone.

“Well, it doesn’t feel that different for me,” Ellie remarked with a beautiful and sad smile.

It reminded Edmund of watching a wonderful sunset and knowing that it would soon be over.

“I’ll regret that I don’t get to experience my tree growing though. This timeline not… being… valid and all. And thank you for the thought, Edmund. I had no idea you thought of my smile like that,” Ellie said with a dismissive hand wave.

You can read my mind?

“She can’t read your mind. Not really. Kinda? More like emotions and feelings. But as she said, it won’t matter since this is a null timeline,” Felix agreed with a nod of his head.

Edmund pulled his hand away from the cut and looked down.

It was completely healed over with only a thin scar there.

Alright. Let’s see what we can do with two seeds then if we got this much better from the first.

Edmund opened up his Save-states and froze.

The Save-state he wanted to use, the one he was in currently, now had a shattered red border and a section of the middle appeared to have crumbled away.

“I wouldn’t utilize that Save-state, Edmund,” Oz warned. “It’s become very unstable, though I do not know why. This’ll be the last time you should visit it.”

Regretfully, Edmund couldn’t help but agree with Oz.

He’d been enjoying using Ellie and Felix as idea sounding boards.

Though it did give him something he wanted to try out when he got back to the current timeline.

“Thank you, Aenor,” Edmund remarked absentmindedly as his thoughts ran along a plan that was forming.

He didn’t see it when Ellie’s eyes widened and she froze up as if she were made of ice.

Only for the moment to be lost when he loaded the Save-state from the morning of the mission. He needed to see if he could put his plan together.





Chapter 21




Edmund made it to Legion HQ much faster than he’d done so previously.

To the point that he’d been putting deodorant on, brushing his teeth, and shaving, all while driving. He needed to get there as soon as possible if he wanted any chance of gathering everyone up.

Except, when he walked in the front lobby, it was obvious something was wrong.

That something was incredibly different with how everyone was acting.

Far more so than he could remember the last time he went through this save-state.

With a frown, Edmund moved from the lobby to the elevator. He hit the button and waited. Tribune would check him against her security logs and then let him in.

She’d become active security as well as passive security for most access points.

He didn’t want to consider how close that felt to far too many science-fiction movies and TV-shows. That one day she’d likely just randomly tell him that “she can’t do that, Edmund.”

“I can’t let you in, Edmund,” Tribune reported, leaving him feeling like someone was peeking into his thoughts. “There’s a security breech. There’s been casualties. Please open your phone and check your inbox.”

I… casualties? What the fuck?

Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his phone and then opened it up as Tribune had instructed him. Flipping straight to the inbox for the Legion app.

The top line email was listed as “extreme importance” and had a red symbol next to it. Edmund flicked it open.

Inside, he found various reports of Andrea being found dead.

Report after report that she was found dead at her post, in Felix’s bed, in the bathroom.

Everywhere.

No.

No, this… no.

Edmund shook his head.

He knew what Oz had told him about Andrea had included this exact possibility. That she was dead in every save-state.

He’d just conveniently blocked that truth out of his thoughts and mind. That he didn’t want to consider it and had pointedly acted as if it’d never been said.

Now he no longer could turn a blind eye to it.

That it wasn’t just a paranoid warning from some strange being that he didn’t understand.

“Oz. Andrea’s dead. Is her soul missing?” Edmund demanded suddenly. “You said her soul was missing in a different save-state. This isn’t the active main timeline.

“This is a side timeline that I’m using to get a better result in the main one. I could use your help. You told me to mention that or something when I needed your attention.”

“Acknowledged,” Oz reported. “I have confirmed that Andrea’s soul is missing. It isn’t present anywhere. It is missing.

“It isn’t part of any missing information, either. This isn’t a loss caused by loading a save-state. Though there are two missing people who should be active in this save-state.”

Edmund mentally recoiled at all of that information.

Andrea really was dead in every save-state. There was no possibility of bringing her back.

It also meant that without using the save he’d made after she’d died, then there would never be a save-state that’d run along that timeframe again.

There was no way to repeat the events to get back there, as Andrea was gone.

On top of that, Edmund had no idea if the two people who were lost to the loading of a save-state would be back in the main save-state.

He hoped so, but he truly had no way of knowing.

“Okay… damn. Her soul is missing in the other save-states as well. Whatever happened to her, it happened in a way that removed her completely. Universally,” Edmund explained. “Tribune, can you put together a meeting for me? I need to speak with Faith, Goldie, Miu, Romina, Gaia, yourself, and Felix. I know why Andrea died.”

“Yes, there is a fracture in reality,” Oz said. It sounded almost as if it was talking to itself, rather than Edmund.

Or so Edmund figured, since it was talking over him.

“I will do so, Legionnaire Edmund,” Tribune reported, followed by the elevator door opening. “Please enter into the elevator. I will set up a meeting room and bring all participants to it.”

“This fracture is quite large. It was clearly repaired by myself and… another. How was it caused, Edmund?” Oz asked.

“I don’t know. You wouldn’t tell me. Everything turned smurf in a blender colored and the sky literally split in half. Go look at my save-states if you want more information.”

“I cannot. The save-state in question is fragile. Very fragile. It could only be accessed perhaps once,” Oz reported. “It will fracture immediately afterward. I cannot inspect it in any fashion other than superficially.

“I suppose that your response, along with the state of the save-state, is enough information for me to understand roughly what happened.

“Then again, it doesn’t really matter since I am not the main timeline Oz. I am a defunct timeline that will not proceed. Most especially so given Andrea’s death.”

Edmund entered the elevator and stood in the center of it.

“Anything you could tell me about how to get Andrea back would be appreciated, Oz. You keep saying she’s irrecoverable, but I just can’t accept that. There has to be way. I have to find a way.”

“Andrea’s soul is irrecoverable. That means it is irrecoverable. The state it was in at the time of Andrea’s death is no longer available to us,” Oz reaffirmed. “Theoretically Edmund could be present at the time of Andrea’s birth to determine if Andrea’s soul was pre-existing, or made at that moment.

“That is unfortunately impossible as Edmund does not have access to Andrea’s save-states. Not to mention, birth save-states are often very delicate, given the trauma of birth.”

Couldn’t I theoretically go meet Andrea’s mom then? I imagine a save-state would be made for a mother birthing her child.

But… that’s no guarantee it’d work.

If all the souls were pre-existing, then it’d be unavailable even then. She’d be born… still-souled?

Ugh.

That’s a terrible thought.

The elevator chimed and the doors opened.

Edmund exited and then stood there.

“Tribune?” he asked.

“Proceed to Aurelian. Third door on the left,” Tribune stated.

Aurelian.

Alright.

Moving off, Edmund found the door, opened it, and entered.

“Goldie is not going to be able to attend as she’s with the Dragons,” Tribune stated. “Miu is equally busy as is her counterpart. Everyone else will be here momentarily.”

“Thank you, Tribune,” Edmund muttered. Then he went and took a seat in one of the chairs.

“Is Oz a Virtual Intelligence like myself?” asked Tribune.

“I… beg your pardon?” Edmund responded quickly.

“You spoke to another. The way you spoke, and the inferred responses that I could not detect, sounded as if you were speaking to an entity such as myself.”

Edmund considered that possibility and felt a strange weight start pushing down on his mind. Pushing down on his thoughts in a way that made him feel somewhat sick.

“I’m not a Virtual Intelligence, though I’m not a mortal such as you are. I’m neither a god, nor demon, either,” Oz interjected. “The best descriptor for me would be… assistant. I’m nothing grand in the tapestry of life.”

Before Edmund could respond further, Ellie surprisingly entered the room. She had a tray balanced in her hands.

It was filled with coffee cups, several coffee pots, and two boxes of donuts.

“Edmund! Hi, hello!” breathed Ellie as she came through the door. The beautiful Dryad was hard for him to look at. Even with the Dryad seed inside him aiding him, it was obvious she had a heavy effect on him.

He briefly wondered if the Dryad seed would react to Ellie, but nothing changed.

Nothing happened.

“Morning, Ellie,” Edmund replied with a smile. He wouldn’t say no to coffee and snacks and he was glad that Tribune had thought ahead that far.

She was in street clothes that did nothing at all for her natural beauty. If anything, it diminished her unfortunately.

“Ah, here you are,” Ellie murmured and set the tray down right in the middle of the table. She quickly tossed in a sugar cube, added some creamer, grabbed a donut, and then took it all over to Edmund. “There! Everyone else can take care of what they need when they come in.”

Ellie smiled at him, pulled some type of snack from a pocket that looked a lot like an oat or granola bar. Peeling it open, she took a seat at Edmund’s left and began nibbling at it, saying nothing more.

He was secretly glad she wasn’t directly in front of him anymore. The longer she’d stood there, the more his mind dredged up memories and thoughts of her in their previous non-existent lives.

Endless days spent with his Aenor as they wandered the world together.

Wincing, Edmund lifted a hand and pressed it to his temple. At the same time, he picked up the coffee cup and took a sip.

It was lacking just a bit of sugar and right on the edge of how he liked it, but pretty close. Almost perfect, but not quite.

“How’ve you been?” Ellie asked from his side. “Did this morning go alright?”

“I mean… as well as it could be. Hungrier than I want to admit,” replied Edmund eying the donut. He put it back in the box and took out the larger cinnamon roll instead. 

Then took a rather large bite out of it. The sugar felt perfect at this moment and was something that he needed.

Realizing she was waiting for him to continue speaking, he swallowed roughly.

“Slept okay. Just… feeling a bit odd. Going to confess a big thing to everyone shortly. Then ask them for help,” Edmund finish.

“Ah… I see. That’ll be interesting,” Ellie said, clearly looking at him, given the way her voice sounded. He could hear the smile in it, too.

Thankfully, the door opened and Edmund was saved from anything further from the Dryad or more interactions. Everything was still too fresh for him to handle very well.

“Tribune said you know what’s going on with Andrea,” Felix demanded as he entered. He looked frustrated, angry, and panicked all at the same time. Moving over to Edmund, the man stood over him.

“Yeah. It’s a long story but I’ll try to keep it short. You know my super-power’s name but not what it does,” Edmund murmured, looking up at his boss. At the same time, everyone else was filing into the room and taking seats.

The polycom phone in the center of the table clicked and then went live with two chirps. That meant two phones were dialed into the meeting.

“But uh… everyone’s here? Tribune?” Edmund asked, not wanting to repeat himself.

“All are present,” confirmed Tribune.

“Alright. The short version. I can rewind, fast-forward, and pause the world, in a way. It lets me try to change reality to fit what I want. Some things work out, some things don’t,” Edmund said. “I want to use you all as a think tank. A group of people to help me figure things out and solve main timeline concerns.

“All while… this… timeline never goes forward. You’d all exist only when things went wrong, and I need help to fix it. Does that make sense?”

“Not really,” Gaia said with a laugh. She held her hands above her beautiful head and shrugged. “I’m sorry, Edmund. It just sounds too complicated for me.”

“I get it,” Faith said from where she sat at the table. “It explains a lot, too. Heck of a lot. How you always knew what to do and how to do it to get the best results. When things would happen that I didn’t expect, except for the fact that you’d clued me into it before it happened.”

“Yeah. Stuff like that,” Edmund agreed.

“Then why’s Andrea dead?” demanded Felix in a low volume. He was looking at Edmund oddly. As if he were checking everything Edmund said at the same time somehow.

“I don’t know. She died in the main timeline in the mission we’re about to go on. She died in such a way that… she… she died everywhere. In every timeline,” Edmund explained with a small shake of his head. “I don’t really understand it. That’s one of the reasons you’re all here with me.

“As I learn more, I want to review it with you and go through it. Get your thoughts and opinions. But also, more than just Andrea’s situation. On anything that might come up.”

“That sounds incredibly intelligent,” Goldie stated with clear approval. “I don’t quite believe it, but I like it. It sounds like a perfectly Felix thing to do, too. I’m sure if he wasn’t awash with grief he’d agree.”

“From what I can sense, it’s the truth,” Faith offered. “Well, mostly the truth. There are some things he’s hiding, but that’s not unexpected. We all have things we hide.”

Felix spun away from Edmund and slammed himself down into a seat.

Folding his arms in front of himself, he leaned back in his chair.

“I want a demonstration,” Miu demanded over the intercom. “I’ve written down a number in front of myself. I’m also holding an item in my hand. I want you to tell me what they are.”

“Errr… I can’t. This is the first time I’ve gone through this,” Edmund admitted.

“I know. I’m going to tell you what they are. You can rewind time and tell me what they are,” Miu stated.

Groaning mentally, Edmund didn’t want to deal with that. It’d force him to load the save-state from the morning again. To go through everything all over again.

“The number is forty-two and I’m holding a severed head,” Miu stated.

I… that… ugh.

Miu is always so very Miu.

While Edmund had met the crazed Asian assassin known as Miu often, he was never quite comfortable around the woman. She always felt like she could hide her presence away and vanish.

To melt into the background whenever she liked and not be part of the active world. Friendly enough, but far too much like a blade in a sheath that was ready to be drawn.

“Really, Miu? A head?” Edmund asked.

“I’m on a mission. I’m busy. I’m attending because Andie’s dead,” growled Miu. “I’m not happy.”

Right… err… there were rumors that Miu had ended up sleeping with Andrea and Felix at the same time. I guess they weren’t rumors.

“Okay. I’ll… reload and run this back. Anything else to prove it’s real?” Edmund asked.

“Just tell me that I’ve had enough cookies for today,” Goldie said. “That’ll be enough for me.”

Edmund grunted, then reloaded the save-state.

He followed everything he’d done previously, right back up to the same point. Doing his best to walk it all back to the exact situation.

And failed. Losing his attention in the middle of a drive he’d already made and getting into a car accident.

Having to reload again, Edmund tried a second time and got mostly to the same point. Cursing himself for having to load another time when he didn’t have to if he’d just paid better attention.

Ellie once more came into the room as he sat down. Tray in hand.

“Ah, hello! Good morning, Edmund,” Ellie murmured, coming over to him. “It’s good to see you.”

She smiled at him set the tray down in the middle of the table. Her eyes didn’t linger on him this time and he didn’t feel as awkward about it, thankfully.

She was dressed in a form fitting dress this time that emphasized her blessed physique and natural looks, however. Rather than the street clothes she’d been in last time.

He couldn’t deny that he had a hard time not admiring her.

“Ah, here you are,” Ellie murmured putting down the cup and plate in front of him once again as she’d done last time. “There we are. The others will handle themselves, of course.”

Ellie smiled at him, sat down next to him, and smoothed out her dress. Then she turned toward him fully and watched him quietly. Saying nothing, but he could feel her eyes on him.

Unsure of how to proceed, or how much she’d changed since the last load, Edmund instead took a drink from his coffee. The only thing he could figure was that he’d sent his meeting request, along with some notes, to Tribune before he got in his car.

He figured if they had more time to prepare this would go better. To make sure he got similar information though, he’d asked Tribune to not reveal the reason for the meeting until he was in the lobby.

Tribune must’ve contacted Ellie earlier for such a change to occur.

Now that he was looking, he saw that the coffee had a uniform look this time. Previously, two of them looked as if they’d been done with a full coffee filter and one with less. The donuts had come from a different store altogether as well.

Glancing down at his plate, he saw it was a rather large cinnamon roll as well.

Not to mention, now that he thought about it, the coffee tasted perfect this time.

“Thank you, Ellie,” Edmund murmured as he let the coffee move down to the table.

“Of course,” she stated then turned toward the door a moment before it opened.

“Hello,” Edmund said, trying to get to the chase quickly. Then the polycom turned on and beeped twice. “I can rewind, fast-forward, and pause time as needed.

“I’d like to use you all as a think tank so that I can abuse my power relentlessly. Felix, Andrea died in a different timeline. Somehow it’s killed her in all timelines. I’m working to fix that.

“You were helping me to that end in another think-tank scenario but I lost access to that timeline.

“Miu, you’re going to ask me for proof. You wrote down the number forty-two in that situation, and you’re holding a severed head.

“Goldie, you told me to tell you that that’s enough cookies.

“Otherwise… I hope we can get moving on this because I’d love to use you all to get the best results out of my power.”

Felix had paused at the seat that he would normally have sat in in a meeting. His hand on the back of it.

There was a surprised cough from Miu on the other end of the line.

“Alright,” she said after a pause. “I… yeah. I am, yeah.”

“But they’re so delicious,” muttered Goldie, as if she were holding a cookie.

Felix took his seat and then looked to Edmund. He spread his hands out in front of himself.

“Consider us the think-tank. Could you elaborate further though?” Felix asked.

“I can. Yeah. I can,” Edmund agreed.

He’d put down a save-state as soon as they had all their questions answered and then use this place as he intended.

Then he’d have to go back to the real timeline and see what would happen next.

Not to mention, notify Oz that Andrea really is dead in every save-state. I’m sure he’ll want to know that.

Picking up his coffee cup, Edmund took another sip.

It really was perfect in every way. Exactly how he wanted it.





Chapter 22




“— is about it,” Edmund finished with a shrug of his shoulders. He picked up his cinnamon roll and paused. “That leads me to here and now. As soon as we finish all the introductory stuff, I’m going to put down another save-state. It’s been a little since I put the previous one down, so I shouldn’t get too tired or anything.”

Felix was slowly nodding his head now. His fingers were steepled in front of himself and he was watching Edmund over the tops of their tips.

“That’s rather exciting,” Gaia said with a laugh, then turning to look at Felix. “We’re husband and wife in the future! What a wonder!

“Oh… I wonder if he’s already gotten me pregnant. I can’t imagine we wouldn’t be actively trying if we’re married by human custom. I hope we don’t get pregnant immediately so we can practice for a while.

“It’d be almost too sad if he got me pregnant on the first run. I’ll have to see about making sure it doesn’t happen immediately and make him try a bunch before it happens.

“Then I—”

“Gaia, you’re verbalizing your thoughts,” Faith murmured quietly.

Gaia’s mouth snapped shut and she merely presented everyone with a beautiful smile. Her inner monologue coming out externally once again had clearly embarrassed her once again.

It’s never sex that makes her blush, it’s talking out loud that does it.

Felix sighed and closed his eyes. They were closed rather tightly and he was slowly nodding his head.

Then his eyes opened and he looked to Edmund.

“I have no idea if she’s pregnant. I can ask if you really care enough,” Edmund responded with a shrug of his shoulders.

“That… I… wasn’t going to ask,” Felix murmured with a slow shake of his head. “Let’s-let’s just summarize this up. If you don’t mind that is.

“I think we’re all well aware of what the power is and what it can do. I’d really like to just quickly go over the drawbacks, concerns, and considerations.

“Then you can do the save-state thing and we’ll just… go from there. Rather strange to think that I won’t really exist in the future but another version of me will.

“Anyway, I’m getting sidetracked. The downside aspects of your power.”

Edmund was nodding as Felix spoke, quickly finishing off his cinnamon roll. It’d been much more filling than a donut and had been exactly what he needed.

“First and foremost, you get weary if you overuse it. A type of stamina drain,” Felix stated, holding up a single finger.

Once more, Edmund nodded his head to that.

“That’s right,” he added when he remembered Felix preferred a verbal confirmation.

“Two, loading a save-state repeatedly has the distinct possibility of causing a ‘loss of information’ which really just means… things vanish. People, planets, or things, they vanish.”

“Right,” Edmund confirmed again.

“Third,” Felix said, holding up a third finger. “This so called ‘save-state degradation’ isn’t likely just tied up in information loss. It sounds like the save-state itself could fracture and become unusable.”

Edmund paused at that and considered the statement. He’d briefly considered that they could wear out as well.

“Yeah, they can just become unusable,” he said, remembering the save-state that’d been made when the world fractured. “I think that’s rarer than we think, though.”

“Fourth, you only have so many… spaces… for your save-states.”

“Yeah, four of them. Two of them are-that is… I can’t use two of them,” Edmund stated. “So I only have two. Right now it’s the one we’re in at this moment, and the one after the registration mission. Where Andrea died.”

Felix grunted at that and then let out a short breath.

“Alright. That covers the downsides I suppose. I don’t have any more questions, as everything was answered while you explained,” Felix murmured, then looked to him. “What now?”

“Now? Now I put down a save-state and we progress beyond the mission. It’s only been like… an hour since we made it back to HQ. I have no idea what we’re doing next at all.”

Felix looked thoughtful, then shook his head.

“I don’t have any plans that I know of that are outside of the ordinary for Legion,” he said. “Shouldn’t be anything outside of the ordinary for a while. Though… I can’t imagine I’ll be a talkative person.

“I mean… I’m barely hanging on right now. I’m really trying not to think about the fact that Andie’s gone. At all.

“I’m honestly clinging to the fact that you’re saying you can fix this. That’s my port in this storm and the only thing keeping me moving.”

Edmund mentally shied away quickly from the fact that he was the only possibility of getting Andrea back. Doubly so when he heard Oz’s voice in the back of his head telling him that Andrea’s soul was irrecoverable.

He didn’t quite believe that, but it didn’t change the fact that Oz believed that.

Edmund was fairly certain that he could find Andrea. Find her soul, to be more specific.

It’d just take him time.

Thankfully, he had a lot of that.

Snapping down the save-state, Edmund then loaded the one back into the armory. He’d have to move forward to be able to figure out where he was going.

“Hey Oz,” Edmund said as he found himself back in the armory.

“I’m noting an obvious usage of your power. I take it you’ve completed the task?” asked Oz.

“Yeah. The others died and their souls were occupied. Not irrecoverable, just occupied. Sounds like something weird was going on,” Edmund said. “And yeah, Andie is dead everywhere. In every save-state.

“I’d love to know how her soul being irrecoverable in one save-state affects the other, but I don’t think you’ll explain that to me. Will you?”

“No.”

“Can you?”

“No.”

“Then it isn’t a question of won’t, but can’t. You can’t tell me because you don’t know?”

“No.”

“You can’t tell me, because you’re not allowed to.”

“Yes.”

“Would any type of double negative logic work to let you give me an answer?”

“No.”

Edmund clicked his tongue.

“So no door guard trickery. That’s a pity.”

“Edmund’s hours of watching that particular movie will be of no use.”

Thinking about that rather pleasant to look at leading actress, Edmund remembered he was going to be meeting up with Romina later. That realistically, he needed to be preparing for this evening.

If he stuck to his own morals and rules, and not wanting to risk innocents, he really didn’t want to reload the evening. Unless something extraordinary happened, he’d try to play out the night as a one-and-done.

“Because hardcore mode is the only way to play,” muttered Edmund, somewhat terrified of what was coming.

“Ohhh nooo,” his phone offered as a prelude to doom.

Grunting, Edmund reached down to his pocket and pulled it out. Looking to the front screen, he saw it was Dorothy calling him.

Tapping it with a smirk, he held it up to his ear.

“Hey hey. I’m alive. All is well,” he answered. “Clearly you’re not dead either.”

“I am most certainly not dead. Though it’s good news that you’re alive as well. You’d be surprised how reversible death can be sometimes, but it’s still your best bet to never really let it get that far,” Dorothy teased with a laugh. “So, good times then. Celebratory dinner? I’m in town for the evening. Then I’ll be gone as of tomorrow morning. For a while.

“A long while, in fact. Longer than I can even speak to, as I don’t have any idea of when we’ll be done with the assignment. It’s THE assignment. Capital T-Ech-E.

“And now that I’m saying it though… well… there’s the distinct possibility we won’t be back at all. Ever. Things just rapidly progressed in a way that there’s not really a ‘coming back from it’ moment.

“Might not come back in a number of different ways, that is. I’m rambling, I’m sorry. So… what do you think?”

Sitting there, feeling very lost, Edmund wasn’t sure how to answer that. He had a weird moment of extreme Déjà vu as well.

So much so that it left him practically feeling breathless.

“I’m sorry, I already made plans with Romina,” he finally said a bit lamely. The answer sounded ridiculous to him, but that was the only answer he could give her.

It was the truth.

“Oh, err… okay. Sorry for putting you in a weird spot. I just wanted to at least ask. Put it out there to make sure I tried,” Dorothy said in a bit of a rush. It was obvious she was embarrassed and flustered now. “You go and enjoy your evening. I hope it goes really well. Have a goodnight.”

Before he could even respond to any of that, she hung up. Even before he’d finished getting out the first sound of “wait”, she’d disconnected.

Closing his eyes, Edmund put one hand to his face and sat there.

Thinking about what’d just happened and how it could have gone differently.

“Interesting. Before Dorothy asked Edmund out, a save-state was created free of Edmund’s ownership. I think it might be Dorothy’s, but I’m unsure,” Oz said. “How curious. A good footnote to add and worth investigating later.”

Leaning his head back, Edmund put the back of his head to the wall and inspected the inside of his eyelids.

“Dating is hard,” he muttered.

“To note, Edmund’s situation is exactly why Ryker has more than one wife,” Oz offered. “Ryker couldn’t say no to anyone.”

“I’ll say it now then. No. As in, no thanks. Only want one person I’m willing to spend my time with. I’m a selfish dickhead. Romina will let me have my free time when I want it. If I had more than one person to spend my time with, that’s less time for me.

“And… I really am just that selfish. I want me time. Not more time to give to someone else.”

“Note made, Edmund is a selfish dickhead.”

Edmund frowned and nodded his head at that.

“Good note. High accuracy. Perfect precision, absolutely approve,” Edmund said.

“Appended with footnote from Edmund,” concluded Oz.




***




Edmund’s head hurt.

Actually, thinking about that, hurt was an understatement.

Hurt was when you slammed a pinky-toe into a doorframe. That was most definitely hurt.

A hurt that would stay with you for a while and make you rethink the position of that door frame. Even if it meant tearing a wall down and putting up a new one, if only to move the whole damned thing.

Right now, Edmund’s head was better defined as closer to being in agony. That he was experiencing a wretched state of life that couldn’t be described as anything else.

Agony with a great deal of extra suffering, as he felt sick too.

Rolling over in bed, he ended on top of a naked Romina.

Which was most certainly not the source of his agony but left him with an even stranger fluttering happiness.

Romina then groaned, rolled onto her side, and promptly shoved her back and rear end up into his chest and lap respectively. Which really didn’t help him with the sick feeling, despite the feeling of her warm and nude self against him being quite nice.

Memories of drinking with Romina, then having her start tearing his clothes off, capped with them having at one another in the bed for a while, came back to him. They were somewhat disjointed and fuzzy, given how much they’d drank.

He did remember that they’d finished up, drank more, and went at it again later on. Only to drink more, and then even the screwed-up memory fragments ended.

Letting out a soft moan, Edmund rolled away from Romina and got out of bed. Getting moving, he headed straight for the medicine cabinet.

His goal was very simple.

As much pain medication as he could medically take, followed by as much water as he could chug. Only after that would he consider anything else at all.

Halfway to his goal, he spotted Dog lounging on his side in the center of the coffee table. Lazily staring at him from amongst a graveyard of empty bottles and food, the cat looked to be perfectly fine in the middle of it all.

“Fuck,” muttered Edmund, noticing a great many more bottles than he could honestly remember. He was genuinely surprised he’d managed to perform in the bed at all, with how much they drank.

Reaching the medicine cabinet, he began pulling out what he wanted, got all the pills piled up, and swept them off the counter into an open palm. Knocking them back, he then went over to the sink, bent over, turned the faucet on, and began drinking.

And kept drinking.

He drank until it seemed as if that were his goal in life. Endlessly drinking water from the faucet.

When it felt like his stomach was actually full, he stood up and stared up at the ceiling above him. Edmund didn’t want to move, look at anything, or really breathe at the moment.

He just wanted the medicine to do its thing.

“Ohhh nooo,” his phone declared, breaking right through Edmund’s thoughts. The sound of it was also quite loud, which didn’t help him at all.

Grunting, Edmund looked around and waited for the next call of his phone.

“Marco,” he mumbled.

“Ohhh nooo,” replied his phone.

Feeling rather hilarious at himself, Edmund walked over to where he was fairly certain his phone had ended up. When he got there, the third “oh no” cleared up any question he had.

Reaching down, he moved Romina’s underwear to the side and found his phone sitting beneath. He didn’t recognize the number and instead flicked it to the decline button.

They’d leave a message if it was important.

Then he unlocked his phone and looked at it.

It was in the gallery section.

“I was right?” mumbled Edmund as he looked at the surprise that was waiting for him.

He and Romina had apparently gotten far more drunk than he had realized.

There was a great number of naked photos of Romina in which her super power had clearly activated. Quite a few photos mid-sex act were present as he began to scroll through the huge number of new media files.

There were also several that looked a lot like recordings, given that they had play buttons next to them.

Ha… rising star.

Gonna have to transfer those to a USB and then delete them. Make sure they don’t stay on the phone. Phones get hacked.

Though… uh… if we recorded on mine, chances are we recorded on hers, too. I’ll have to let her know. People are way more likely to go for her phone in an attack than mine.

“Another time,” Edmund said with a shake of his head, then closed the gallery. He was curious, but his feelings of nausea and pain were over-riding everything.

Even morbid curiosity of what they’d recorded.

“Ohhh nooo,” his phone blared at him. Leaving him feeling like his head was shattering apart as it swapped to the incoming call screen.

It was the same number as earlier.

Tapping the accept button this time, Edmund held it up to his ear.

“Uh, yeah?” he said.

“Good morning,” said a voice on the other end of the line. “Is this Edmund Wilhelm?”

“Sorry, this is his phone but not him. He’s asleep,” answered Edmund, suddenly feeling cagey. He even went so far as to pitch his voice up in tone just to try and make it sound far different than his actual voice. “I’ll let him know you called though. What’s the message? What do you want me to tell him?”

“Uh… just please ask him to call me back at the number I’m calling from. Or to please check his email. I’ve sent him an email as well,” said the man on the other end of the phone.

“Okay, but… what’s the name? Or company? I can’t really tell him to just call the number back. No one does that. So he’ll either need a name or he’ll likely google the number before deciding,” Edmund replied with a shake of his head. He didn’t like how this call sounded so far and it was leaving him with more questions than answers.

“My name’s Ronald Kine, calling on behalf of Kine family law,” said the voice. “Thank you for letting Edmund know that we called. It’s best he calls us back as soon as he can.”

The phone disconnected after that.

Sniffling, then rubbing his wrist at his nose, Edmund let out a slow breath.

Just because he and Romina were seeing each other didn’t mean the world would magically be correct. Things wouldn’t just move out of his way as if he’d somehow unlocked the secrets to the universe.

Whatever this was, it was big enough that they had apparently tracked down his email address. Which was surprising, since the only public one he’d ever had was something he’d gotten only to get a library card.

There’d been no point in having an email or using it since he didn’t own a computer. He’d only owned a computer and a cell phone for the first time because of Felix.

Letting out a slow breath he stared at his phone. He’d have to start doing some searches to find out who Kine family law was, what they dealt with, and where they operated.

In the back of his head, Edmund suspected he had an idea what this was about long before he’d even considered looking up the law firm, though. The only family law he’d likely be called about was his misbegotten parents.

Which meant it was about him or his sister.

With any luck, it was him.

If not, it meant something had happened, or was happening, to his sister.

“Eddy? Can you help me?” called Romina from his bedroom.

“What’s up?” he asked, moving back to Romina.

“Water and something for a headache,” groaned the naked woman in his bed. “Then come back to bed. I’m cold.”

Looking at the naked and beautiful woman, Edmund realized her request was something he would very much rather investigate.

Far more so than Kine family law, at least.
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Rubbing at his eyes, Edmund just about slammed down into the chair rather than sit in it. Causing the desk where he worked at home to shudder and clatter with the force of it.

“Holy fuck, Eddy, what the hell are you doing?” groaned Romina from the couch. She was laid out across it.

The two of them had managed to start moving again a few minutes ago as the hangover started to lessen.

Whether it was the medication or that they ended up fooling around again, Edmund didn’t know. Nor did he care.

If she felt better, he was fairly certain he could convince her that sex had healing properties for a hangover in the future. That was more than worth believing in the effect for him, even if it wasn’t real.

“Sitting. Sitting heavily. Hard? Rough. Sitting, though. I just… sorry. Kinda still waking up, I guess,” apologized Edmund with a sigh. “Still kinda surprised and… all that… too.”

He couldn’t deny he really was surprised that his relationship with Romina had finally evolved. Evolved, then sprinted past a lot of the normal steps he’d expected in between.

To be fair, we did kind of date… or something… as friends for quite a while. It just didn’t have a romantic edge to it.

I guess?

Ugh.

This is harder than I thought it would be.

Only now do I realize “getting the girl” isn’t the end. It’s just the start.

“Errr… okay, yeah. Yeah,” Romina allowed after a pause. She reached out past the empty bottles and the very same spot she’d been laid out on when they went at it on the table, grabbed the remote for the TV and held it up. Turning the TV on, she let out a slow sigh. “That’s fair. From friends, to a firefight, to… to fucking. In twenty-four hours. I get it. Sorry. I guess I’m adapting as well.

“Didn’t think I’d be laid out on your couch in nothing but a t-shirt and my panties watching TV. Damn near in the same spot what we… did what we did here.”

Aaaaaand she’s feeling as awkward as I am.

That’s good.

Right?

Right.

Turning to his laptop that was docked on the desk, he taped the power button. The keyboard in front of him turned on as indicated by the number-lock key lighting up. Followed by the monitor exiting standby mode.

He stuck his thumb on the reader and waited.

“News isn’t saying much about what we did. Other than the United Nations liberated a country that’d been taken over by a super,” Romina said from the couch. “That’s what I saw on my phone. News on the TV doesn’t seem any different.”

Edmund sniffed and nodded his head. That sounded about right to him, really. There was going to be somewhat of a media blackout on this, he imagined.

If anything, they were more likely to downplay what’d happened, to hopefully discourage it from happening again elsewhere.

Edmund got the impression that was like hoping that a firework factory wouldn’t explode while someone set fire to the building.

Everything’s fine until it isn’t.

Then it’s just explosive.

Blinking, Edmund realized that his home-screen was up and he could use the computer now. Reaching for the mouse, he flicked it to the browser.

“Nah? Not gonna say nothing?” Romina asked.

“Sorry, just uh… beautiful partially naked lady on my couch. I’m catching up,” Edmund mumbled as an excuse. He knew her well enough to know that flattery like that, when she wasn’t expecting it, worked a little on her. “As to the news… yeah, they don’t want it talked about. The less said the better I’m betting.

“They don’t want people getting ideas. I really think that’s just stupid. That’s the stuff like unicorns, kittens’ whiskers, prayers, hope, and that there’s a diet out there that lets you can eat what you want and still lose weight.”

“Wait, is that a thing? What’s it called?” Romina asked suddenly and with high-energy. The top half of her peeking up over the couch as she looked to him. “I’m so sick of grilled chicken and steamed vegetables.”

“I… no. No, there isn’t,” Edmund said, looking at the now very disappointed Romina. “Sorry.”

“Tch, lame.”

Romina flopped back down onto the couch. A moment later and Dog hopped up onto the back of the couch, then slowly crawled down on top of Romina.

“Hey there you fluffy war criminal,” Romina said, her hand coming up to pet Dog as he laid down atop her. “I saw what you left for me. I cleaned it up you little jerk. You missed. This time. I swear I’m going to get you groomed so you have less to work with.”

Dog merely meowed at Romina and then began to purr very loudly.

Edmund turned back to his computer.

The situation was so eerily mundane and reminiscent of how they’d often spent time together, that he was having a hard time sorting out the fact that they’d been intimate now. That this was different, yet also the same.

“Doesn’t feel that different. Between us. I’m glad. I was worried for nothing,” Romina stated from the couch. “I’m over the news. Let’s see what’s on prime.”

Grinning, Edmund couldn’t help but feel close to Romina with that sentence. She was clearly going through the same thoughts he was.

In the search bar, Edmund put in Kine family law and waited.

The response was immediate and gave him the answer he needed.

One he didn’t want either, but that he’d secretly suspected.

They operated in the county his parents and sister lived in.

Which meant something had happened.

Damnit all.

Two steps forward with Romina, one back with the family.

Next, Romina will tell me she wasn’t on birth control. That’d just… complete the whole fiasco, wouldn’t it.

Freezing up, Edmund realized he didn’t actually know if she was on birth control. She hadn’t been seeing anyone as far as he knew, which meant she wouldn’t have needed it.

Nor had she said anything about him needing a condom though, and he was fairly certain she’d have mentioned that. He couldn’t see a situation where she’d want a kid right now at all.

Whatever. Let’s… call Kine family law then.

Edmund pulled his phone out of his pocket and looked at the last person to call him. Then he tapped it and held the phone up to his ear as it dialed.

“I’m going to call the lawyer people back. Going to do it in the bedroom,” Edmund said and stood up. Moving away from the computer.

He passed by the couch as he went.

Only for Romina to hold up a hand and drag her fingers across his side as he went by.

“Okay, babe,” Romina murmured. “Lunch soon. Think about what you want. I’m getting hungry and we have plans later today. We only have today off, so let’s make a day of it.”

Edmund briefly touched Romina’s hand with his own as he moved past her and continued into the bedroom. His mind was circling rapidly over how meaningful that contact was, yet so casual, too.

Entering the bedroom, Edmund left the door open and sat down on the corner of the bed. By the third ring the line was picked up.

“Kine family law,” said what could only be a receptionist.

“Yeah, hi, my name is Edmund. I got a call from your office?” Edmund tried, really unsure of how to get this conversation going. Then he realized he needed to make sure to add the fake roommate as well. “My roommate picked up the phone for me then told me about it.

“I was busy with my girlfriend. Didn’t even hear the phone ring at all.”

“Err… yes. Edmund. Returning a call. One moment,” said the woman on the other end of the call. The sound of the call being put on hold felt loud in his ear.

Sitting there, Edmund just stared off at the wall without really considering anything at all. Letting his mind wander.

He could faintly hear a TV show turn on in the living room.

Having someone else in the house gave him a rather content feeling. Except, no sooner had he felt it, than he felt a quick flash flood of memories.

Endless memories with Ellie and their countless children they’d had over the years. Having more as they left the home and always having a few with them as they went through life.

Only for the memories to be snuffed out and shuttled back into the recesses of his mind. Vanishing behind the curtain that was Oz and the Dryad seed’s interference to keep him sane.

Because that’s exactly what they were doing for him.

He knew beyond a doubt that having the lives of that many iterations of himself in his mind would break him. Without their help, he’d likely confuse the reality he was in with alternative memories, since so many of them would be in the exact same time frame.

Or nearly so.

“Ah, hello?” a voice said on the phone, rousing Edmund from his own mind.

“Yes, hello. My name is Edmund and I apparently got a call from your office today?” he put out there.

“Yes! Yes. Thank you for calling us back so quickly. My name is Ronald Kine and I wished to speak with you in regards to a legal matter.”

“Uhhuh. My parents get arrested or something? Drug bust? Some type of… narcotic raid? Dad go off and shoot at the neighbor’s satellite again?” Edmund asked with a shake of his head.

While he hadn’t been home much, and had essentially lived outside like an animal, he’d been well aware of all his family’s faults. All the terrible things that occurred and happened there.

“Ah… that… no. No, it wasn’t your parents. To confirm, you’re Edmund Wilhelm?”

“Yeah.”

“You have a sister named Earline?”

Edmund froze.

He had briefly considered that this was in regards to his sister, but he’d also dismissed it. Earline had never been in any type of trouble, of any sort, in any way.

She’d done fewer things to raise the eyebrow of an officer of the law than Edmund had, in fact. She’d always seemed to be on a trajectory straight out of the park she’d grown up in.

“I do. She’s my younger sister. I’ve done my best to help her out when I could, but my parents make that hard,” Edmund growled.

“Given the state of affairs they were in when the police came to speak to them about Earline, I can only imagine,” Ronald remarked dryly. “I can only imagine. Well, suffice it to say, they won’t be bothering anyone in any way for quite a long time.

“They’ve been taken away and won’t be of any use to anyone. Most especially your sister, who actually needs a great deal of support right now.

“She’s been involved in an attempted murder case. Realistically, the most they could probably get her on with the evidence they have is maybe aiding and abetting. Though they’ll have a tough time proving she actually knew about it.

“The problem is that the person who likely did it, is pointing the finger at your sister. A number of others involved have done so as well.

“Even without any evidence, the likelihood is high that the DA will pursue a case against her. This is… not a very good situation. Often in these sorts of cases, they tend to push a deal in front of those they’re going after to get them to sign and end things early. They’ve already moved past getting permission to try her as an adult though. Somehow.

“Now… given that your parents are now… indisposed… I needed to reach out to someone who would likely qualify as her legal guardian. That’d be you, Edmund.”

Letting out a long and slow breath, Edmund looked to the floor in front of himself. His thoughts weren’t moving very well and were mired down in a quagmire of disbelief.

The idea of his sister getting involved in something like this sounded impossible to him. Not just very unlikely, but utterly impossible.

On top of that, he was deeply suspicious of how someone like Kine family law had ended up with the case. They didn’t seem like a very normal law-firm that’d handle a case of this nature.

He wasn’t very familiar with the legal system, but this felt a lot like it’d be a situation where they gave her a public defender. Doubly so since his parents wouldn’t spend a dime on their kids, which meant they wouldn’t have hired them.

“Say I believe all this. Say I trust you. How do I know you’re on the level? How do I even know how you were hired?” Edmund demanded. He’d been scammed before, and he wasn’t about to fall into something similar. “Shouldn’t she be getting some type of public defender? You don’t sound like a public defender at all.”

“Honestly? I got myself involved when I heard what was going on. When I heard about a young man that was thrown out of his own home before he was even a teenager. One that lived a lot like a wild dog rather than a child,” Ronald grumbled. “Then to have a second child that ended up in a situation that they weren’t going to be able to get themselves out of without a lot of effort,” he sighed.

“So I put my practice into this and your sister accepted my offer to handle the case. Payment unneeded. It’s a travesty that this happened in our community and no one bothered to do anything about it. It wasn’t as if it were a secret that you were running wild, either. There’re more than a few police reports about you.”

Clicking his tongue, Edmund couldn’t deny that.

In trying to stay alive he’d done what he’d had to and had crossed paths with the law more than he’d have liked to. Thankfully it’d never been anything that’d truly marked him or left a lingering trail that’d ruin his life.

But obviously it wasn’t something he’d completely escaped either.

“Alright… then… I guess I need to head over and meet you in your office,” muttered Edmund, pressing a hand to his brow. “What exactly… you said it was attempted murder?”

“Best we not discuss it over the phone. Better that it’s done in person. That and your sister could really use someone to talk to,” Ronald answered. “She’s been locked up for about five days now and hasn’t had any visitors.

“I only found out about the case yesterday and started moving then. I’ve made progress, but it’s going to take time. Her bail isn’t cheap either, I’m afraid. Pretty sure I saw it already set at roughly two hundred thousand.

“It’s starting to really feel like they want to make an example out of Earline. Either for the park itself, the situation surrounding it, or something else that I’m not sure of yet.”

Two hundred thousand.

That’s… that’s a lot. That’d take a bit out of my savings. But it’s better than leaving Earline in jail. I can let her live with me while we get this worked out.

Start moving that route.

Then… then I guess I go bug Faith and see about getting her moving on this. I’m sure she’s got contacts that she can push on to get this moving.

No judge or prosecutor in the world doesn’t have a price, after all.

Just a matter of finding what it needs to be.

Then an odd thought struck Edmund.

He was operating under the idea that this was Earline being hung out to dry. That she was innocent and being persecuted unfairly.

Yet in the back of his mind he knew that there was of course the possibility, impossible though it seemed to him, of her being guilty. That whatever she was actually being charged with, there was the unlikely chance of her having committed the act.

“Is she innocent?” Edmund blurted out.

“Well, innocent, guilty, that doesn’t really matter, does it? All we can do is provide her the best legal counsel she can get while she’s my client,” said Ronald.

Leaving Edmund feeling like his sister really was guilty all of a sudden.

Though of what, he wasn’t quite sure.

Damnit.

Damnit all.

“Alright. I’ll get out there as soon as possible. Anything I need to immediately aware of?” Edmund asked, shaking his head.

“Nothing immediate. This is likely to be a very slow rolling case. They won’t be making moves until they’re ready,” Ronald advised. “That and… well… leaving people in jail always gives them more information and puts pressure on the accused.

“People will say all the things they’re not supposed to with other inmates. Those inmates then will often testify about what they heard just to get a break on their own legal matters.”

In other words, we’ll bail her out.

As soon as I get there in fact.

“Got it. I’ll get down there as quickly as I can,” muttered Edmund. “Bye.”

Disconnecting the line, he stood up and stuffed his phone in his pocket.

Coming back into the living room, he stood behind the couch.

“I have to head down south and help out my sister,” Edmund deadpanned without any preamble.

“Oh,” Romina said, sounding confused. She turned her head and looked up to him with a curious look. “You have a sister?”

“Long story. Guess it’s time to really open that baggage for you about my family. I was honestly hoping it’d solve itself for the most part. That I could introduce my sister to you later on, once she’d escaped my parents but… obviously that was a foolish hope,” Edmund admitted.

“Foolish hope, yeah. Right up there with weight loss diets where you get to eat what you want and still lose weight,” added Romina with a rotten smile. “Right?”





Chapter 24




“Oh, look at that. Still no news about what happened,” Romina grumbled. “You know, it’s going to be kinda fucked up when I drop my videos on their heads in a few days.

“The editor is going through them all right now and putting it all together. They’re doing two different versions. An only marginally edited one that cuts out the overly graphic stuff, and a documentary-style one.

“With like… black screens and text with stuff. Making it look like something out of a TV show or whatever.”

“Interesting. Sounds like they’re trying to hit both audiences, oldfucks and not-oldfucks,” Edmund remarked, peering out the windshield. He was watching the side-exit of the prison. This was where people being held would apparently be released from rather than the front door. 

He had no idea why, but he didn’t really care either. All he wanted to do was get his sister in the car and be out of this place.

Rather than visiting her in prison, or even meeting with Ronald in person, he’d gone straight to where she was being held. Marched into the court, paid the bail, and gone straight back to the place she was being incarcerated at.

He’d been waiting several hours already but from what he’d been able to search on the web, that wasn’t exactly outside of the realm of possibility. It might even be a few more hours as well.

Already had lunch in the car, what’s dinner?

Doesn’t matter.

Not leaving till I get her back.

I’ll just pee in whatever drink I get for lunch when I’m done with it and toss it in the trash later. Not the first time.

Probably not the last.

“— guess so. It’s whatever,” Romina said with a long sigh that echoed in the car. “I’m wondering if they’re going to try and get the videos off the platform. Wouldn’t surprise me at all when I really think about it.

“If they’re trying to bury the news story, they’ll try to bury my videos. Keep people from seeing it. Won’t they?”

“Probably,” Edmund admitted and looked away from the door. Checking his surroundings, he confirmed he was the only car in this small lot. There was no one around, he was under a light pole, and he had an easy exit. Glancing back to the dash, he adjusted the volume to make sure Romina’s voice wasn’t too loud and that it didn’t carry too far. “Just means that you’ll have to dump the videos on an alternative website that won’t delete shit and let it go wild.

“Just make sure you watermark the fuck out of it all. So that it all comes back to your channel one way or the other.”

“Yeah, yeah. I get it. Editor already said they were going to watermark it the whole way through,” Romina said and then huffed. “No word at all? Eh, you’d tell me the moment you saw her, right? I guess I’m just getting anxious to meeting her.”

Edmund nodded his head.

They’d agreed that it’d be best for her to remain in the hotel room for now. That if Earline was willing, he’d introduce her to Romina formally. He had no idea what his sister would want to do, given that she’d spent some time behind bars.

“It’s fine. She knows all about you. She told me more than once I should’ve asked you out way earlier than I did. Kept telling me I was going to lose my chance if I didn’t,” Edmund confessed. “She always approved of you whenever I talked about you. You really don’t have anything to worry about.”

“Really? Ha. That’s funny. And she’s right. You totally did miss your shot. You only got the one you have right now because I got feelings,” Romina said with a laugh. “Lucky boy that you are.”

“Lucky indeed. Now I-er, Earline’s there. I can see her through the door. Gotta go. I’ll contact you,” spat out Edmund as he unbuckled his seat belt. He’d spotted Earline as she walked across the entry way.

“Okay, see you then. Uh… I miss you,” Romina blurted out and then hung up.

With a chuckle, Edmund turned the car off and then opened the door to the car. Stepping out, he stood behind the door and waited.

His goal was simple.

Grab Earline, go to the hotel, and start planning out what to do. Everything else after that would all come down to what Earline told him.

If all that needed to be done was to bribe some people, Edmund would do that. If it required him to run his life forward, watch the trial, then reload a save, he’d do that in a flash.

Even if it meant the possibility of people simply ceasing to exist due to information loss. He really didn’t care at all.

To him, Earline was a chance to redeem a life he’d never been given. To live vicariously through her and protect her the best he could.

Even when he’d had almost nothing, he’d given everything he had to Earline.

In a way he’d wished someone would have done for him.

Standing there, he waited. Staring at the door.

Earline wandered up to the door and peered out into the lot. She looked like she didn’t want to exit immediately. Her hands were held up to the sides of her face to fight against the glare of the afternoon sun.

Then she saw him.

Their eyes meeting and holding to one another. Edmund smiled and waved a hand at her. He’d wondered if they’d tell her who’d bailed her out.

It didn’t seem as if they’d let her know, despite the fact that he’d stated quite directly who he was when he paid the bail. He’d also left his business card with his name, Legion, and the Association, listed as his employers.

He’d be more than happy to push what he could. Given that he was fairly certain that this was a trumped-up charge that didn’t mean anything, he didn’t feel any guilt for that.

Earline’s shoulders slumped partially, as if something had just fallen away from her. Her body posture shifting in a flash.

Edmund’s phone began ringing away in his pocket.

There was no one that could be calling him that would cause him to break away at this moment. He needed to be here for Earline as she got out.

Pushing the door open, Earline came out into the lot and stood there. Staring at him. Clearly hesitating for a few seconds, she then started walking his way.

She was dressed in a way that set her as having been picked up just after school, or during it. A backpack over one shoulder, clothes that looked to be fairly bland, and a sweater.

Leaving the door open, he walked over to the passenger side of the car and waited for her there.

“Eddy… did… you pay my bail?” Earline asked as she slowly drifted closer to him. Coming to a stop about six or seven feet away.

“Of course, I did,” Edmund said with a small nod of his head. “There was no way I was going to leave you sitting behind bars. I found out this morning about it all. Moved on it immediately after that.”

“You didn’t know,” murmured Earline with a slow shake of her head.

“No? How would I. You gave me that bizarre note and then wouldn’t respond anymore. I just figured you’d contact me when you’re ready. I still don’t have any idea what you were talking about. It sounded like you were referring to a court case but… I don’t have one pending.”

Earline sighed, put her left hand to her brows, and looked quite pained. Her body slowly hunching forward where she stood.

“I knew it. I fucked up. It wasn’t you at all,” groaned Earline. “Mom and Dad… they said you were trying to take me away from them. They told me a lot of stuff.

“Told me so much and just… all… I thought I was going crazy. You were always so nice to me and they were awful, but I had to live with them. The things they’d tell me were so… so different.”

“Yeah… yeah. That sounds about right,” agreed Edmund. He had no doubt at all his parents probably gaslit the ever-loving-shit out of his sister. Trying to turn her around on every possible position she’d ever take. “Well, there was no case. Never was. I was waiting just as you’d asked me to. Didn’t move forward at all in any way.

“It’s why I didn’t even know what was going on till Kine called me. He told me about it and here I am.

“Now… rather than standing here… how about you get in the car and we head over to a hotel room. You can’t technically leave the state, so we’ll have to bunker down here.”

Earline nodded her head at that as tears rolled down her face. She didn’t say anything more as Edmund opened the door and held it there for her.

Closing the door behind her, he pulled out his phone as he crossed around to the front of the car.

Ryker!?

Raising his eyebrows, Edmund felt very strange at the fact that Ryker had called him. He didn’t even know the man had a cell phone, let alone that he knew Edmund’s number.

Holding onto his phone, he hesitated. Then realized it could wait a bit.

Ryker hadn’t left a message, sent a text, or called him again. That meant that whatever it was needed him to call back, but it could hold for a bit.

Likely long enough that he could take Earline to get some food, go back to the room, and give her a chance to do what she wanted.

He could call Ryker back then.

Sitting down in the driver’s seat, Edmund closed the door and then powered up the car. The car turned on and then began going through its boot up sequence.

Then connected to his phone.

Earline had buckled her seatbelt on after tossing her backpack down between her feet. She was now staring at the dashboard screen.

“Oh,” she said with a strange tone. “I… I see. Well. That’s… congratulations?”

Frowning, Edmund looked to what she was looking at.

After the bootup sequence it’d gone to a home screen display. There were listed contacts that he’d programmed as favorites in his phone there.

They also each had a photograph assigned.

For Romina it was a topless picture of her in what was clearly a drunken state taken from the night previous. He had no memory of changing it, but it’d clearly been changed.

Either he did it, or Romina did.

She’d gotten very adventurous with their cameras after getting as drunk as she did.

“Yeah, that… yeah,” Edmund mumbled and then tapped the screen away so the photo would be hidden. “Obviously need to change that.”

“I mean… it also listed her as ‘your sexy camgirl’ so… I’m guessing you didn’t write that,” Earline remarked, sounding somewhat shocked. “Things… progressed?”

“Things progressed,” agreed Edmund with a sigh. “She’s also here in town. She’s waiting in the hotel room to see if you’re willing to meet her. I told her about you and —”

“Of course, I am,” Earline said with a sudden laugh. Then she sank into her seat and laid her head against the glass of the window. “I’m very much willing to meet Romina officially. Sounds like you two hit it off finally.

“Did you hit it off in her? Looks like it.”

“Is that really a question you should be asking?” growled Edmund. He wasn’t very happy with his sister’s awareness of the world, but he knew being blind to things wouldn’t help either.

“I mean… yeah? Am I going to be an auntie is a relevant concern,” Earline teased with a laugh. “I’ll take that as a yes as to hitting it into her. Congrats, bro. You got a promotion.

“Now… I’m hungry. Really hungry. The other bitches in there stole my food today. Let’s get food and go hang out with Romina.

“In fact, call her so we can figure out what she wants. It’ll be nice to have someone intelligent to talk to. You don’t count.”

Edmund grinned and did as he was asked. Reaching up, he tapped the button for Romina.

So far, it seemed as if Earline hadn’t been too changed by being locked up.

“Sure thing. At some point, we need to talk about why you were in there though,” Edmund said as his phone began going through the process of calling. “Did you do it?”

“No. Even if I did though, you’d still be here,” Earline declared confidently.

She was right of course, and Edmund couldn’t deny that.

He only nodded his head.




***




Leaving the hotel room, Edmund stood in the hallway and considered what to do.

Earline had quite literally eaten, talked to Romina a lot, and then passed out on the couch. Edmund had the impression that she hadn’t been sleeping very well.

Romina had offered to stay with her while he went out and got some things. Like clothes for Earline, since she literally only had the clothes on her back.

That meant he’d have to head to his parents’ trailer, or just buy her new clothes.

Which meant it was a foregone conclusion he’d go to the nearest department store and buy her an entirely new wardrobe.

Even with taking out the bail money, he still had a few million dollars he’d earned through abusing the market. There was no way he couldn’t absolutely flog a stock to death if he knew which way to invest.

Even in a short turnaround situation.

Need to get ready for the trial. I can use that as a stock-market jumping point. Since I’ll likely be turning back the clock anyway.

Need to make sure this goes perfectly and doesn’t haunt my sister.

As he had the thought about haunting, his mind went down an utterly ridiculous line of thoughts. Starting from “haunting”, moving to having to be a ghost to haunt someone, to dying, to Ryker.

Mostly because Edmund couldn’t help but have an unwished for worry about Alina and Dorothy. That he was being contacted because something had happened already.

Pulling out his phone, Edmund began walking for the car while tapping through the recent call list. He found the number that’d been listed as “Ryker” in his caller ID and tapped it.

As he put the phone to his ear he stood in front of the elevator.

Even before the first ring finished, it was picked up.

“Edmund,” croaked Ryker on the other end. “Thanks for calling me back.”

“Course. I didn’t even realize you knew my number,” Edmund said as the elevator opened and he stepped into it. “What’s up? Everything alright? Dorothy literally just talked to me yesterday about some super-duper mission she was going on.”

“Got your number from Dorothy’s phone, actually. And no. Everything isn’t alright,” Ryker said. Edmund had only barely noticed it at first, but now couldn’t deny it. Ryker had a rasp to his voice, and it sounded like there were several machines around him. One unmistakably sounding a lot like one of those machines that measured the rate of your heart. “While it hasn’t been long for you, a significant bit of time has passed for many others.

“Felix, Dorothy, and Alina, to name a few. Your world’s time ran differently than theirs. For you it was about twenty-four hours. For them, it was about three months.

“We didn’t expect the fluctuations of the location we were going to and weren’t entirely prepared for them. Time almost held no meaning there at points.

“Anyway… I was calling because of what Dorothy asked me to do. The mission didn’t go as planned. We took casualties and… and Dor-Dorothy was one of them.

“We lost direct contact with her, then communication, and after that she… she just… she was gone. Lost.

“When we finished, we found… found her body. It… that… we… she’d been dead for a little while. Probably a day or two after we lost communication with her.

“I’ve gone through her things and found a few requests she’d made to be carried out. One of them was to let you know that she was sorry that she wouldn’t be coming back after all.

“That what time she’d spent with you had been fun, and she’d been glad to have known you. That… ‘thank you for treating me like a friend first, woman second, mage last.’ She had a lot of troubles with people wanting to use her for her abilities.

“You apparently never really even cared that she had them, let alone bothered her about them. On her behalf, and my own for that matter, thank you, Edmund.”

There was a strange weightlessness in his stomach that had nothing to do with the elevator coming to a stop.

As the doors opened, Edmund just stood there with the phone to his ear. He had no idea what the hell was going on anymore.

While he hadn’t been interested in Dorothy romantically, he’d found her to be a fast and true friend. One that he’d expected to be around going forward in his life.

At the same time, endless whispers caressed his hearing. Endless conversations he’d had with Dorothy in other lives. Of times spent together with one another.

Groaning, Edmund turned his head to the side and let out a hiss of a breath.

“Alina?” he asked instead. He only now remembered that in many of the lives he’d spent with Alina was where Dorothy had died.

The opposite held true just as often. Where Alina had died, he’d ended up mending fences with Dorothy.

“She didn’t make it either. We… we took too many losses, really. Too many. Even Vince died. I didn’t think anything could kill him,” Ryker confessed.  “We didn’t even win this stupid war. In the end we lost.

“Lost our people, lost the battle, lost the war. It’s all just… it’s all wrong. It’s all wrong. Nothing went the way it was supposed to at all.

“Not a damn thing, in any way. I wish I knew what to do to fix it, too. To hit a do-over button and get another go of it. But that’s not how this works. Not at all.”

Edmund was surprised to find out that Alina and Dorothy had both died. He’d never experienced such a lifetime, where they’d both failed to come back to him.

He was in uncharted waters and he felt like he only had one option available to him.

There was a sudden explosion sound coming from his phone, followed by screaming. Then a sudden disconnect.

“Ryker?” Edmund asked.

Then he pulled the phone away from his head and saw it really was a dropped call. Tapping the contact button, he put it back to his ear.

Except, before he’d even gotten it to his ear, he saw that the call failed.

It didn’t even ring, in fact.

The call had simply failed to initiate outright.

“Shit,” Edmund murmured and stood there. Contemplating his options.

He had what he wanted.

Romina as his significant other and Earline was talking to him.

Yet now those two things were quite likely going to be a possible cost to getting Dorothy and Alina back.

Given his unlived history with them, he didn’t feel like he could walk away from this without going back for them. Even if it did cost him Romina and Earline.

Letting out a loud and frustrated groan, Edmund contemplated what to do.

Only to realize he had his answer.

“Okay… okay. Let’s… rent another room, fool around with Romina in it for a few days. Try everything out that I possibly could, tell her goodbye… then… load. Load and hope we can make it back to here after we save Dorothy and Alina. The last save-state is literally in the armory after the last mission. I can demand Dorothy take me with her. Take me with her and then… save everyone,” Edmund said aloud as the elevator doors closed again. “Time to play the Save-state Hero, I guess.”





Chapter 25




Edmund let out a slow breath as the phone rang. Dorothy was calling him.

He’d accepted the invitation from Romina just as he had previously. Everything up to this moment was the exact same so far.

His plan was to push to go on the mission, cancel on Romina with the excuse of the mission, and then go. Going out with Dorothy just wouldn’t come up at all to Romina.

Tapping the accept button, he put the phone to his ear.

“Hey, Dot. How are ya,” Edmund said smoothly. “Also… I’m clearly not dead. All is well. You’re not dead either.”

Dorothy’s breath caught at the direct use of her shortened name, then she let out a soft laugh.

“I am most certainly not dead! Thank you for noticing. It’s rather good news for me that you’re not dead either!

“Though… you’d be surprised how often death can be reversed sometimes. Not always. Not… nearly enough, obviously. Still… it’s always in your best interest to never see if you can come back from it,” Dorothy teased with another laugh. “Clearly, it’s all good things, then. That means we should celebrate. Care to join me on a celebratory dinner? I’m in town for the evening. Then I’ll be gone as of tomorrow morning. For a while.”

Edmund cleared his throat as she hit that point in her request. He didn’t want her to ramble off the part afterward.

There was no need to put her through that rambling anxiety again.

Not to mention, it was something he could leverage to his benefit.

“Well, we could do that I suppose. But I want to go on that mission with you. So we’ll go to dinner, then I’m pinned to your side till it’s time to leave,” Edmund stated with force. “It’s not something you can stop so I’ll just cut you off there. I know you’re going on THE mission. Capital letters and everything.

“That there’s the possibility of not coming back at all. That’s why I’m going. I’ll be there to help you, Alina, Ryker, everyone. Again… don’t bother trying to fight me on this, it’ll happen one way or the other.”

“I… that… o-okay. Okay. You got it, Edmund. Dinner, pinned to my hip, mission. Just… the mission is going to happen soon. Really soon. Practically after dinner. Will you be okay with that?” Dorothy asked. “But-but I get to pick where we’re going to dinner!”

“That’s fine. It’s all fine. I’ll make it work. One way or the other.

“Pick whatever you want for dinner, by the way. I’m paying, but please try not to make it boomer-stuffy. Those fine dining whatevers just give me the creeps. Something casual where we can make horrible jokes at each other would be preferred.”

“I can definitely do that,” promised Dorothy with fervor.

“Great, I’ll meet you in the lobby at HQ in an hour. I need to go put some things to order before the mission. Like someone watching over Dog and the like,” Edmund stated.

“An hour. Perfect. See you then!” Dorothy squeaked out excitedly and then hung up.

Sighing, Edmund nodded his head and looked to his phone. He wasn’t looking forward to calling Romina for help.

Not at all.

He needed to make sure his stocks were all in a position to grow passively and at a low risk on top of that. That if he weren’t here to manage them, they’d be fine.

On top of that, he needed to make sure bail was available for his sister. To get it somehow ready for her to cash out and get out even if he wasn’t here for her.

He’d already tried calling the court he’d paid at last time, but they gave him the run around endlessly. Only to hang up on him.

There was a lot for him to do and very little time.




***




“Oh… it’s time to go,” Dorothy mumbled almost to herself while looking at her phone. She was sitting directly across from him at the booth they were sitting in.

Edmund couldn’t deny he’d actually had a great evening with her.

The conversation had flowed easily, though it hadn’t been anything noteworthy. Smalltalk and general discussions. Nothing of real interest other than a general feeling out of one another.

“Is it?” Edmund asked, tilting his head to one side. He’d settled the bill a while ago. They’d just been sitting here chatting with one another.

“Yeah. Ryker just texted me the jump location,” muttered Dorothy, tapping at her phone with both thumbs. After a short time, she clicked her tongue and then looked to him. “We’ll just go outside and then I’ll open a portal for us. Have you traveled by portal yet?”

“I… ah… portal?” Edmund asked nervously. This wasn’t something he’d considered, yet clearly had to be a possibility.

They’d be going somewhere that time passed differently. That meant that they’d have to leave.

He wasn’t sure if that meant leaving this world, universe, timeline, existence, or what. Just that they’d have to leave in some way.

Apparently, that’d be by portal.

“Mm. It’ll be fine. I’m really good at making them,” Dorothy said and then grunted. She took a sip of the glass of water in front of her, set it down, and then stood up. “That was great, by the way. Thanks for making time for me. I thought for sure you’d say no but… but I had to try.”

“Surprise, I said yes,” Edmund got out with a chuckle as he stood up and pushed his chair in. “Lead the way, Dot. I’ll be right behind you.”

He was determined to make sure she, Alina, and everyone else, made it back.

Dorothy said something under her breath that Edmund didn’t catch. Regardless of whatever it was she said, it didn’t sound positive however.

In fact, it sounded bitter.

Dorothy led him outside, then turned him around to the back of the restaurant. They’d parked in the back area that wasn’t as crowded.

Walking right up to the car, Dorothy didn’t stop. She’d been making small gestures with her hands in fact as they’d got closer.

When they were right up on it, she pushed out with her left hand and a spiral of something Edmund couldn’t really identify shot out. It spread out just in front of the car and a strange oval formed there.

One that was roughly seven feet tall or so, and four feet wide.

Dorothy walked right into it and to the other side.

Which surprisingly was the Save-state tunnel.

All around him were the endless sea of snapshots in time. Spreading out in every direction as far as he could see.

Just as he’d seen it before.

There was an odd light fluttering around between them. Moving from Save-state to Save-state. Lighting on one, hesitating, then flitting off to the next.

Edmund wanted to ask Oz about it, but this didn’t seem like the time or place.

“I know, the endless blackness gets a bit strange. Scary, even. That light’s been there for a while though,” Dorothy said, pointing off at the fluttering light. “It’s the only thing in here, so it’s a bit weird. It paid attention to me once but then just ignored me.”

Err… what?

No Save-states?

“You don’t see anything at all but a light?” Edmund asked, wanting to get absolute clarity on this.

All around them were Save-states.

Endless numbers of them.

It felt almost blinding to him.

“Wait, you don’t see the light?” Dorothy asked, pausing and looking at him over her shoulder.

They’d both entered the portal at this point, and it was closing behind them.

“Oh, no. I see it,” Edmund said quickly and pointed at the light. Bobbing oddly along in between Save-states, like a lost firefly.

Maybe… it’s Oz? Or like Oz?

Something that helps Save-states or closes them?

“Yeah. That thing. Only thing I’ve ever seen in here,” Dorothy said with a slow shake of her head. Then she shrugged and waved a hand. “It doesn’t bother me, and everyone sees it. It leaves everyone alone and stays away from portals.

“It’s not an issue. Ryker saw it and chased it off calling it a bug. No idea what that was about but now it avoids him outright.”

Curious.

I’ll have to ask Oz.

“An echo in reality. It is a non-presence that isn’t alive,” Oz said aloud. “These occur from time to time. There are a great many more of them since the reality shifting event. They tend to vanish when Edmund performs a load on a Save-state.

“Edmund need not fear them, though their increase in numbers is disconcerting. It would be advised to not get near them, as they cause instability.”

Dorothy popped open another portal in front of them. It emptied out into what looked to be some type of office.

Inside were a great many people Edmund didn’t know.

From a strange man wearing a mask that was half black and half white, to Felix who was standing next to someone who resembled him a great deal.

“Eh? What? Edmund?” asked Ryker. He was standing over a desk and looking down at a tablet in front of him. Beside him was another man with black hair and bright blue eyes.

“Oh, Edmund? Hahaha. Hi! It’s good to meet you, Edmund. Eddy. Ed-boy. I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m Runner,” said the man with a wave of his hand. Then he elbowed Ryker in the side. “You didn’t mention he’d be here though. In fact, you said quite distinctly Edmund wouldn’t be on this part of the mission.”

“I… yeah. Guess I was wrong,” Ryker confessed, looking very confused. He looked away from Edmund to Runner as if to gauge his reaction, then down to the tablet. “Whatever. It’s good to have you here. I’m sure you’ll be of a great help to us.”

Runner stood up and then pointed to the man in the mask.

Sea-green eyes peered out at Edmund from behind the mask.

“The spooky fucker there is Rene,” said Runner. “He’s a hitman assassin thing.”

“Charmed, I’m sure. A pleasure to meet,” the man said in an odd way. “To you, who I with joy greet.”

“He does that, yeah,” Runner dismissed, then pointed at the man next to Felix. He was big with green eyes and short dark brown hair. He had the look of a man that preferred hitting things. “That’s Vince. Felix’s cousin. They call themselves brothers though. Whatever.”

Vince nodded his head at Edmund but said nothing.

“Those two are father and son. Sam and Alex,” Runner grumbled and flicked a hand at the two rather handsome men in the corner of the room. They’d been talking to one another and mostly ignoring everyone else.

Both men looked to Edmund and smiled at the same time.

He was struck momentarily by the fact that both were almost too handsome to exist. Not to mention that he felt a lot like he’d stepped in front of a hungry animal for some reason.

Like they were both sizing him up for something.

Then they both went back to talking to one another. No longer interested in him for one reason or another.

“Warner and Gus are… elsewhere. You probably won’t meet them but they’re working on something else,” Runner continued. “And you of course know Alina and Dot. Since, you know, you came with her.”

Laughing, Runner then made an odd gesture at everyone involved.

“Welcome to the party, I guess. Lotta shit to do, people to kill, rogue AI to put down. Standard hero shit. Whatever,” Runner rambled on and then looked back to the tablet in front of himself and Ryker.

Ooookay.

Okay.

I… yes.

“Uhm, I… really don’t know what’s going on,” Edmund offered up, feeling like the odd one out. “Could someone lend me their notes or just give me the TL;DR version?

“Anything? Happy to be here. Want to be here. Just… really… unsure.”

Runner was looking at him again. A strange look was on his face as he stared at him.

“Uhm… holy shit. Right. I… yeah. Yeah!” Runner declared and then slapped one hand into the other with a pop. “Dot, you take your boytoy here and give him a quick rundown. I’ll have assignments done here in a jiffy. We’re just doing some last-minute prep-work before we head out.

“And before you ask, Skipper got away. Seville… well, we talked to Seville. It was an interesting talk. We’ll have more to talk about with him later.

“Talking is super preferable to having him going on a rampage. Can’t stop that guy once he gets to a full head of steam.

“Actually… actually, I have the perfect job for you two as soon as you do the rundown or whatever. I’ll get that ready, too.”

Alina chose that moment to get up and move away from a young girl she’d been sitting next to and chatting with.

The vampiric angel looked tired and worn out, though other than that, she looked well.

“Edmund,” Alina murmured, smiling at him. It was very out of the ordinary for her if he was being honest. This was entirely too much positivity. There was no frown, no scowl, not even a muted greeting. “Good to see you.”

Runner and Ryker had already gone back to what they were doing. Everyone else had also gone back to their own conversations.

“Uh, good to see you, Alina,” Edmund mumbled, feeling unsure all of a sudden. “If you really are Alina. Kinda… too happy to see me, aren’t you?”

Alina hesitated, her face scrunching up around the eyes and brow. As she clearly processed that. Then she puffed out and deflated to a degree, her gaze sliding down to the ground.

“I’m sorry. I’ve been just… angry. Angry at a lot of things. My life kinda shifted really quickly and I’m not… adjusting to it well. Or at least, not well enough, I guess,” she confided.

A flickering of memories pressed in at him. Memories of Alina and when she was a vibrant and positive person. In far distant futures where they’d moved past the hurts of what she was currently facing.

“I’ll get you a hazelnut ice-cream when we get outta this,” Edmund offered with a chuckle. “I can do that at least. Now… maybe you two can both give me a run down on what the heck is going on?”

Dorothy and Alina had both moved to exit the building as he spoke. Edmund had, of course, dutifully followed along. Trailing along behind them and exiting.

All around them looked to be a commercial park that’d gone through what he could only consider as a battle. There were broken bits of building, trees, and road everywhere.

He even saw what looked to be some type of street sign that’d been torn out of the ground.

“Uhm, it’s really simple,” began Dorothy, since Alina was staying quiet. The latter had a smile on her face and was watching Edmund curiously. Dorothy was looking around at their surroundings. “Runner is… Runner is god. Ryker is a god who works for Runner.

“They’re both fighting against another god named Zeus. Not the Greek one, by the way. He’s just called that, there’s no actual relation.

“Anyway… we’re fighting that god, with our gods, to kill him. If we win, all is well. If we lose, most of us die.”

Edmund nodded his head.

Then shook it.

Only to end up staring at Dorothy blankly.

That was so boiled down that he was fairly certain he was looking at the bottom of the pot she’d reduced it in. Rather than anything at all being left behind.

“I-that, yeah. Yeah, that’s the gist of it,” Alina agreed with a slow nod of her head. “That’s an extremely condensed version, to the point that it almost doesn’t matter but… yeah. It’s a battle of gods. We’re on one side, Zeus on the other.”

“If we lose does he like… wipe out the world?” Edmund asked.

“No? No. No, he doesn’t,” Dorothy admitted after a clear moment of reflection.

“Okay. I see. Does-does he enslave everyone? Turn them into batteries? Make them into paste to feed to everyone else?” Edmund asked, his mind churning out science fiction schlock.

“None of that,” answered Dorothy.

“The hell. Are you just spouting off movies?” Alina asked.

“Wait, so… what happens if we lose?” Edmund pushed, ignoring Alina now.

“Runner and everyone around him dies,” Dorothy stated.

“And if we win?”

“Zeus and everyone around him dies,” deadpanned Dorothy.

“In other words… there… are no great stakes here? It’s just… just two gods battling it out? That’s the whole of it?” Edmund reasoned.

“Uhm, yeah?” Alina offered when Dorothy didn’t say anything.

“What happens if Runner dies?” Edmund tried again, wondering if this was maybe tied up in godhood.

“We’d be left with Zeus as our god, and he’s not a very good one. He’d probably just ignore everything and everyone and let it crumble to dust,” Dorothy growled.

In other words… kind of what the world was already coming to?

It wasn’t like we had a deity interfering for the betterment of mankind, you know.

This feels so weird. I’ve got to be missing something.

If it’s really just a shoving match between two gods, then this is entirely just… a personal grudge. A fight that has people dying on both sides for stakes that’re almost irrelevant.

Nodding his head, Edmund realized he really shouldn’t say anything more to this. He decided to let it be quiet and left alone.

Because if he was being honest with himself, if this really was just a shouting match between two children on a playground, then Edmund really wasn’t sure what the right thing to do was.

He had friends on Runner’s side of the fence for sure, but that didn’t mean he was in the right. That he was the correct choice to support.

Often Edmund had asked why the bad guy didn’t know he was on the wrong side when it came to media. The only answer anyone could give him, including himself, was that they didn’t know any better.

If he were reading this as a book, this’d be the point where he had to wonder if Runner was the baddie, or not. Because in the grand scale of things, it really didn’t seem like it mattered who won.

Edmund would be the fulcrum that could practically guarantee who won the war. Since his choice would bring either victory to Runner or Zeus.

“Oh! A convenience store. Let’s go get drinks. I’m thirsty,” Dorothy blurted out while pointing to a building.

Not wanting to argue, and glad for something far simpler, Edmund tagged along.





Chapter 26




Dorothy was happily gnawing at a stick of beef jerky while Alina took another sip of her energy drink.

The convenience store had been a raided, looted, mess. Where nothing had been upright, and it looked as if a tornado had gone through it.

The two ladies had just picked up a few things, made sure there wasn’t anyone inside, then left. Edmund hadn’t wanted anything, but he’d noted what was there in case he needed to come back later.

Being able to effectively rewind time gave him a different perspective.

Knowing where things were made his life significantly easier when he needed things in the future.

Though the fact that the money they used here was green, yet the country name was the same, had left him feeling very strange. Strange and somewhat adrift.

It drove home the point that this was as different as he’d been afraid it was.

An alternate universe entirely, given he’d seen a few magazines that advertised states he knew, and states he didn’t.

“Oh, there’s Maya,” Alina murmured.

Her voice broke through the uncomfortable silence in Edmund’s mind. Knocking him thankfully away from his own thoughts.

Alina gave him a quick smile and then moved away from Dorothy and Edmund. Heading for a teenage girl. She looked to be of mixed Asian and European heritage.

Edmund felt like it’d be easy to bet on her becoming an attractive woman when she grew up. Which meant her mom was probably rather pretty.

“That’s Warner’s daughter,” Dorothy said in an offhand way. “In a weird way… most of the people Runner recruits end up being dads.

“I’d love to tell you it was some part of an ideology or something but it’s just weird random luck. Kinda like how they all have harems.

“But I think that has more to do with his wife, Amelia. She might as well be the true incarnation of the god of tricks and pranks. I’ve only met her a few times but… it’s… always been memorable, I guess.”

There was a clack of a door opening behind them.

Dorothy and Edmund both turned to look at the door they’d exited from not that long ago.

The man named Vince had stuck his upper torso out beyond the doorway and he was looking around. His eyes seemingly mapped out where each person was before settling on Dorothy and Edmund.

“Plans changed, going to be a fight,” he said as soon as their eyes locked together. “Get ready. We’re leaving in about five minutes to gear up. Zeus suddenly changed his mind about what he wanted to do, we’re responding.”

Changed his mind?

Huh.

I wonder if this is still how the other iteration of the world went. If this is different yet or if this change of mind occurred then, too.

Ah well.

No time like the present, I guess.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Dorothy said after the door banged shut behind Vince. “Honestly… I was kind of nervous. No idea why, but I just was. Nothing felt quite… right. Just kinda wrong.

“I wish I could explain it, but that’s the best I can do. I’m sure that sounds ridiculous but there it is. I feel a lot better with you here.”

Edmund blinked, glanced at Dorothy, and then looked away.

He didn’t want to really think about the fact that she was supposed to die on this mission. That Dorothy, or Dot as he called her anymore, wasn’t originally destined to make it out of this situation.

Whatever.

I’m not Fate, but I guess I get to adjudicate in their place.

“I getcha. Let’s go tell Alina and then get ready. I’m not exactly a super combatant, you know. I should probably get a gun and some body armor or something,” Edmund complained and started walking toward Alina.

“Oh. That’s… oh. Yeah. That’s a really good point. I’m sorry, Edmund. I didn’t even really consider that. You’re practically a non-combatant. Is your super power luck? Everything just seems to go right around you,” Dorothy remarked.

Yeah.

Everything just seems to go right.

I end up spending something akin to a month in total time to get that one single thing to come out perfectly.

To you, it’s just that one minute.

It makes sense to her then that I just seem lucky.




***




Edmund was quietly loading magazines into a plate-carrier. It had a patch and color pattern for a uniform he didn’t recognize.

Runner had stated that they were taking this specific equipment because it’d all function in any world, regardless of which world it was.

So, when Edmund had gotten his rifle, one that was very similar to what he normally used in Legion, he wasn’t surprised to find it was eerily similar but also different.

He’d even ejected a round from a magazine just to inspect it, only to find that the materials looked different to him. Though he wasn’t sure if that was due to a lack of experience on his part, or it truly being out-of-this-world to him.

Or at least… out of my world.

Sighing, Edmund pushed the magazine into place and then looked around himself. He didn’t see anyone nearby.

Vince and Felix had been the last two in here and they’d already left, apparently. Edmund hadn’t even seen them head out.

“Oz, I’m not in the world I came from anymore, am I?” Edmund asked, staring at the floor.

“No, Edmund,” Oz answered.

“Are there a lot of worlds?”

“More than Edmund could comprehend.”

“That’s mildly comforting, in a way. Life. Endless life. With that much life out there, it feels more and less real.”

“Real and reality is a question of perspective. Sentience, one’s own existence, or being real, are all questions that an individual cannot answer on the individual’s own.

“Nor can any other individual answer for another. All individuals are individual. In asking the question of real and reality, an individual can at least be assured that it is real in that moment.”

Edmund blinked, tilted his head to the side, and considered those words. That all had sounded convoluted and not very useful to him.

“Uh… I think therefore I am?” he summarized instead.

“Something similar to that, yes.”

Nodding his head slowly, Edmund was willing to leave it at that. He’d seen behind the curtain already. Learning more than what he knew already was likely only going to leave him with a hefty psychiatric bill.

“My powers will work here, right?”

“Edmund’s power works everywhere at all times in all locations.”

Wincing at that, Edmund did his best to mentally slam down the curtain he had mentally considered only a moment ago. With statements like that, he felt like he was looking far too deeply into his own existence and what it meant.

“Is there anyone my power doesn’t work on?”

“I cannot answer that. What I can answer, is that Edmund’s power effects every single individual at this time. When Edmund activates a change, the change is activated without exception.”

Weird answer but… also… not that strange, I guess. Oz has said weirder shit.

“Alright. Good to know. I guess,” Edmund said and then let out a heavy breath. “Any advice, Oz?”

“Edmund should pay better attention to Edmund’s surroundings.”

Freezing, Edmund once more looked to the left, then the right. There was no one that he could see.

Then, almost as if drawn in a way he couldn’t explain, he looked up.

The locker room he was in was the type that had a bare ceiling. Open metal struts, ducts, and wiring could be seen.

As if the building hadn’t been completely finished.

There, hanging from what looked a lot like some type of pipe, was the masked man that’d been identified as Rene.

“I too also talk to myself if only to hear my voice. Or at least I did once upon a time,” admitted the man with a nod of his head. “However, now, that’s no longer the choice. Long since gone are the conversations with the monster who had to rhyme.”

“Aren’t you rhyming?” Edmund asked.

Slowly the masked man’s head rotated around till it was practically at an angle that’d be impossible.

“Yes, but that’s because I am the monster.”

Edmund clicked his tongue, nodded to that, then stood up.

With all the horrible shit he’d done and seen, this man’s impact was fairly minimal.

“That’s coo. So… you ready to do this shit, Rene? Cause I’ll be honest, I still don’t know what the fuck is going on,” Edmund asked.

There was a soft laugh at that before the masked man released his hold and landed on the ground next to Edmund with a pat.

“I like that attitude. Good to have. Good to hold on to,” Rene murmured with a small nod of his head.

Then he reached out and pulled the charging handle, forcing a round to chamber. Then he flicked a small switch on the side.

“You’ll do better with burst fire. Expect a good kick and only go to auto if it gets dire,” Rene continued. He looked Edmund over critically and nodded his head.

The man wrapped an arm around Edmund’s shoulders and began escorting him out of the locker-room.

“How do you feel about history? Say… the renaissance period? Any interest in it? Would you want to see a point in time where there were a lot fewer distractions?” asked Rene as they walked out.

“Are… are you recruiting me?”

“Maybe I am at that. I’m looking to expand, and I need more people who’re intelligent and able to work under odd conditions,” Rene continued, his voice shifting rapidly to a different tone entirely. As if he were a new person. “Given the situation, how you’re handling it, and your responses, it’s obvious you can deal with a lot of crap. I’ve got a lot of crap that needs to be handled.”

“Uh huh. I’ll-er… think about it,” Edmund answered politely.

“Great, great, here, let me tell you about my world,” Rene began, having heard Edmund, but clearly also having not heard him.

“Good timing, Rene. I need you to scout ahead,” Runner called the second Edmund and Rene exited into a large open room. One that was far more akin to a gymnasium than anything else now that Edmund really looked at it. “Or at least figure out what the hell is going on.

“I’ve deployed all my forces to match his, but now this is happening and I don’t know what the hell is going on. This feels like a ploy but… it’s Zeus. Zeus doesn’t do anything outside of what you’d normally expect.

“Except now he’s doing just that so… yeah. Thanks in advance, please find out what’s going on. Just pop through the portal there and head over to the other side. You two were the last through of my special people. So… just go do your thing.”

“I can do that. Alright. Watcher, watch over me,” Rene said amicably while nodding at Runner. “We’ll talk more later. Think about what you’d want as a salary.

“Oh, and since you look like you’ve got a thing for those two ladies over yonder, my world has overly-pretty women in it. Way prettier than even those two. I’m sure I can introduce you to women who’d be more than willing to consider an arrangement with you. If that’s what gets you motivated. Lots of motivated and intelligent women in my world.”

Edmund blinked several times as Rene moved away from him. He really didn’t know how to respond to that. His life experiences weren’t few, but no one had ever offered him women as a recruitment strategy.

Somewhat pathetically, he couldn’t deny his mind actually quickly flipped toward the idea of what it would be like to accept such a thing. Being introduced to beautiful women never sounded like a bad time.

No!

No. Wake up.

Think.

Use your head, not your head.

Come on, Eddy. Turn off the cave-man brain. It’s normal, but not needed.

“— move in and secure the perimeter. We’re just going to where they’re going. Nothing fancy. Rene will get back to us quick enough so we can just… just keep going,” Runner said, coming over to stand near Edmund. “As for you… well, I don’t think I need to say it, do I?”

“I plan to stay in the rear with the gear,” Edmund clarified, not really sure if that was what Runner was going to tell him or not. The fact that the man was a god still unnerved Edmund at a few levels.

“Fantastic. Alright. Go ahead and cross over to the portal. I’ll be bringing up the last slot because I’ll need to drop the portal once we’re all across,” Runner said and motioned over to the flickering oval.

It was as if reality had torn itself open in that space and emptied out elsewhere.

Memories of the last time he’d seen the world tear itself apart popped into his head.

“It’s not a rip or tear in the world. It’s a magical connection. World to world. Perfectly harmless. Or at least, the ones we use are perfectly harmless,” Runner offered, as if pulling the thoughts from Edmund’s mind. “Can’t speak for other people’s portals. Gives me the heebie jeebies.”

“You’re God? Capital G and… and everything?” Edmund blurted out suddenly. The idea that this strange man created everything didn’t fit with his own mental picture of how things were supposed to be.

Runner stared at him for several seconds, then glanced back at the portal that was waiting for them. Only to look back at Edmund.

“Yes. For you, I am,” Runner stated after a pause that felt far too long to be a good thing. As if there was a great deal more to be said than such a simple admission. Then he glanced up to the space above Edmund. “How’re you, Oz? Anything ever come out of that task I asked you to look into?”

“Nothing so far, my lord,” answered Oz with a reverence Edmund had never heard.

“Oh well,” Runner said, then once more looked to Edmund. “I told Oz to stay with you for a time. To watch over you and provide what help he could.

“I’m very aware of your power. After all, I’m the one who gave it to you. Gave you dominion over all things with it. Including myself and Zeus.

“If I wished it, I could know your thoughts and examine them as one might a painting or a picture. Go over each nuance of it and dig out the meanings of everything.

“I could unroll your soul like a roll of tape and wrap it around a dumpster only to set the whole thing on fire, so I can warm up the possum that lives behind it.”

Even as he spoke, Edmund could feel the weight of Runner pushing down on him. As if he were a tiny ant beneath a massive thumb that was grinding him down into the ground.

That his thoughts were indeed laid bare and able to be read as easily as a novel might be. There was no question in Edmund’s mind now about the identity of the “being” in front of him now.

As quickly as it came on, it all vanished.

Leaving him only with a feeling that he’d been opened up, glanced at, and then closed back up. Leaving no mark or lingering feeling behind.

“I’m sorry,” groaned Edmund, putting a hand to his chest and taking a small step back. He felt rather dizzy all of a sudden.

“No, no, I’m the one who’s sorry. I didn’t think you’d get caught up with your own lives,” murmured Runner, watching him quietly. “That’s not something you should have to bear the burden of. I did what I could to ease it, but that’s not something I can fix right now.

“Remind me to take a look at it when this is all said and done, and I’ll see what I can do. Or at the very least, give you an on-off type of switch for it.”

Edmund grunted, then stumbled forward.

Through the portal and away from the deity.

On the other side was a world filled with shooting, screaming, people taking cover, and explosions. Thankfully, it was all several hundred feet away and stretching off into the distance, but it was somewhat mind numbing even at the distance it was at.

Where they were at currently was a small cleft in a hill. One that ran down into a cave and out of sight.

Vanishing into the darkness of it.

Felix, Alex, Vince, and Sam were all standing near it. Peering into it or at one another.

That’s what Runner asked Rene to look into? We’re going down into caves?

Caves are never the right answer.

Never!

You don’t go down into the caves to find the bad guy. You just wait at the top for them to come back up and then club them behind the skull with a rock.

Fuck that!

Next they’ll tell us we’re going to split up to search.

Edmund wanted to turn around and yell at Runner. To curse the god that had them here that this was foolish and stupid.

“Okay, so, yeah, foolish and stupid to chase Zeus into a cave. Rene’s going to check it out and get back to us,” Runner stated loudly. He’d just closed the portal behind himself. “Sure as hell ain’t splitting up either. This isn’t the time for stupidity, and none of you are hot enough, or female for that matter, for me want to attempt a scooby doo three-way with.”

Ryker, who had been drenched in the shadows of the cave mouth, stepped out from the darkness and looked to Runner.

“Man… I’ve got a thing for Velma. You can keep Daphne. She looks like a mega-Karen in the making,” Ryker grumbled.

“She’s the nerdy one that’s got some weight to her, yes?” the incredibly overly handsome Sam asked and then smiled when he got nods. “Yes, I do like her myself. They’re always so earnest and eager to please.”

“You sure that’s not just cause you’re an Incubus?” Alex asked, looking to the other man. “And… you’re not talking about, mom, are you?”

Sam didn’t say anything, he just stared at the other man.

“Oh god, you’re talking about mom,” groaned Alex.

“She’s always so willing, my boy. It’s—”

“No! No, no, no. Not talking about mom. Stop, father. Stop right now,” Alex hissed and jabbed a finger into Sam’s chest.

“Uh, I’d like to talk about your mom. She seems fun,” Ryker offered. “She got any sisters?”

Edmund shook his head slowly.

This was an actual rogue’s gallery.

They all felt like people who owned a spot in a team as a villain or an anti-hero, rather than someone who could be a genuine hero.

After a single moment of self-reflection, Edmund realized he wasn’t exactly the most heroic person around either.





Chapter 27




“If you boys are done antagonizing Alex, Rene’s back,” Dorothy stated in a flat tone. Apparently, she didn’t really approve of them prodding at Alex and his mother.

Edmund didn’t really care one way or the other.

He was emotionally numb to parents and the idea of them mattering at all.

They were existences that he was wholly unfamiliar with, other than knowing that his were an extreme that skewed an average.

“Indeed, indeed, I’ve gone and come back. I’m afraid though that I’ve found nothing to attack,” quipped the man in the mask in a sing-song tone. Then he sighed. “Ain’t shit there and no one’s home. Place is a damn tomb and really weird as well.

“That’s an understatement by the way. Weird barely begins to describe this. I don’t actually have words for it.”

“Yeah… yeah, that’s not surprising. Yeah,” Runner hissed with a small shake of his head. “Before we go in there, just know that we’re not where you think we are. Not anywhere near, in fact.

“We’re in a place that is outside of my powers, in a way. Outside of everyone’s powers. Everything here is as raw as it could be. If you die here, you die. I can’t fix or change that. No one can.”

Well, I can fix it, but I get what he’s saying.

“Edmund, if Runner dies here, he dies,” Oz warned. “Edmund must treat Runner’s death as permanent. Much like Andrea’s death. Edmund’s power won’t be able to revert it should Runner die.”

I… okay.

Okay. So-so I can’t let Runner or myself die.

Everyone else can get a rewind. Good to know.

“—look strange. Things won’t match, physics will be damned, and time is a suggestion, more than a law,” Ryker warned.

“Sounds like a really bad fever dream,” Rene mumbled.

“Uh… yeah? Yeah,” Runner agreed and then nodded his head toward the cavern entrance. “In we go, then. Tempus fucked-off or whatever it is.”

Rene and Vince moved to the front of the group and entered. Heading into the darkness and a slow turn to the left as they moved down.

Edmund really didn’t like the way this was playing out already.

Dorothy was right behind him. Practically standing on his heels, in fact. Alina was just in front of him, though she was moving hesitantly. To the point that he bumped into her once.

“Did-did you just put your crotch on me?” hissed Alina.

“No, you put your ass in my lap. Keep moving. We’re falling behind cause we’re at the back,” Edmund threw back at her.

“What?” asked Dorothy, practically pushing up against his back. “What’s going on? Did something happen?”

“No. Nothing happened, we’re just—”

Edmund’s words broke off as he once again ran into Alina.

Though he couldn’t blame her for stopping the way she had.

Then Dorothy smacked into Edmund as he stared around the room.

They’d gone from a dark and dingy-looking cave to the interior of a hotel lobby. A very expensive hotel lobby it looked like.

There was no furniture at all, but you could tell what it should’ve been, even at a glance. Or so Edmund believed.

“Wow,” Dorothy whispered from directly behind Edmund.

“Yeah,” agreed Alina from in front of him.

“It’s a rom-com,” Alex laughing blurted out from the left of them.

He and his father were watching the three of them.

“But they’re cute together,” Sam interjected. “They remind me of you and your girls. How in the world did you convince them you needed to come alone, by the way?”

“Didn’t. I ran. Just like you did from my mothers and aunts,” Alex declared, looking back at Sam.

“Ah… fair. Yes,” admitted Sam with a slow nod of his head. The two of them began moving off after Runner and Ryker.

“A Rom-com, huh?” Dorothy asked, putting her hands on Edmund’s shoulders and boldly leaning into him harder. “Does that make us a love triangle? Or a throuple?”

“Love triangle,” Alina affirmed and began walking away quickly. “Not interested in women.”

“Hm. That’s fair. Neither am I, to be honest. Most women aren’t. They only get skewed that way for media,” Dorothy said and then looked at Edmund from his shoulder, smiling at him. “I think Romina would do a throuple though. She eyes me like a woman who’s bi-curious does. Though none of that even takes into account Ellie who… well… she’s a Dryad. With a man of their choosing to bond with, they’ll do anything.”

Edmund laughed nervously, patted Dorothy’s hand, and quickly moved away from her. Her proximity, as well as Alina’s, had threatened his sanity. Memories and thoughts of both of them had started to surface and cause a disturbance in his head.

An especially poignant cluster of memories rushed to the front.

Where Ellie had indeed talked him into having a harem, which somehow the Dryad had talked Romina into joining.

Thankfully, that life was submerged back down as quickly as it had popped up.

Edmund moved at a quick trot to catch up to the rest of the team. Holding his rifle to himself as if it’d keep him safe from his own thoughts.

“Hahahah… ahhh… I remember when it was like that,” Runner murmured, looking to Ryker. “All flirty cutesy.”

“Shirley and I had a lot of dates killing people in dungeons,” responded Ryker, looking insightful while turning to look at Runner. “A lot of really deep conversations.”

“You two… you two are the worst. You make Hannah and I look normal,” Runner accused.

“Yeah, that’s fair,” answered Ryker as they moved to the back of the hotel lobby. Rene, Alex and Vince had obviously heard them and decided to add their two cents then.

“I interviewed prostitutes with Rose and Pinky,” Rene offered from ahead of them.

“I bribed, blackmailed, and bought my wives,” countered Alex.

“Huh. Now I suddenly don’t feel as bad,” Vince stated. “You’re all awful people.”

“I mean, we kinda fit in though. We just do awful things to other people rather than our partners,” Felix said.

Dorothy sighed while catching up to Edmund. She was looking over the pistol in her hands.

“You know, it makes our own story seem rather tame comparatively, but also more sweet,” said the magician, who then turned to face him with a smile.

Edmund snorted at that as they exited the lobby and moved into what looked like a hall. Only for the world to shift as they entered said hall.

Ending up in what looked to be a forest instead.

“You could say that, Dot,” Edmund whispered, as he looked to the sky above them.

Or the lack of a sky.

Above them, he could see a mirrored version of the forest they were now in. It was far above them. He was fairly certain a plane at cruising altitude would have probably hit a tree on the other planet.

“Shit,” breathed Dorothy while looking up as well.

“Wrong place, back we go,” Ryker instructed, heading back the way they came.

From this side, it looked like a burned down cabin with a doorframe hanging askew thru which was their exit from the hotel.

“This is so fucked,” Rene said with a laugh as he went by. “Kinda fun in a way. This’d be a lot of fun to practice skills in.”

Everyone began filing back through the doorway. Each person vanished as soon as they crossed the threshold.

Only to pop back into reality when Edmund did as well.

They weren’t in the hotel though.

In going back the same way they’d come from, they’d gone into what could only be described as a hospital. A hospital room, to be exact.

“This is… yeah, we’re okay here,” Ryker stated, exiting the hospital room. “We’re not far off from where we need to be. Just a couple more transfers.”

“How is this right on any level?” Edmund murmured to himself. He was starting to feel a bit overwhelmed. This was all too much, too fast for him.

From meeting what was obviously a real god, moving to other worlds, and then being dumped into a place like this. On top of that, he was struggling with the weight of lives he’d never lived.

All of them bubbling away beneath the surface.

Come on, Ellie, your seed is supposed to help, isn’t it?

Could use a hand here. Feeling a lot like an NPC and could—

A strange fluttering warmth began to spread out from his chest. One that quickly calmed his anxious mind as it started to slip away from Edmund’s control.

Thank… thank you, Ellie’s seed?

Are you self-aware? Did you respond to my needs?

There was nothing from the seed that lived inside of him. It was dormant and quiet outside of the soothing warmth it was providing him.

More akin to an animal trying to comfort an owner than a sapient lifeform.

“Runner? Ryker?” called a voice from the left.

Edmund turned to look that way as he exited the hospital room.

He’d once again shifted locations in the doing so and was now in a family home’s living room. Having exited from what looked to be a bathroom or water closet when he glanced over his shoulder.

Letting his gaze land on the speaker, Edmund found a man sitting down in a pool of what looked to be their own blood. There was a dagger in his chest and he was slumped against the wall.

Even at a casual glance, Edmund could see a resemblance in the man to Vince and Felix both. Sharing quite a few features with the two men.

“Dad?” Vince asked aloud.

“Uncle Miles?” Felix said at the exact same time. The two men had just now exited the hospital room.

Guess they really are family.

Shit.

Terrible way to come back across them, though.

“Ah… no,” whimpered the man from where he sat against the wall. “No, no, no. This… no.”

“Front door,” whispered Ryker while looking at the others.

Alex looked rather unnerved suddenly at the man’s arrival, and instead walked to the front of the home as Ryker had indicated. Sam, Ryker, and Rene went with him, the trio exiting.

Edmund didn’t linger either. He’d gotten the hint that this wasn’t a place or a spot that they were supposed to be in. That this was a family affair with the inclusion of Runner.

“Miles will not last another five minutes,” Oz reported. “I will note his time of death accordingly when he passes.

“While Miles had betrayed Runner and Runner’s forces, Miles had originally been a key asset for Runner. Not to mention, Miles is a Campbell. They as a whole are noteworthy.”

“He what?” Edmund whispered as he exited the front door, heading onto an open suburban street.

Only to end up somewhere else yet again. This time they were in some type of computer science center.

One with a great many computers humming and thrumming away. Along with chairs, half-eaten donuts, coffee cups, and a general disarray from what looked like people having been here.

Recently, too.

That they’d fled quickly and abandoned their computers and desks. Edmund could clearly see several purses that’d been forgotten or left in the rush.

“This is the spot,” Ryker croaked. “This is the spot and the time. This is now. Here and now. I thought I had more time.

“I thought… I thought that I’d misunderstood it and there would just… be more. There’s so much more to do. So much left to see. Just… so much.”

“Huh?” Edmund asked, looking to Ryker. He and Felix were the only two people who’d ever shown him an ounce of interest. Even those who worked with him at Legion had only ever treated him as a coworker and acquaintance.

The way Ryker was talking had left Edmund feeling a bit unnerved.

“Nothing. Just… thinking. Thinking that even an unseen ending is better than something never ending at all,” Ryker theorized with a click of his tongue. “Alright. This is the place. That means we’re going to be having a lovely battle. One that dictates the rest of it.”

Holding up his right hand, Ryker began to quickly fire off spells.

Computers, desks, and chairs went flying off in every direction. Knocked about and blasted from one end of the room to the other.

Another part of the room began to tear itself up out of the ground. Forming itself into walls made out of carpet, tiles, and underflooring. The centers were then filled with earth and dirt.

“Earthworks to fire from behind. For those who use ranged weapons rather than up close and personal ones,” Ryker remarked, then threw his hands out in front of himself and then spread them apart.

The ceiling, walls, and windows were all blown out with a boom. Shattering, tearing it all away and obliterating it.

Beyond the lab they were in was the infinite nothing of space.

Edmund could see stars, suns, planets, and an endless blackness of nothing beyond.

Some of the celestial objects were as big as the sun he remembered from home, some looked like specks. There was even a planet that looked very Earthlike that was easily six times the size of the moon.

Hanging over them in a strange way, yet clearly not effecting the planet as it probably should.

“Here they come. Vince, Alina, Rene, you three will be doing hand-to-hand work. Felix, Edmund, Dorothy, use those guns please,” Ryker commanded. “Gus and Warner will be showing up just after it starts and handling their own tasks.”

“What about you?” Dorothy asked, settling in behind one of the barricades Ryker had made.

“Oh, taking care of my own business, of course. Doing exactly what I’m meant to,” Ryker laughingly got out while holding both hands up in front of himself again. Multiple glowing runes began to appear in front of himself.

Runner moved up and hunkered down behind another barrier, then looked to Edmund with a smirk.

“Should never try to out-think, or out-plot, a wizard. Wizards are conniving, deadly, bastards. Make sure you get a best friend who’s a wizard,” Runner suggested. “If they’re your best friend, you never have to worry about other wizards.”

“Ha… well, I suppose that makes me the mad master of this delusion,” Ryker declared while whipping up more and more runes. “Through ages and eons I made the rules just to break them, tore down angels and rose up devils.

“While everyone else thought that they could see the end in the far distance, none of them heard the violins begin to play far earlier than they all believed.”

As Ryker spoke, he continuously threw out more and more runes. They began to create a weird, almost impenetrable shell around him with the sheer volume of them.

Across the way, in the darkness of space, several blue colored portals began to tear open.

“Ah… and that’s all there is. The game is over, there’s no more moves to make, no more rounds to bet on, it’s time to pay for the game,” Ryker called, his voice taking on a strained edge. His volume was raising with every word he spoke. “And now, as the sun is gone and the skies have fallen, where the dark is our sovereign, we can all crowd together in the impenetrable cold of the night!”

“Well that’s not morbid or overly poetic at all. So who’s got the joker?” Runner asked with a nervous laugh.

“Me,” Ryker whispered a second before the world became a blazing golden blue flame.

Endless men and women with weapons began to pour out of the portals that’d opened.

“Holy shit,” Edmund hissed before lifting his rifle up and over the barricade.

Then Ryker acted and the blue flames that’d began to color the never-ending expanse around them were smothered.

The countless spells the man had prepared began to detonate, fly off, or vanish away. Endless magical effects activated.

Explosions, holes in reality, columns of water, walls of fire, came and went faster and faster. Even lightning bolts came from the sky and annihilated soldiers as they streamed out through the portals.

All the while, Ryker pulled more and more spells up.

“Come on out then, my beloved wife!” Ryker screamed at the top of his lungs. “Let’s get a look at you before this end comes for us all!”

“Ryker, dear!” screeched a voice from everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

“The shit!?” Edmund yelled to himself.

“It’s his wife! Claire!” Dorothy answered the question, pressed in tight to the bunker next to him.

A beautiful woman with black curly hair and bright eyes stepped out of the nothingness. Forming from the inexistence of reality directly rather than moving through a portal.

“Ryker!” she called, her eyes landing on Ryker himself. She was wearing a smart black uniform that did nothing to hide her impressive figure. “I’ll free you! I’LL FREE YOU!

“I’LL FREE YOU AND WE CAN GO BACK TOGETHER AND HAVE MORE CHILDREN! OUR DAUGHTER NEEDS SIBLINGS!”

“She uh… she thinks Runner brainwashed him,” Dorothy remarked dryly a second before Claire’s hands shot up.

Crazed bolts of green lightning that quite literally broke reality as they zipped through the air began to land down and around Runner.

Some branched off and struck out at Ryker, but they looked accidental. Every attack was clearly aimed at Runner.

Then Ryker shifted the positions of his hands and his runes began to intercept Claire’s magical works. Nullifying them with each impact.

“Warning. The world is no longer stable. Reality is becoming unraveled with Claire’s attacks. While they do not target reality itself, they are nonetheless impacting it,” Oz reported in a nervous tone. “They are causing an issue with your powers and the Save-states of everyone nearby and around the area.”

“That seems a bit of an understatement,” Edmund answered.

“It is advised that Edmund seeks an escape!” suggested Oz. “The Save-states of everyone involved are suffering degradation and will become damaged!

“Your power is also no longer available. You can neither save nor load! Things are no longer controllable!”

“I mean, I get it. If I were her, from her perspective, it isn’t unreasonable,” Dorothy answered as well, as if Edmund’s comment had been for her. “In fact… I even empathize. Magic can warp emotions and thoughts. She’s not well taught and—”

More portals boomed open as more and more soldiers of both sides began spilling out into the area. Both those in what looked eerily similar to Legion black and red colors, as well as uniforms that were black and blue, or white and blue.

“Warning, reality is continuing to unravel!” Oz stated.

Edmund could only act in the situation he was in, rather than lament it.

Lifting his rifle, he began to take shots at the soldiers in opposing colors.

Like the good grunt he was.





Chapter 28




Edmund flinched as something slammed into the makeshift bunker he was behind. It sounded strangely as if someone had slammed a baseball bat into the ground.

Ducking behind the bunker entirely, Edmund tucked his head in as well.

Whatever had just struck, he really didn’t want to have his head above cover for it.

It’d only been a minute since the shooting started, but he was already convinced that dying here was more than just an option. It practically seemed a promise, considering how many soldiers on both sides were falling.

Panting, Edmund adjusted his helmet and once again wished he had the Legion version that covered his face entirely. For whatever reason, he just felt more comfortable having his brain completely encased.

“Wow, that was a really big stone-spear,” Dorothy said from beside him. She was still standing upright and using magic in an almost identical way to Ryker. Her hands held up in front of herself and rigid lines of runes sparking off continuously.

There was no mistaking Dorothy as anything other than Ryker’s student.

Then the attractive and terrifying woman glanced down at him as the spark of lightning lit up half her face. She smiled at him.

“You’re alright. I have a shield in front of us that’s working as a barrier as well as the bunker. Unless Claire decides to attack us, we’ll be fine,” Dorothy explained. “And really… she just wants to kill Runner. Nothing else matters to her at the moment.”

Slowly, Edmund got up from his crouch.

He spotted Claire floating in the air above the enemy forces. She looked as if she were a superhero hovering there. Constant streams of magical attacks flitting away from her and washing all over the shield Ryker held over Runner.

Edmund only now noticed that a woman was snuggled up under Ryker’s arm now. A woman that eerily looked far too similar to Claire. Sharing almost every single attribute with the other woman it seemed.

“That’s Shirley,” Dorothy murmured, clearly having noticed Edmund’s gaze. “She’s Ryker’s wife too. They’re very strong by themselves, but together, there is little that can stop them. Even at my best, I can just barely get them to be serious with me on their own. When they’re together… it’s like I’m a kid all over again.”

Looking ahead again, Edmund lifted his rifle.

A creature made of lightning was savaging a soldier in front of them. Teeth made of crackling bolts of power chomping down into the man’s throat and tearing it out. Only to look at Dorothy, then sprint off again.

Ah… Spark Friend… I really underestimated her. She’s worse than Alina, isn’t she? Far worse.

She’s just more unassuming so it didn’t register, really. Not as much as it should.

Damn.

As if thinking about Alina brought her to his attention, Edmund saw the winged warrior flying over the heads of the others. Battling with a man that was glowing bright yellow and fighting her with a sword.

Only for him to lose his sword as a man with grey shaded wings and another that was glowing white blew past Alina at high speed. The two men looked to be working in concert and were targeting anyone holding still.

“Ha… of course, Warner would make sure to help Alina out. Surprised to see Gus though,” Dorothy remarked and gestured at the two winged men. “That’s them. Gus and Warner. Gus has the darker wings. He’s still getting used to flying, I guess.”

A massive blob-like monster rolled toward the line of combat. It was easily sixty-feet in height and dwarfed everyone around.

Fuck, this must be how Dog feels looking up at me.

I’m like a damn cat or something to that thing.

Vince appeared and lashed out at the bottom of the gigantic blob with a glowing sword. Only for it to bounce back at him and stagger him partly.

“The hell is that?” asked the woman next to Ryker.

“I have no god damn idea,” admitted the wizard. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

There was a roar that came from a swirling blue portal that caught Edmund’s attention.

Out from inside it came a man that looked to be in his late twenties. He had oddly gray hair and brown eyes that were filled with rage and excitement.

Holding what looked like a woodcutter’s axe, the man rushed in straight at Vince.

“Ah fuck, it’s Seville,” whispered Dorothy, actually crouching down partly. It didn’t seem as if she’d done it knowingly. More out of an instinctive reflex in fact.

“Seville is bad? Wait, I’ve heard that name before, haven’t I?” Edmund asked.

Then Seville was on top of Vince.

Only to move past him and swing his axe for all he was worth at the slime monster that’d been leaning in over Vince.

An incredible thump that shook Edmund’s very bones could be felt, let alone heard.

The strange rubbery looking flesh indented around the axe. An incredibly fast swirling motion rushed through the giant slime monster.

Then a great jet of goo blasted out the back of it. It’s whole body moving with the indentation and quite literally turning inside out with the incredible force of the blow.

“MY NAME IS STEVE!” screamed the man at the top of his lungs. He planted his feet down and lifted his axe up, glaring at the closest soldiers in blue and black.

Seville, or apparently Steve, had put himself at Vince’s back.

To which Vince laughed and made a small flourish of his sword. The two men then began wading into the forces of the opposing side.

Vince neatly cut people in half and hacked off limbs with his sword.

Steve evaporated people. Every swing and swish of his axe turned people into paste and chunks.

Between the two of them, they quite literally were cutting a wide path through enemy soldiers. Butchering them as if they were nothing more than fleshy scarecrows waiting to be hacked down.

A lithe looking cat-girl of all things sauntered along behind the two men. She was wearing a silvered breastplate and a sword was held casually in her hand. Blue eyes flicked to Edmund and then away from him, focusing back on the situation around her.

Long dark-brown hair was held in a ponytail behind her head.

“My love, my love?” called the woman in an odd sing song way, her head darting around briefly before she spotted Steve and then hurried after him. Only for Steve to meet her eyes, smile, and then dive back into the fight.

“Rene?” called a voice from Edmund’s left.

Looking over, he found yet another overly pretty woman standing there that once again resembled Claire. The three of them clearly being related.

She was dressed in a black and red military-type uniform with a number of pouches that looked like magazines should go there.

Except they looked to be filled with bits and bobs of random things he couldn’t identify, though they did have a mystical flair to them.

“He’s over that way, Bianca, dear,” answered a woman directly behind Edmund.

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw yet another extremely attractive woman just behind him. She had long black hair and green eyes. She was waving a hand off to the side that Felix had moved off to.

“Keeping an eye on Felix,” added the woman with a smile. Then she met Edmund’s eyes and gave him a finger wave. “Don’t mind me. I’m just here to make sure Steve doesn’t lose himself. I’m Nancy, by the way. Nice to meet you, Edmund. You as well, Dorothy.”

“Uh, yeah,” Edmund muttered and looked ahead again.

“Oh! You’re Nancy? You must be Sevill-I mean… Steve’s invisible helper. I’ve read a lot of reports about you, but I never thought I’d meet you,” Dorothy said in an offhand way.

“How could I not be here? That recording Vince played for Steve just about floored us. We never thought we’d get a chance to fix things, you know,” answered the woman. “And by the way, Edmund, can I call you Ed? Or do you prefer Edmund? Anyway, I’d love to have a moment to chat with you later. I’d love to run a few things by you to get your thoughts.

“You’re welcome to come of course, Dorothy. Though I do hope you’ll forgive me if I shamelessly try and set him up with a few friends of mine back home. Since… since I can go home, now.

“It’s still strange to see Leena returned to how she used to look. Though it didn’t quite fix her mind. There’s still some… something wrong there, but much better than she had been. Certainly recovering more with time as well. My thanks to your god for saving us when I thought we were forever lost.”

A distant boom echoed off from the right. Edmund looked, only to find a massive column of flame going up into the sky.

The woman who’d been called Bianca had found Rene and then apparently blew some people up that were fighting him.

“Wrong time,” hissed Edmund, lifting his rifle and starting to fire off shots into the enemy once again. He was doing his best to make sure he was firing into groups of only opposing forces. If he had any through-and-through shots, they’d only strike other enemy combatants.

“No. This is not possible,” declared a voice from the far side of the mad battle.

“Very possible, Zeus you bastard!” shouted Ryker. “I’ve worked hard to counter, fix, and fuck you over at every turn! Did you think we’d just sit here and do nothing?”

There was a strange warbling shriek that almost sounded as if it were an electronic device being dropped into a tub of water. Crackling and breaking up even as it hit the surface.

Claire’s attacks suddenly cut away, Ryker’s magical barrage ended, and the battlefield became eerily silent.

“Reality semi-restored. Edmund’s power is now active. Edmund has four save-states that can be utilized, and one that is available to Edmund due to breakage of reality,” reported Oz. “I would advise that Edmund be very careful if he decides to make a Save-state. There is the possibility of it being very fragile.

“I should also note, Edmund’s previous save-states have also been damaged given the catastrophic attacks on reality that Claire utilized.”

I… oh!

What?

Really?

Edmund quickly jumped into his power and the world around him slowed down.

He saw his four save-states. Three of which he couldn’t really change or modify.

The tunnel of Save-states he really wanted to keep. As he did with his think tank with Felix.

Yet both had a border around them that was red. He could also see there was what looked almost like holes through them. As if someone had shot each a few times.

The next was the armory save he had, just after the mission had been completed and he’d found Andrea was truly dead.

I can flip back to that one.

Let’s save here just in case. I don’t want to have to go through that battle again unless I have to. If I do have to… well… then I have to.

We can just rewind to the armory save-state.

Edmund slapped down a save-state of the right now.

That left him with the save-state tunnel, the think-tank, the armory post mission, and now this, as his active save-states.

Though he did see the save where Andrea was about to die to one-side as Oz had pointed out. Edmund had the sensation that there was something else here now though.

Or someone else.

But there was no change other than the save-states.

“Hello?” Edmund tried in the absolute quiet of his power.

Oz didn’t respond.

Nothing changed in any way.

In this moment, all of time was frozen for Edmund to do as he liked with his power open. He’d often used it as a chance to collect his thoughts in the past.

Then he canceled his power and let time resume.

A vaguely humanoid shape made out of static appeared in front of them. In and amongst a number of soldiers from both sides, in fact.

With a casual swipe of its arm, it incinerated everyone around it. Each person that was struck being melted.

Or disintegrated.

They came apart in a weird way. As if they were being broken down into small squares and atomized.

“I thought I had more time. I know this is how it’s supposed to be, but I thought I had more time,” Ryker muttered almost to himself. Edmund had only heard it due to the insane quiet after the appearance of the static monster.

Ryker shoved Shirley to the side a moment before a massive blast of bubbling lightning was launched out of the static creature’s hands.

It was easily the size of a truck, and Edmund could feel the stubble on his face crisping up from the heat it was putting off. Though he didn’t for a moment doubt that Dorothy was bleeding away some of it, it was clearly an overwhelming amount of power.

Ryker stood there with a shield in front of himself for several seconds before it collapsed. Then the colossal attack struck him and went through him. Vanishing off into the distance behind them.

After a moment, only the lower half of Ryker remained. Flopping backward to the ground. The attack had literally taken the top part of Ryker and removed it.

Leaving nothing of it behind.

“RYKER! MY RYKER!” shrieked a voice. “I’LL KILL YOU ZEUS! I’LL KILL YOU! MURDER YOU! LIAR! TRECHEROUS!”

At this point, Edmund could assume the static monster was Zeus, given it reacted to the voice. It had partially turned toward its own forces when a blistering torrent of spells began to slam into it.

Spells that rent holes in the very fabric of space. Massive detonations, like thunder cracks, went off as each one snapped back on itself after the spell moved away.

Zeus was struck repeatedly, having an arm removed at the shoulder.

It was obvious the creature hadn’t expected Claire to act as she was. Nor was it able to put up much of a defense. What bulwark of magic it did raise was instantly negated by a purple arrow of slime that melted it away.

“Claire, I can—”

Zeus’ words were cut short as Shirley let out a scream and began attacking it as well. Magic attacks from two sides were pelting him and knocking him around now.

Then Zeus slid into the ground and vanished. Disappearing completely.

The soldiers of Zeus that remained were breaking apart from the forces of Runner and hightailing it out into the portals they’d come from. Leaving behind their dead and wounded without a glance backward.

Dorothy was knelt down against the bunker now, one hand to her mouth. Tears were rolling down her face as she stared wide-eyed at Ryker’s corpse.

“ZEUS!” yelled Claire who’d flown down to where the monster had vanished. “ZEUS, YOU CANNOT FLEE FROM ME! I’LL CHASE YOU FOREVER! FOREVER!

“MY RYKER! YOU TOOK MY RYKER FROM ME! MY RYKER!”

Claire lifted her hands up in fists and blasted them into the ground. Revealing a strange portal made of static beneath the ground.

Without hesitation, Claire dove into it.

Everything went absolutely quiet as a great many people all stared to what remained of Ryker.

“No,” whispered Dorothy. “No, no. This isn’t… no. No! It’s not true. It’s… no. This is because of him. It’s all because of him. It is. I know it.

“It’s because of him.”

Dorothy began to whisper to herself in a grieved way. To the point that Edmund couldn’t even actually understand what she was saying anymore.

Shirley had crumpled to the ground and was on hands and knees. Sobbing brokenly without saying anything.

Edmund spotted Runner just beyond that horrible scene and saw the man had his head pressed to the barrier in front of himself. His eyes were closed, and his face looked resolved.

I… what? This is too much.

“Ryker knew that this was the time of Ryker’s death,” Oz reported, confirming Edmund’s own thoughts, given what he’d heard the man say. “This was the end Ryker had sought and was actively looking for.

“It’s suspicious given how much Ryker… how much he… always seemed to know what was going on. He always knew what to do or how to shift the plan to meet the needs of the moment.

“It’s impossible to believe he didn’t know this was his end, given everything that happened. I will miss him dearly.”

Dorothy got up and sprinted off and away. Darting past Vince and Steve as they came back toward the rest of the group.

She whipped past them at full speed and entered a portal, vanishing.

“Dot?” Edmund mumbled as the portal slammed shut behind the woman. He couldn’t even begin to understand why she’d left with the forces of Zeus, but it was obvious something had broken in her after seeing Ryker die.

Alina landed down next to Edmund and let out a slow breath.

“A pyrrhic victory at best,” whispered the woman. “Ryker was the brain that got us here. I worked with him only briefly, but his fingerprints are on everything. Absolutely everything.”

“We need to continue the mission,” Runner growled and stood up. He grit his teeth and shook his head. “Ryker would… would tell us to continue the mission. To push on. He wouldn’t stop here, so we can’t. We have to move to the next part.

“That’s entering Zeus’ own space. Entering his own space and locking him into it. So he can’t leave it ever again. Once he’s locked there, he’ll never be able to bother anyone ever again.”

“Father… no…” Bianca whimpered quietly from beyond Runner. Rene was standing beside her with a hand on her back.

Runner winced at her simple statement and looked to one side.

“We’ll be leaving in five minutes. I have the portal stone Ryker gave me. It’ll take that long for the spell to activate since… to activate since it’s self-actuating,” Runner continued. He pulled out a rock from his pocket and threw it on the ground not far away.

It clattered across the floor and then blew up.

A small blue dot appeared in the air and began to grow. Ever so slowly expanding itself.

“Get ready,” Runner commanded. “We’ll be moving shortly. Rearm, fix whatever you need to, and prepare.”

Edmund stood there, not really sure of what to do.

He’d been rather close to Ryker. A number of meetings spent with the man, just learning how to think differently and take things at a different angle.

To view the world as an endless series of what-ifs that could be prepared for if one wished.

“I can’t believe he’s gone,” Alina choked out. “He won’t be the last either. We’re going to lose even more people on the next part of the mission.

“Oh, my son.”

Looking to the side, Edmund saw Sam crouched low over the body of Alex. He had one hand on the young man’s shoulder and the other on his face.

Alex sputtered twice and then let out a rasping chuckle.

One of his eyes had been torn out by something very sharp. Something hung out of his eye socket in a strange way and laid against his cheek.

“S’ok. I just get to roleplay as—” Alex took in a gasp and coughed again. “Roleplay as Odin on Halloween in the future. It’ll be fine.”

Looking beyond Alex and Sam, Edmund saw Felix and Vince standing with Steve. The former had been dragging a body along and then laid it out on the ground.

It was the man they’d passed on the way in.

He was quite obviously dead now.

We’ll lose even more… huh.

I can solve that though. My power makes that easy.

Edmund looked to the expanding portal.

“Do you trust me, Alina?” Edmund asked in a very soft tone.

“I… do. Yes,” answered Alina, turning to look at him.

“With your life?”

“With my life.”

“You and I are going into the portal, and then closing it behind us. No reason to risk the others. We’ll be enough.”

“Okay. I’ll grab supplies,” Alina replied and then left him there.

We’ll do the job. I just… need to get the details from Runner so I can do it.

I’ll just be honest with him a few times, lie a few times, and get the information I need. Then just keep reloading till I get it all.

Not to mention… see if I can’t figure out how to save Ryker.

Two birds with one stone.

Because there’s no way I can really leave Ryker dead.

“Edmund, the save-state that was made. It’s already damaged. The ongoing battle between Claire and Zeus is causing a great deal of damage to… to reality,” Oz reported. “Edmund’s previous save-states are also becoming more fragile by the moment. It is advised that Edmund do not reload unless Edmund is certain.

“As it’s very likely that every load will cause a save-state to fail. Edmund could, of course, make another save-state, but that would be just as fragile. Then fail upon loading.”

“In other words… it’s all hardcore mode for the most part from here on out,” Edmund said to himself.

“Edmund’s viewpoint is interesting, as what he describes as hardcore is how every other individual lives their life,” Oz noted with a curious tone. “An interesting footnote.”

Huh… maybe… I won’t reload repeatedly then.

I’ll see what I can get out of Runner, reload if I have to, and then work on Ryker.

That should be my primary goal.





Chapter 29




Edmund lifted his rifle and held down the trigger. Emptying the magazine before Zeus even appeared.

So that the moment he did, nearly every round hit him. Quite a few slamming into his head, in fact.

It did absolutely nothing.

The rounds mushroomed and fell to the ground at his feet, even as he launched his attack. The hefty and ugly attack destroying Ryker exactly as it had every other time.

The simple reality was that Edmund just wasn’t quick enough to do anything about the situation. Even if he acted instantly, there just wasn’t enough time for him to do anything.

His reflexes, senses, and abilities didn’t lend themselves to this situation well.

On top of that, his save-states were all red-bordered and looked to be problematic. This was the only stable one he had, though he could see there was some definite damage to it.

“God damnit!” screamed Edmund, throwing his rifle down on the ground. It clattered to the floor and bounced over to where Ryker’s corpse was smoking.

Sitting down on his rear end, Edmund put his hands to his face and let out a pained sigh. Shaking his head, he tried to think about how he could actually go about saving Ryker.

Everything he’d tried had ended in abject failure. There wasn’t a single idea left in his head that he felt like he hadn’t tried.

Or several variations of it.

Just shooting at Zeus had been him running out of ideas in how to fix the death moments before it happened. He just didn’t have enough time.

“Oz, if I load the armory save-state, that’ll break it, right?” Edmund asked.

“One moment,” Oz replied. “Yes, it’ll break.”

“I could put another save-state down right after I loaded though. Right?”

“Correct. It would also likely only survive one load, however. Any save-state made before the most recent event, chronologically speaking, will only survive a single load. There has been too much damage to reality due to Claire’s attacks. Claire is at a level that could be classified as being higher than that of a god’s in many ways, less so in others.”

“See, that right there… that’s why you don’t want a harem. The only men or women who would willingly get into one are broken in the head.”

“I’m fairly certain that Edmund’s bias against a harem is becoming apparent in Edmund’s stated opinion. I’m well aware that while there are those who aren’t ‘right in the head’ who choose a harem, there are many who are perfectly capable and normal life-forms.”

“—LL YOU ZEUS! I’LL KILL YOU! MURDER YOU! LIAR! TRECHEROUS!” screamed Claire.

“Oh my fucking god, Claire, shut the fuck up. I’ll save Ryker as soon as I can. Just turn the volume down for once, alright? Shit,” grumbled Edmund.

A crackling noise suddenly boomed out directly in front of him.

Flinching at the sudden an unexpected racket, Edmund looked up.

The beautiful and clearly insane Claire was standing in front of him. Her eyes were wide and gazing down at him in a way that made him feel as if he was in danger.

“You… can save Ryker?” she asked in a fractured whisper.

“Yes, you beautiful psycho. So knock the fucking noise off already. I’m already spent and burnt from trying to save him something like three-hundred times,” growled Edmund.

Claire suddenly grinned at that and let out a soft laugh. She got down in a crouch in front of him, peering at him.

“If my daughter wasn’t already seeing someone, I’d try to convince her to ask you out. You seem like the type of man needed to deal with… my family,” Claire murmured. Her eyes skittered in short hops, clearly looking across him and his face.

“I’ll pass. I’ve got a girlfriend. Or at least I think I do. I’m a one-woman kind of guy. Too weak to handle more,” Edmund answered.

“Mm, I’ve heard that before. I said the same, once. Now I just want my Ryker back. Even if I have to share him with every other woman on the planet,” Claire whispered. “You can save my Ryker?”

“I think so. Going to keep trying till I do,” Edmund confirmed. “It’s just starting to wear on me. Doesn’t matter what I do, Zeus kills him. He’s moving too fast.”

“Ooh. Ooooh! I know who you are! I know what you are!” Claire declared with a laugh. “Yes! I can see it! I see the truth in you and what you are, what you’re doing.

“Hm. Hmmm. Hmmmmm! How can I help you? How how how… oh. Your seed. Your seed comes with you. Follows with you? Yes? Yes.

“I’ll make a few quick modifications to that with a couple of spells and—”

As Claire finished speaking, a few crazed runes appeared in the air between them, scrabbled about, and then fizzled away into nothing.

Well… unsurprising they failed.

Fucking nutter.

Though… what seed is she talking about? Is she talking like… old school “my seed”? We getting medieval porno in here?

“My seed? I don’t—” Edmund stopped mid-sentence as he finally realized what Claire meant. “Yes. Ellie’s seed. It comes with me everywhere. Why?”

“I can help with that!” Claire promised with a laugh.

Dot was staring at him with wide, almost unseeing eyes at the moment, from only a few feet away.

Runner was on the other side watching with apprehension that was obvious. From how he held himself to the wrinkles in his brow.

“May I, can I, should I?” Claire asked in a musical way. Several more spells simply came and went between them.

“Yes, yes, yes?” Edmund answered.

“Oooh. Oh ho ho ho ho. Shirley, dear, once this is all done, we need to find one of our family members for him,” Claire said and turned her head, looking over to where Shirley was perched over Ryker’s body. “I’m sure you have a few daughters that’ll need an understanding hand.

“That or Ryker and I will just have to have more children so I can make Edmund become a family member! That’ll be fun, fun, fun?”

“She won’t remember any of this. Nor will you,” Edmund explained.

“Ahhh, yes, yes, I see it now. I see it. You little spider. Spinning your web everywhere. Creeping and crawling about. Yes,” Claire agreed with a small nod of her head. “I am entirely at your mercy. Your power is absolute. Yes, yes. I see it.

“How fascinating. Ryker did this, didn’t he? Runner probably pushed it through, but Ryker set it up. Set you up. My curious and clever farmer. My Ryker.”

The last was said with a strange hiss.

“Edmund should load quickly. Claire isn’t known for remaining coherent over long periods of time. It is unknown if Claire will suddenly kill Edmund,” warned Oz.

Err… yeah.

Yeah. Alright.

Edmund opened up his power-set once again.

The Ryker save, as he was calling it now, had a red border around it.

Fuck!

“To be fair, Edmund has loaded the save-state over six-hundred and fifty times,” Oz confided. “It was already fracturing when you loaded it this time.”

Edmund grimaced, and just sat there. Staring at his save-states.

“Edmund should load one more time, drop a save-state as Edmund loads, and then move into the mission proper,” advised Oz. “Edmund can consider how to save Ryker while pushing ahead with the mission.

“Edmund can also return to the Armory save-state and progress from there. There are other options available that aren’t just limited to utilizing this save-state over and over.”

Thinking on that, Edmund couldn’t deny it sounded like a good idea. Probably the best idea he had, given the situation.

If it went real wrong, he could load up from the armory, move forward, and drop a much closer save-state. Though he was somewhat concerned that he wouldn’t be able to stop Claire from attacking the way she had earlier.

If she did, that’d likely create the same distortion in reality that he’d already gone through.

“Oz, if I went through an older save-state and lived through Claire’s attack again, would it do the same damage as last time?” Edmund asked.

“I… ah… ah…”

Er, what? No immediate answer?

“The damage caused through Claire’s attacks is cumulative,” stated Oz after a short delay. “Reliving the same save-state again would increase the amount of damage that’s occurred. Should Edmund go through that life again, it is very likely Edmund will experience a confluence of echoes, as well as a guarantee that there will be a loss of information.”

“How much loss of information…?” Edmund asked, not really wanting an answer.

“It would be foolish to speculate.”

“How much?” pushed Edmund.

“At least one universe, at most several,” Oz relayed.

Several… universes? As in an entire existence?

What… the fuck?

Edmund dipped back out of his power and looked at Claire.

“Claire, your batshit attack broke the world. Any chance you can fix what you did? Or tell me how to stop you from doing it on the next pass through?” Edmund asked.

Claire blinked, grinned, and shook her head. The look she had on her face looked like it might crawl away to the back of her head, considering how her features were twitching.

“No. I’m sorry. I’m not right in the head. I’m not in the right head. I’m not right. It’s all not right. I know the truth. You don’t. Runner does. A few of them do,” Claire accused, her head turning to look at a number of people around them. Then she started to laugh. “No way to fix the not rightness so that it was more stable not rightness. Sorry, Edmund future son-in-law.”

“It can’t be fixed,” confirmed Runner. The god had crept up on Edmund and Claire and was now crouched down low next to the two of them. “You uh… you’ve been rerunning this scenario for a bit.”

Edmund blinked and looked to Runner.

Of course, he’d know.

He’s god.

“Oz says I should move forward and then come back later,” Edmund threw out almost recklessly. Right now, he needed answers, and he didn’t really have any of his own.

“A valid plan. I mean… you’ve noticed that you keep a portion of your strength and growth when you revert, haven’t you?” offered Runner with a laugh. “Felix already demonstrated that you can shift some things around and bring them with you.

“It wouldn’t be possible to have that seed trailing you along otherwise. Would it?”

Blinking owlishly, Edmund stared at Runner for several more seconds before he shook his head in admission. He hadn’t noticed that at all.

“Move forward, grow, expand, and then move back. I’ll spend some time seeing if I can’t shore up… reality… so it can handle a few more passes,” Runner offered while pulling the portal stone out of his pocket. “Claire can even help me. Can’t you, Claire? All for Ryker?”

Claire was staring at Runner and looked frightened and angry at the same time.

“I-for my Ryker. Yes! I’ll assist. I think the two of us can probably fix it. Maybe a little,” Claire conceded.

“What… what’s going on?” Alina asked, sounding frustrated and confused. “Don’t you understand what’s going on? Ryker just died! Dot ran off! Everything is just… it’s wrong!”

Edmund hadn’t noticed Dot leaving, but Alina wasn’t wrong. She’d slipped away at some point.

“Ugh… hm,” Runner mumbled and then looked to Edmund. “Well, you were planning on going by yourself through the portal, weren’t you? You go ahead and figure out what you can.”

How’d he know that I didn’t want them going?

But it wasn’t alone.

So he isn’t aware of my thoughts but maybe part of what I’m planning?

“Alina Devan Fusch, will you come with me?” Edmund asked, looking to the angelic vampire.

“Oh, he hit her with the full name,” Runner quipped. “Do you think he’s figured out the wings are handholds?”

Claire clicked her tongue, then surprisingly, laughed.

“I can see why you and Ryker get along. Damnit. I missed out on far too much,” said the woman, suddenly sounding and looking saner than what he’d seen of her.

“I mean… Zeus was in your head, Claire. It’s not entirely your fault,” offered Runner. “Ryker never gave up on you though. One of his stipulations was we had to eventually rescue you.”

Taking in a soft breath, Claire then coughed delicately into her hand.

“Yes, that sounds about right. For whatever reason, he always had a strong fascination with me. Anyway,” Claire murmured and looked to Alina. “Off you go. Don’t make the mistake I did.”

Alina opened her mouth, her elongated canines visible. Then she nodded her head, her mouth snapping shut.

“Off you go then,” Runner murmured and pointed at the now forming portal.

Alina grabbed Edmund by the collar of his armor, slapped his empty rifle against his chest, and dragged him away. Not waiting for anything else to be said.

“So! Sounds like I won’t remember any of this. I’m feeling far more… myself… in the moment, too. Pity,” Claire remarked, looking to Runner.

“Zeus lost his hold on you and… uh… well… you fell in the web, as you described it,” Runner murmured. Edmund heard the words but wasn’t sure that was what was actually said though, given how quietly they were speaking now.

“Ah! Surprising. Interesting as well. I wonder what’ll change in the future,” Claire said, much louder than Runner’s own voice. She said something else, but Edmund didn’t catch it.

Whatever it was, it made Runner laugh uproariously.

Then Alina pulled him through the portal and dropped, letting go of him. A second later, the portal snapped shut behind them. He hadn’t expected it to do that, which meant Runner had deliberately done that.

They were now in a location that seemed to be a field of never-ending chairs. Chairs of every type and color.

From strangely artistic ones that could barely be called a chair, to a simple wooden barstool, and everything in between.

“I want answers… and now, Edmund,” Alina growled and spun on her heel. He was suddenly face to face with a golden eyed beautiful vampire that had blood splattered up one side of her face and into her hair. “Especially with you throwing around my name like that. A name I most certainly didn’t tell you.

“That and I’m kinda pissed Dot ran off and you didn’t even chase after her.”

“Right… okay. Yeah. I can do that,” Edmund started. “We’ll start with my power, I guess… and you know what, I did chase Dot. Several times. She just slapped me every time I ran her down and then blasted me with magic.

“Nearly killed me once. Anyway… my super power—”

It took Edmund ten minutes to convey everything for her to understand it. Then he only had to answer a few questions for her to grasp the entirety of the situation.

When it was all said and done, it hadn’t really taken that long.

All the while they’d marched through the empty landscape of chairs.

Endless rows of chairs.

Though it looked to Edmund as if she still had a question she wanted to ask, but couldn’t.

“The… confluence of echoes you described,” Alina finally got out, as if the words themselves had been held back by her teeth. “Were there any lives where we ended up… with each other?”

Ah?

Ah.

Ah… I… ah.

Edmund felt his tongue cling to the roof of his mouth as if it didn’t want to move until his brain had caught up. Then his thoughts started forward once again.

“Yes. There were times that we ended up together,” he confirmed and couldn’t tear his eyes from what looked as if someone had attached a giant dildo to a wooden chair.

Huh.

Well.

Someone had fun with that one, I guess. Seems a bit of an odd one out here though. Then again… a lot of these look like used chairs.

That means that they haven’t all been here forever.

Why the fuck would someone set this up? It’s fucking mad.

“Kids?” Alina asked.

“What? There’s kids here?” Edmund replied, his rifle snapping up to his shoulder in a hurry.

“No. I mean… did we have kids?” Alina asked in a tentative voice.

An odd memory surfaced from deep within. A memory of having to try often with Alina to have kids as she wasn’t sure she could have them.

Given what she was.

They’d ended up with two, though with a considerable amount of effort on Edmund’s part. Not that he had complained at the time.

“We often had two. Took a lot of work. Neither of us complained about it,” he said quietly. Admitting to a woman you were only fairly close with that you knew her intimately, repeatedly, and put kids in her, in a different world, wasn’t an everyday conversation.

“Oh. Oh, good. I can have kids,” whispered Alina, and then followed it by a chuckle then a hitch in her breath. “Wait, did I ever have kids with anyone else?”

Edmund blinked at that and searched his memories.

He had no knowledge of her ever having had kids when they hadn’t paired up.

“Not that I know of?” he answered.

“Then you obviously used your power to make whatever low percentage chance it is to actually happen. Damnit,” Alina hissed with a small shake of her head. “Oh, what’s this? Something different? I thought it was just a really big chair.”

Ahead of them was a small, simple, wooden doorframe. It looked rather small and cramped. Like they could get through it, but only if they got on their belly and crawled.

And had someone else push them through or pull them out the other side.

Considering he couldn’t see through the other side, yet it was a doorway that was freestanding, it was obviously their exit.

This was their destination.

“At least we found our exit,” Alina bitterly complained. She’d clearly been rather bored wandering through this.

A man popped out through the doorway.

He was covered in blood, both of his eyes were missing, and it looked as if there were giant claw marks across his face. He squeezed, struggled, and pushed at the doorframe.

Trying to wriggle his way out and to the side Edmund was on.

With a massive convulsion, the man let out a groan, then a massive amount of blood was spewed out of his mouth. As if something had blown up his heart and lungs from the inside.

The man had gotten his shoulders past the doorframe and was now partially wedged against it. His armpits resting against each side.

Letting out a loud groan, he laid down on the grass and lay there. Twitching to and fro.

The man then shook as if something had a hold of him on the other side. 

As if pulled by a great deal of force, the man’s arms were forced upward with terribly cracking noises.

Then he vanished through to the other side of the doorway.

“I… I think I’d like to walk through the sea of chairs a bit longer,” Alina remarked, looking to Edmund with a pale face. “See if there’s another exit.”

“That’s a vibe I can appreciate,” muttered Edmund.

But he knew better.

Ryker didn’t do anything by half measures.

If they were here, they were here to likely take the first door they came across.

“Fucking crying shame that this really is our exit though,” Edmund continued after a pause.

“I’ll… go first then. Just make sure you pay me back on my next life if I get stomped on or whatever,” growled Alina, getting down on her knees next to the doorframe.

Adjusting her clothes and the sword she’d brought with her, she looked nervous.

Then she looked up at him and her eyebrows went up.

“I ever do this before?” she asked suddenly, motioning down to her kneeling position.

“What… err… this? I mean… on my birthdays and stuff like that. You weren’t really into it,” Edmund replied. “Uh, I mean, you always did it really well when you did it, that is. You just weren’t into doing it outside of special occasions.”

What a weird question to ask. I guess it’s because we were talking about kids and stuff.

“That’s not what I— I deserved that… I… I deserved that,” hissed Alina, who then got down on her hands and knees and went through the doorway.

“Oh, you meant this moment in time. Nope. First time,” Edmund said, and then put his hands to Alina’s rear end and began shoving.

The quicker she got through the better.

“Hey, hey! Watch your fingers you—”

Alina got her feet under her and scrambled through. Leaving Edmund with memories of how her rear end felt.





Chapter 30




Edmund was quick to get down low and scurry through the doorway after Alina. He’d only barely managed to get his head and shoulders through before he could see the other side.

He’d exited into a location that could only be described as a hellscape.

Literally and figuratively.

“Oh, uh, heh, welcome to hell,” Edmund mumbled as Alina dragged him into a standing position.

She looked confused, though also far too at ease at the same time. As if being dropped into hell really wasn’t that terrible of a situation for her.

“I guess,” she allowed with a sniff. “Reeks of justice though. A lot of it. There’s obviously a great deal of injustice as well but… overwhelmingly, justice.”

“I… that… ah… is it because those that belong in hell are receiving what they deserve?” Edmund offered up in a strained voice.

While Alina didn’t seem perturbed in the least, Edmund had a distinct sense of dislike for this place already.

It made his skin crawl. He had goosebumps up and down his arms and legs. The very air he breathed felt almost as if he were breathing over a firepit.

“Oh. Oh! Yes. That’s a very good point. It’s exactly as it should be. That makes almost perfect sense. Especially with me being an instrument of Retribution, Redemption, and Revenge,” mused Alina, followed by a chuckle. “Boy, this is another one of those too perfect to be coincidences again. Ryker really outdid himself this time.”

The mention of Ryker brought both of them up short. Obviously, Alina had forgotten that he was no longer among the living.

“You really can save him, right?” Alina pressed suddenly, turning to look at him.

“I don’t know,” confessed Edmund honestly. “There’s a lot of problems around the whole thing.

“Problems that seem to be lining up in a way to make it impossible for me to get his ass out of this fire. Problems that almost seem hand constructed to make it damn near unthinkable that I could succeed.

“Any save-state I open is going to collapse the moment I do it. The world itself is unstable. All I can do now is figure out the mission and see if I can’t find some random power up, or solution, I hadn’t considered yet.”

“In other words… Runner told you to just go on because it couldn’t be done,” Alina stated flatly. “Or he’s hoping for some sort of… miraculous intervention. A Deus Ex machina moment where the damn eagles show up and fly everyone off to safety for no reason, but can’t drop them where they actually need to go. For reasons.”

Edmund didn’t say anything.

He just considered Alina’s words and what they meant. Considered if this really was just a way to get Edmund to move on since the situation with Ryker wasn’t something he could actually fix.

“That’s something he’d do. Break you off the path you’re on in an attempt to get you on the correct track,” offered a feminine voice somewhere over his head. “Before you ask, my name is Srit. I’m stepping in for Oz here. He’s a bit… tied up… right now.

“With Ryker passing on, a whole bunch of work that he’d been doing now falls to a bunch of other people to handle.”

I-yeah.

Yeah.

That makes too much sense all the way around.

Damnit.

“Sorry,” mumbled Alina, looking rather sheepish. “I’m not any good at this kind of stuff. My life has been kinda weird. Still getting used to having a more… human… outlook.”

“It’s fine. For now, let’s just concentrate on getting out of this. Since we’re already this deep… Srit… which way are we going?” Edmund asked aloud. “And before you ask, Srit is like a helper thing. It used to be a guy named Oz, but he’s apparently busy.”

Alina only nodded her head. Her ability to be surprised was quite suppressed.

“Yes? Yes! I’m delighted to be of service. Goodness it’s been a while since I’ve done things like this, but I’m rather excited about it,” murmured Srit with a warm laugh. “Not to mention an actual conversation! Admittedly it’s a bit odd with how slow it feels but… beggars can’t be choosers!

“Ah! Yes! I’ve found the exit for you. You need to move ahead to that large rocky thing ahead of you. It’s actually a building. The local architecture isn’t very good, but given you’re in a version of hell, that’s not a surprise.”

It only took a glance at the pools of lava in the distance, broken chunks of black rock, and the extreme lack of any and all vegetation in this red and black nightmare-land for Edmund to confirm Srit’s point.

“Big rock ahead of us. It’s a building,” Edmund relayed.

“Yes!” Srit confirmed. “Inside there will be an exit door that’ll lead elsewhere when you go through it. For everyone else, it’ll just look like a bathroom.”

“We’re going into a bathroom,” Edmund finished.

Alina clicked her tongue, then began marching forward. Her right hand came up at her side and she summoned a sword of bright golden light.

“What was our first date like?” she asked.

“You got drunk and threw up on my lap while I drove you home,” Edmund answered quickly.

The memories of Alina were readily available if he tried to push just a bit. They weren’t crowding him out thankfully though.

“Ugh. I’m an awful bitch, aren’t I?” grumbled Alina as they went forward. “Let me guess, then I tried to make up for it the next day and screwed up again somehow.”

“Uh, we had sex. A lot of it. All day. You were kind of in the worst depression you’d ever be in and used me as a therapist and lifeline. I didn’t mind,” Edmund said instead. “In the other timeline… you lost a lot of people important to you. I only knew their names and some vague relations to you but… it was a lot. Names like Maya, Daria, and Warner.”

Alina went silent but she looked very thoughtful as they moved on.

Several “demons” came out to look at them and then promptly ran away. Sometimes screaming.

Alina was more than just anathema to them, Edmund guessed.

Entering the building, Edmund was surprised to find once again it didn’t match his expectations at all. Though by this point he really shouldn’t have been.

“This whole thing is like… like… backrooms. Dot showed me those videos,” Alina whispered, looking around at the stark-white office like interior they’d entered.

It was like being in an office building now.

“Ha… yeah, I get that. It’s kinda similar,” Edmund agreed and reached up to run a finger along the edge of a banner.

It read “over sixty billion served!” and had a number of signatures across it.

“I’m not sure if I should be impressed or terrified that hell has a corporate side,” he said.

“Both?”

Alina reached out and opened a door that was to one side. It swung inward easily and revealed an interior that was a giant stadium.

They were now looking out onto a green field on a sunny day for what looked to be football. The stands were absolutely filled with people.

Playing at a volume that made Edmund want to put his hands over his ears, was the chicken dance song.

In unison, the entirety of the audience clapped three times together.

Surprisingly, Edmund had felt the compulsion to do the same as soon as he heard the song hit the correct section.

As soon as the song picked up the start of the cadence, there was a loud howl from many of those in the seats.

“What… what is this?” Alina asked.

“Hell, I guess,” Edmund answered, and then promptly had to deny the need to clap three times as the song looped back around. His hands were full anyway, so it wasn’t that hard.

“The chicken dance is a hell? Seems odd to me,” Alina murmured and dismissed her sword with a flick of her hand. Then began making the hand gestures to the beat of the song, then flapping her arms. Then quickly began rotating back and forth. “I did this in grade school.”

She clapped three times.

“I… I can’t stop? I can’t stop,” Alina said with her eyes widening. Going through the chicken dance once again.

Edmund reached out and pulled the door closed. He now understood why it was hell.

Doing the chicken dance unendingly seemed like torture. Absolute torture.

“Do we even bother with the next door?” Edmund inquired.

“The ‘bathroom exit’ is in one of the hell rooms in a secret break area,” advised Srit. “The… the chicken dance hell was not the right room. Keep searching.”

“We have to check all the rooms apparently. We’ll just be careful about it,” Edmund said as if the words were a curse. Pulling open the next door he paused to look inside.

All he could see was a great deal of older men and women sitting in what he’d seen a number of times in class when they forced everyone to watch C-SPAN.

Some type of meeting for congress.

“— passes with an overwhelming majority,” declared an old man at the center of the political dog and pony show.

“Not this one,” Srit said.

Edmund shook his head, closed the door, and then went to the next one. He gave the doorknob a quick pull.

“— legal from here forward. With this, it’s locked permanently into the laws of this country,” said an old man in the exact same setup that Edmund had seen in the other one.

He paused and did a double take. This really was filled with different people but was a similar situation.

“Not this one either,” Srit reported.

Edmund pulled the door closed and hesitated.

“What was that?” Alina asked before he could.

“The first one was hell for one political party, heaven for the other. The second was the other political party in a reversed situation,” Srit stated, though she sounded distracted. “Their heaven and hell overlap it seems. Amusing and ironic.”

“Boomer politics,” Edmund hissed and threw a thumb over his shoulder.

“I’m technically a boomer,” Alina offered with a wide grin.

“You look like a camgirl that does fitness modeling on the side” countered Edmund moving to the next door. “Boomer, my ass.”

Opening it, he found he was looking out at an endless ocean. There was a short platform directly in front of him that spread out around the door for a short way.

Taking a step out onto the platform, Edmund looked down and around.

The platform was quite literally floating in the air.

He had no idea why, or how, but it was clearly levitating.

Twenty feet or so below, was the ocean as far as he could tell. Since it seemed endless in any direction, it felt an appropriate description.

Bobbing in the water were a multitude of people. All of them treading water while gentle swells moved them almost imperceptibly.

A recognizable and almost impossible to miss musical cue sounded from somewhere above. The simple two-note progression simple and horrifying for anyone in the water who’d ever seen the movie.

Except it was already in the mid-phase of the theme and was quite fast.

Edmund saw the shark then. A massive and obvious Great White, and it was heading right for a small group of people who were all screaming now. Floating in the water like tiny ducklings that couldn’t fly yet.

It reached the group and sprang out of the water. Turning sideways and opening its mouth wide.

Except… Edmund didn’t hear the accompanying musical sting he expected.

“Let’s go hunt! Doo doo doo doo doo doo,” shrieked the shark as it bit one of the people in half. Letting the top half flop about in the water and start to sink as the man struggled with only his arms now.

“Oh that’s just fucked,” Edmund murmured, memories of his sister’s childhood springing up out of nowhere.

The juxtaposition of the two franchises made his head hurt.

“This is the exit,” Srit stated. “The bathroom is out from here and to the left. Go in, open the second stall door, and then go through that. That’ll take you to the next phase. Though… it’ll get much harder from there.

“I can understand where Ryker wanted the party to go, what the goal is, but… but it’s also going to put you in combat.

“And… by the way… you can’t save going forward from there. Everything is an all in one go of it. I think you can load, but I’m not sure.”

Given that if I load anything it’ll break, that means I need to go forward as best as I can.

That doesn’t mean I won’t load if I have to, but I’d prefer not to.

“Let’s go hunt! Doo doo doo doo doo doo,” declared the shark as it swam around the half dead man and then nipped off the arm of a screaming woman. “Let’s go hunt!”

“Alright, I’m sold on not going to hell,” Alina mumbled while following Edmund onto the platform. “Going to make sure I’m a good girl going forward.”

“This is the one we want. Bathroom’s that way,” he said and led Alina away.

The musical cue had faded and was gone now. Left with only the screams of those below and the water they would eternally wade in.

Not waiting, the two of them found a door with a simple male-female placard above it and opened the door. Passing through it, they exited out into something that would likely be better than where they had been, but Edmund was still expecting something to happen.

“Where the shit are we now?” Alina grumbled, looking around as Edmund did the same.

They were standing in a strangely open room with chairs, tables, and desk as the only furniture. The decor looked as if it’d been designed by someone who really liked the look of stainless steel.

Everything was metal or a metal-like color.

It was strange to say the least.

Hell, only the ceiling tiles aren’t metal. Given that I can see a space between the tiles and the ceiling, it looks like they’re using it to run electrical and venting through it.

Edmund looked back down from the ceiling to what the real concern was.

Which was that this area was filled with corpses as far as the eye could see in every direction. There was no end to the bodies that were piled up on top of each other.

The only open spot to stand that wasn’t on a body, was where the door had opened and pushed the bodies out of the way.

Glancing back, Edmund saw the door they’d exited apparently led to what looked to be some type of glass windowed lab environment, filled with microscopes and other various bits of unidentifiable machinery.

“So… are we in a horror movie, or a horror video game,” Edmund muttered. “Cause if it’s a movie, chances are that we both die unless we find some extras soon. If it’s a horror video game, well… heroines usually die or get captured early on to fuel the call to arms.”

Alina snorted at that and looked at him dead in the eye.

“Do you really think you’d be the hero in a game?” Alina asked and summoned her flaming golden sword. “I’ll try to rescue you swiftly. I promise. Don’t let the evil queen turtle monster have her way with you till then.”

Edmund could only laugh at that.

It was a nervous laugh.

A strained one.

They were making jokes, but the scent of blood and meat was overwhelming him. It made him feel sick.

And slightly unnerved.

He couldn’t rely on his power as frequently as he had previously. Everything was getting further and further from his point of safety.

Spiraling rapidly out of control and leaving him with almost nothing to cling to as a net beneath him, should he fall from this tight rope.

“They’re not corpses,” Alina said, her entire body going rigid in an odd way. “They’re not bodies. They’re zombies.”

“I beg your pardon?” Edmund asked.

Alina grabbed him by the collar and then physically threw him through the ceiling. He could barely gather his wits as he went smashing through the tiles and landed on top of a vent.

“Fuck!” Edmund squeaked out, his rifle slamming against him, then the vent as he landed on it. It was attached to him by the sling, but it was now hanging from him and dangling below. “The hell are you—”

The corpses, or Zombies as Alina more accurately pointed out, began rising up. Clambering over one another and all turning toward Alina, who threw out her wings to each side.

Bright golden light began to pour out of her. Pooling around her in an aura.

“My turn to actually do something. Finally. I’ve felt absolutely worthless so far and more of a hindrance,” Alina said and then brought her sword around in a flat arc. Taking the head off a zombie that was close to her.

Her eyes were glowing with more than just the paranormal luminescence they often held when she got into her powers. There was no mistaking her excitement for the situation.

Given her statement and the look of her, she’d been feeling like an anchor being dragged around rather than an active participant in the mission.

Edmund worked at pulling his rifle up and trying to get it into position in front of himself. Holding it awkwardly, he did what he could to get it up and where he could look down the sights of it.

Then realized he couldn’t. Not with any real hope of hitting anything and being confident in his ability to not strike Alina.

The vent wasn’t that small, but it was still not large enough for him to hold his rifle and remain dangling on the structure. More so if he wanted to aim well and actually get shots on target.

That meant, as far as his rifle was concerned, it was a glorified gravity device.

All it was good for was weighing him down.
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Alina was more similar to a living blender than the woman Edmund knew at the moment. Her blade was whipping out and coming back with such speed that it was hard for him to follow it.

I mean, I’m really just a human with an extra-ordinary power set.

Aren’t I?

I’m not stronger, not faster, not better trained.

I’m very… very mundane and boring when it comes to my physical abilities. I’m just your everyday person.

Staring down at Alina as she continued to impersonate the Tasmanian Devil with an edgy teenager face that involved swords, Edmund felt powerless and without any use. That at this junction, he was as useful as his rifle.

Should have brought the pistol. Then I’d at least have a chance to do something.

As he watched, the world started to slowly blur for him.

After-images began to appear, as well as what looked like where Alina would be going next. A strange and almost vertigo-inducing kaleidoscope situation where what he saw, where Alina was, and where she’d been, were all moving in sync.

Just in different “times” as it were.

“Srit, am I going insane?” muttered Edmund. “I’m seeing shit.”

“I ah… what?” replied the feminine voice. “I can’t see what you see, Edmund. Can you describe it to me?”

“I think I can see the past, present, and future at the same time,” he mumbled, doing his best to watch where Alina would be going next. It was to intercept a zombie that’d stumbled to one side and bumped against a wall.

Then she was there, her sword clipping its head off neatly and sending it crashing bodily to the ground. Just as he’d seen the ghostly image do before it happened.

“I’m really not sure. I’m sorry. That sounds very different from what your power should be. Or at least what Oz told me about it,” Srit answered apologetically. She had far more emotion to her than Oz ever did. If Edmund wasn’t feeling like he might or might not throw up he could probably appreciate that fact more.

“What I can say is… I’m… detecting changes in you that shouldn’t be there,” Srit stated. “If Oz were here… he’d probably say something about you having a divergence that was ten percent to what was expected of you, and it’s rising.”

“I’m divergent?” Edmund whispered as he watched Alina slip partially on a zombie’s guts, only to then get bitten on the face when she lost her balance.

Or the future version of her, at least.

“Step back,” Edmund warned loudly.

Alina hesitated at his sudden call out.

The future Alina fluttered away into nothing, only for a new one to appear. It took a step away and moved away from the spot she’d been heading toward.

Things are happening at weird speeds. That felt slower than it should’ve been, and faster than it should’ve been. What the fuck?

“Your… your divergence just increased to twelve percent,” Srit warned. “Whatever you’re seeing, is definitely due to some type of change that’s ongoing.

“I know this is the location that Ryker was expecting everyone to be in, but… but your divergence is outside of expectation. I can’t explain it, but whatever you’re seeing isn’t something you should be seeing.

“I can only hypothesize that whatever… whatever Claire did to you, whatever those spells were, changed you.”

“Wait, those spells worked? I thought they were just fizzling out,” Edmund whispered, watching as Alina kept working to clear the area. She’d already dropped more than half of the zombies.

“Yes, they all worked. They were all cast successfully. None of them seemed harmful, but I couldn’t identify or understand most of them,” Srit reported. “She’s… not normal. Her way of doing things is absolutely outside of normal. Outside of normal but also… incredibly effective.”

“Great,” Edmund said, then saw a zombie stumble out of a hall and latch onto future Alina. “Left side doorway.”

Alina’s blade paused in its stab, and jerkily went off to the left instead, where he’d warned.

Slashing through the hall, the frame of it, and the wall, she drew it back and went back to her grizzly work. The zombie that’d been in the hall had its head bisected at an odd angle, but it was no longer a threat.

“Next?” called Alina, standing in the center of the room. There were zombies slowly closing in on her, but she wasn’t in any immediate danger.

“Dunno. I’ll… I’ll say something when I see it,” Edmund answered and shook his head slightly. He was starting to feel worse by the second. As if he were halfway through an exercise drill. “Srit… am I seeing future save-states or something?”

“I don’t know? Try… saving and I’ll take a look at it?” offered Srit.

“That’d tire the fuck out of me. Also, I thought I couldn’t save?”

“You can’t. It’ll just shatter as soon as you do it and then you’ll take the rebound. It won’t even over-write any of your save-states, it’ll just fail. But I’d be able to look at it briefly,” she answered.

Edmund groaned, then realized he didn’t have a choice. Having Srit’s opinion on this would be better than not.

Focusing on the future Alina, Edmund tried to put down a save-state down just as Srit had asked. A save-state that didn’t actually attach to any of his existing ones.

Just as she said, it came into being, then failed outright. Never even coming close to over-writing any of his existing saves.

“You’re… definitely seeing a limited future event as if you were constantly laying down a save-state. It’s not stopping either. It’s just growing in time dilation and how far it goes,” warned Srit.

Edmund had started to suspect that when it was now feeling like the world was pausing, playing out the future, then unpausing to begin that event.

It was all playing hell with his senses and ability to differentiate what was what anymore.

“I can’t help,” murmured Srit.

The future progressions grew longer with each pass. To the point that he was now spending more time watching into the future, than what was actually being acted out.

“Aenor, could use a hand,” whispered Edmund suddenly, turning his thoughts to the seed that dwelt within him. That’d been the only comfort for him the last time he’d felt over-run. He hoped that she could help him again.

This time, however, there was no response, and nothing changed.

The future kept playing out further and further.

Even as Edmund lost his grasp on reality.

“Edmund? Are you back?” Srit asked at the same moment that the future snapped back to the present. He’d just watched several days outward of nothing but the inside of this room.

With nothing but the clock ticking by to keep him entertained since he couldn’t move. He’d watched it go around and around while counting the passes.

That was after spending a day and a half doing the same thing before that.

“I think so,” he croaked out, then laid his head down to the vent.

“I’m glad to hear it. It looked like you were about to go into another loop when it suddenly ended. Though… I have no idea why. Or even how,” Srit stated. “Did anything change?”

“No? No,” Edmund got out and then lifted his head up fractionally to look around. He saw Alina cutting away. Lopping off arms and heads in equal measure. Doing anything to the torso seemed counter-productive for her and she was obviously avoiding it.

As he focused on Alina, he watched as her future self slowly seeped out of her and began going through the motions he’d seen her go through many times before.

Wincing, Edmund tried to turn his attention elsewhere.

The future Alina snapped back into herself.

I can… stop it?

I can stop it!

Okay. Okay, fantastic.

“Is this a permanent change?” asked Edmund. Watching as Alina slowly moved forward. “There’s nothing left on the left. Or around you. They’re all in that small office across the way, but I can’t see what happens over there, Alina.

“Might want to draw them over here so I can keep an eye on you.”

“Right… yeah… uh… yeah. We should talk about what you’re talking about later. You didn’t mention any of this before,” growled Alina through grit teeth.

“New thing. Just happened. Almost died I think,” confessed Edmund. “Maybe? Claire did something that messed with me. My powers.”

“Yes, it’s certainly permanent and whatever Claire did… she definitely made a mess of it at the same time.

“I’m at a loss at how this is even possible. It’s more tangled than a mile long ball of yarn that someone stuck in a bread maker and left on high,” grumbled Srit. “I’m… I’m working at it, but I don’t think I’ll make much progress.”

“I’ll stay here then. I’d rather remain in your sight. It’s been… helpful… since you can obviously see what I can’t,” Alina stated and then took another step back. She planted her feet, obviously forced herself to relax, and then simply stood there.

Edmund stared at her and let himself focus on her. Willing the future to show him a path. Even if he already felt sick to his stomach and weak, he didn’t think this would be a problem if he just let it roll out a short distance.

Looking at the clock he could see he was roughly two seconds ahead, and that time was still moving forward even as he watched.

“Your powers are getting weirder,” Alina stated. Then said again two seconds later.

“Yeah,” Edmund muttered. “Yeah… they are. Srit doesn’t think this is how it’s supposed to be, either. That makes me rather nervous.

“My powers tend to break things I’ve found out. Worried it’ll break me instead now.”

“It might,” admitted Srit. “It might. I’m sorry. None of this makes sense. I have Oz digging into this in a different way while I’m working on the… the way it was cast. We’re doing what we can. I just… I really don’t think we’ll make progress.”

Oz is subservient to her.

What… does that make her, then? Something similar to Runner?

It’s just getting worse and worse. Deeper and deeper. This is all just… just… I should’ve just stayed with Romina.

Edmund’s thoughts went back to the broken look Felix had. He realized that while he lamented the loss of the life had with Romina, he couldn’t handle the look Felix had worn.

With everything Felix gave him, there really wasn’t any way he could just leave it the way it was. This was something he had to do.

“Cute. Very… cute. You can explain to me how you’re doing that after I pull out your guts,” hissed a voice.

Edmund couldn’t see the speaker.

It was someone out of sight and beyond the extent of the room. They sounded to be on the younger side but not as young as Edmund or Romina.

“Skipper!” hissed Alina, her wings shooting out from her on each side. They spread wide and began to glow almost violently. Even Alina’s eyes were now emitting light, and the blade in her hand began to radiate light in a blazing way.

“Skipper? What, like Barbie’s little sister?” Edmund asked before his brain caught up to the situation.

“I… you… I’ll fucking kill you,” said the woman from earlier whose name was Skipper.

“You can come down, Edmund,” growled Alina. “Skipper isn’t a combatant. She’s just impossible to kill, really.”

“I don’t know about that. I killed your little friend pretty good. Miles, too,” offered Skipper in return.

“My little friend? What are— you mean Maya? Ha. Runner fixed that as soon as he arrived. You know, when you ran away,” Alina spat out with a loud laugh. “As far as Miles goes… I don’t know. Never met him. Don’t know him.”

Edmund wriggled around on the vent and then slowly let himself drop down one side of it. He hit the ground with a thump and then snapped his rifle up to his shoulder.

Lining it up on where the speaker’s voice had been coming from.

Standing there, he stared into the darkened meeting room that he was certain Skipper was in. He couldn’t see them though.

The lights were turned off and they’d deliberately put themselves at the back of it. Not to mention the glass walls of the room were reflecting what light they had back, rather than illuminating the interior.

A tongue click in an annoyed tone was the only thing that came back from the darkness in response to Alina’s words. Whoever this Skipper was, they were playing this very cautiously.

Peering into the dark, Edmund focused on it. He let his mind begin to drill into that area and the person inside.

He wanted to see what would come next for them.

“What… what’re you doing?” demanded Skipper.

“Wondering if you’re as flat as the skipper I remember my sister had,” Edmund answered somewhat honestly. He’d gotten his sister a skipper doll, and she’d complained that she didn’t have boobs like barbie did. “When they said ‘little sister’ I really under-estimated it.”

Alina laughed at that, the blazing glory that was the aura surrounding her losing some of its crackling edge. It became warmer somehow without seeming as fierce.

There was no future movement from inside the meeting room. Edmund saw nothing shift or change at all. The only reason he knew it was working at all was that a ceiling light had been knocked loose and was dangling down.

Slowly swinging back and forth as it hung there.

It was moving in the future sense as well as the present, so his modified power was clearly active.

“Can I go in?” asked Alina. Eagerly. She clearly wanted to go fight this woman.

Edmund focused a bit more sharply and extended the future time up to five seconds. There was still no change.

“Yeah, I’ll keep an eye on it,” Edmund muttered.

A woman that was neither attractive nor ugly rushed out of the meeting room then. She had brown hair, blue eyes, and a normal figure.

She was trying to bolt through the doorway and down a side hall. Back toward what was likely an exit of some sort.

Edmund pulled his rifle up more tightly into his shoulder, aimed it to the spot she’d be running through, and began moving forward. Closing the distance from where he was to where she’d be.

Even if he missed the first several shots, he could rail her in the back.

In fact, he could see countless future versions of her being drilled as she came out the door, turned the corner, or started running down the hall. All of them starting with her making weird body gestures, then falling to the ground in a heap of bullet-riddled flesh.

“Stop it,” Skipper said loudly. “Right now. Stop that.”

“I haven’t done anything to you. Yet,” cursed Alina, moving toward the meeting room.

“No. The future is my domain. Mine! I don’t know what you’re doing but I won’t allow it. I’ve been nice so far but you’re pushing me,” Skipper warned.

The number of women trying to escape the meeting room increased in numbers. Drastically and to the point that it looked more as if a marathon was being run by thousands.

All of them desperate to get out of the meeting room.

Each and every one of them fell to the ground, gunned down by Edmund as he simply tracked their strange movements, and unloaded the magazine into them. Out of all the possibilities she was apparently going to take, she died in all of them.

It left Edmund feeling very strange.

As if she could see the outcomes as clearly as he could. Which, given her statement, didn’t feel that wrong in his mind.

“You were just renting it I guess?” Edmund offered. “I’m new to the neighborhood but I like it here. You were here to kill us I suppose? Well, time to die.”

“No!” shrieked the woman.

There was a vibrating hum that filled everything in the office space for a second before a number of walls, desks, windows, monitors, and chairs, all blew up. As if they were turned inside out, they sprayed out in every direction without any visible force.

A great deal of it slammed into Alina and himself.

Or so Edmund saw in the future. He was still running everything forward so nothing was a surprise to him.

“Down! To the ground! Left!” he warned and then dropped down behind a metal cabinet that didn’t explode. He heard Alina slam into the floor a moment before everything blew up.

In the roaring sound of debris clattering around, Edmund realized he needed to move. If he didn’t have eyes on this person, they’d get away without him being able to do anything about it.

Fact of the matter was, this was probably a distraction.

Popping up over the top of the cabinet, he leveled his rifle at the place he vaguely remembered that Skipper would be sprinting to. The exit she’d been rushing for.

Just in time to catch a future image of her entering the hall, then dropping to the ground. Blood splattering the hall in front of her and painting it in a bright red splotch.

Edmund was just fast enough to cut off her future exit in the present.

“Damn you!” cursed Skipper.

Magical fire began to roar out of the meeting room. There was so much of it that there was no way Edmund could figure out how to instruct Alina in dodging it.

He could barely see how he’d get through it himself, really.

“Get out, Dev!” he said instead, pushing on a pet name that he’d often called her in their non-existent lives.

Alina didn’t wait.

She stood up, pivoted to one side, and dove through an office window. Vanishing inside a moment before the room became an inferno of pure flames.

Edmund let his rifle go, then moved forward and to the left. To one of the few spots the fire wouldn’t wash over immediately.

Except the fire wasn’t what he was actually concerned about.

The physical manifestation of fire was a serious concern, for sure.

But it wasn’t what killed people.

Heat killed people.

That wasn’t something he’d be able to see with his newfound ability.

Haha, let’s hope I can stand the heat. Since I can’t get out of the kit—

Then the room became flame.
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Tucking his face into his legs, putting his arms over his ears and head, sticking his hands into his armpits, Edmund squatted down. He was going to sacrifice the back of his head, back, and backs of his arms to protect his vital bits.

He had no doubt that it’d hurt and that his skin might look like a melted candle, but it was better than losing his sight.

Or his fingers, really.

Even with that said, he wasn’t prepared for the pain.

The immediate stink of burnt hair and over-roasted beef hit him instantly.

Except it wasn’t beef, it was him.

When the fire fell away, when the heat died out, Edmund turned, spun, lifted his rifle, and began firing into the meeting room. In short bursts, he walked his rifle back and forth. His anger and pain acting as punctuation for each burst.

No more magic came out to greet him.

In fact, his future sense was dialed up in a crazy way at the moment. Shadows twisted and turned as he blindly fired. There was a strain on his mind that he couldn’t explain either.

As if he were working at a rather difficult brain teaser. Flipping the words over and over in his mind and slowly chewing away at it.

He had no idea if he was actually hitting anything with his random shots, however. He didn’t know if he was doing much of anything other than forcing Skipper to one side of the meeting room.

But his plan was simple and he was moving with a goal.

Close the distance, fire in such a way to put her into the corner, put in a fresh mag, kill the bitch.

“Bastard!” shrieked Skipper with pain in her voice.

When he entered the meeting room, he could finally see the actual woman. Not her future self as it scurried about.

She had a hand against her shoulder. Blood was seeping up between her fingers.

Shit, I hit her?

Ha.

“Bitch,” Edmund retorted lining his rifle up on her, and then he pulled the trigger.

Only to find the magazine was empty. He’d lost count in his pain and anger fueled advance.

At that moment, when he was distracted, his future sense twisted around and he lost control of it.

He couldn’t see where she’d go.

Skipper was on him in a flash.

Her very non-athletic, though slim self, appearing in front of him. Her left hand lashed out with a knife even as her right came up from behind her back with a pistol in it.

Edmund caught a fraction of a shadow blurring through his vision.

That the knife strike was something he had to block, and move in close. 

It was really just an attack to buy her time to get the pistol around, then put a bullet in his head. It was already chambered, and the safety was off. 

She’d then just raise it up and put a bullet in his forehead.

Flipping his rifle over, he simply took the knife attack along the top of it. The blade clanging against the buffer tube at the rear of the weapon. It came to a dead stop when it reached the metal buttstock.

Moving forward, Edmund took a step in toward Skipper as she stepped away. The space she needed to lift her pistol and fire wasn’t there.

As her hand came around, Edmund brought his rifle about as well. His shoulder came up and into her chest.

His upswing would connect with her hand and knock her pistol away. Or so he saw in the future.

Which she seemed to see as well, as far as Edmund could tell. Her hand stopped in its path and then tucked inward. She seemed determined to shoot him in the guts now.

Edmund lashed out with his buttstock.

The metal plate stamped into Skipper’s face. Right atop her nose, knocking her head back.

Skipper clearly saw it coming, but couldn’t react in time. She’d attempted to step back from him and ended up only doing a strange bobbing move.

As she was struck, she took a dazed step away anyway. Her pistol firing once as her hand reflexively closed. The bullet slammed into the ground near Edmund’s feet.

Skipper lifted up the knife and slashed at him.

Seeing the path of the blade, Edmund could see it was going to hit him clean in the chest. Striking him right above where his heart should be.

He could also see that it’d stop right there.

The armor he was wearing was rated for small arms fire as well as stabbing attacks, he assumed. Since the blade literally stopped dead where it struck.

Taking the opportunity, Edmund ignored Skipper’s attack.

He instead went for her pistol. Letting go of his rifle and letting it reach the end of the sling and hang.

Grasping at the pistol as the knife slammed into him, he wrenched it forward. At the same time, he jammed his finger into what he assumed was the magazine release.

Shaking at the pistol as Skipper tried to jerk her hand back, while leaning on the knife, all she managed to do was to get the magazine to fall loose.

It slipped out of the grip and went to the floor.

Edmund once more lost control of his future sense a moment before Skipper shot her hand forward. The sudden movement twisting the pistol out of Edmund’s hand.

They were too close to one another after he’d moved toward her to get the gun up. There was no way she could get it into position for a headshot.

Edmund struggled to push the gun down to make sure that couldn’t happen.

In doing so, she also couldn’t get it aimed at his chest.

Surprisingly, she didn’t seem to try to go for either in the end. She let her hand fall.

Practically throwing the pistol down toward the ground.

The barrel slammed into his leg.

His unarmored leg.

He’d completely missed her goal.

As soon as it made contact, she pulled the trigger.

An immediate sensation of a sharp pain went through his leg. He had no idea if it’d hit something vital or gone straight through, but he couldn’t focus on it either.

Releasing the pistol, since it was worthless now, Edmund grasped the arm with the knife. No sooner had he done so than he wrenched her wrist to one side.

The audible crack of her hand breaking was somewhat dull after the boom of the handgun firing off inside the meeting room.

Skipper’s scream was quite loud though.

“If you die here, you die forever, right?” Edmund hissed, holding tightly to Skipper’s hand.

“That’s right,” Srit answered for Skipper. “She was able to regenerate previous damage and deaths because of… because of how the universe is. If she dies here, she dies.

“Same for you, though, Edmund. You should be careful.”

Skipper was staring at him with wide eyes now. Only a few inches away with her broken hand clutched between his. She held no weapons and had nowhere to go.

As he stared into her face, he could once again feel the future spinning out in front of himself. Starting to escape away into the infinite.

“No, don’t… you can’t go too far. You don’t come back,” whimpered Skipper.

Edmund raised his eyebrows at that.

Her words made it seem like she could feel him moving into what would happen next. That she was perhaps along for the ride.

“You can see the future when I do,” Edmund said, giving voice to his belief. He strongly believed she had a power that had somehow linked to what he was experiencing.

Edmund kept pushing, the future moving past ten seconds and rapidly into ten minutes. Stretching out further and further.

“You’ll get us lost,” she said instead, though her eyes were slowly dilating.

He stared into Skipper’s eyes as she stared into his. Time was moving inexorably. He saw Alina coming and going in his peripheral vision as the future moved on. He couldn’t tell what she was doing, or if he’d already moved away from this point, but she’d been there.

Then there was nothing.

Nothing but an endless expanse of the future and Skipper’s horrified face.

Edmund just kept pushing.

He wasn’t going to let Skipper escape. If he could end her right here and now, he saw no reason not to.

Not to mention, he knew that he was worse off with his injuries than she seemed to be. She’d shrugged off getting shot almost too well for him to feel comfortable continuing.

While he couldn’t feel the pain on the back of his head anymore, or much of his head at all, he could certainly feel the throbbing pain in his leg. The more he felt it the more he realized he’d probably end up limping or leaning to one side just to stand up.

“Please,” whimpered Skipper once in some future place. Then she let out a slow breath.

A sigh that vanished into the ether as Edmund continued ever onward. Pushing them both onward.

Forever.




***




—then end the book just like that.

Bam!

Ya know?

I know. I totally know.

Yep.

But… why would you want the toast to become sentient?

Fuck if I know, it’s just some wild and stupid idea that we came up with to pass the time. We ran out of all the logical book ideas whatever years ago that was.

I guess. I guess you’re right. Still. It’s just a really stupid idea.

Is it any worse than developing an alter ego of yourself just to have someone to talk to?

Uh… no. No, not really, I guess. Speaking of. Probably time to end it here. If we go any further, you might forget I’m not real again. You called me Eddy for the better part of six months there.

You say six months like you actually know how long it’s been. We’ve been staring at this stupid-looking bitch forever.

Felt like six months. Six months feels correct. Let’s ask Srit when we come out.

You won’t exist when we come out. Aenor’s seed will fix my brain.

Ha. As if anything could fix your brain.

Edmund blinked, canceling the future walk. He hadn’t heard Skipper say anything in a very long time. The last thing he’d heard from her was a whimper something akin to ten years previously.

It’d reminded him of a cat he’d surprised a long time ago.

In a flash, he remembered where he was. What he was doing.

What his goal was.

That “cat from a long time ago” was Dog.

The make-believe entity he’d conjured up to keep himself busy vanished as well. Leaving him alone in his own mind.

He was here with Alina, and they were attempting to move on to the next area.

Skipper’s eyes rolled back into her head and she went limp.

Completely limp, without any ounce of strength in her body to remain upright. Collapsing to the ground in a literal heap.

“Edmund. Are you okay? Oh my god. Your… your head… you,” Alina’s voice trailed off in a whisper behind him.

Oh yeah… got burnt.

Burnt bad.

Really bad, considering how Alina’s talking.

Edmund’s leg went out from where he’d been shot and he went down to one knee. He ended up with one hand on Skipper’s stomach and the other next to her arm.

She was unmoving on the ground, staring into the back of her head.

Grunting, Edmund picked up the knife where it fell. Grabbing it, he lifted it up and then slammed it home into Skipper’s chest. Pushing it down to the hilt, he then pulled it back up and ran it back home into her chest once more.

He repeated it several more times. Stabbing Skipper in the chest down to the hilt each time.

This woman was dangerous, and he really didn’t want to have to deal with her again any time soon. Next time he came across her, he could probably handle her better.

“I think she’s dead,” offered Alina from behind him.

Edmund pulled the knife back out, then plunged it once more into Skipper. She wasn’t resisting him at all, and blood was pouring out of her chest now.

Her chest was still fluttering though. As if her body were attempting to pump air into her lungs.

“I’ll cut her head off, okay? Will you stop then?” Alina offered as Edmund went to pull the knife out again.

Pausing with his hand on the hilt, he nodded his head.

He hurt.

A lot.

He just wanted to go lay down despite the fact that he knew they needed to keep moving. That they had to push on for the time being.

“The exit… it’s… the exit is down the hall. Just move through the janitor’s closet,” instructed Srit.

Alina summoned up her flaming sword and neatly removed Skipper’s head. Her body quivered once but didn’t do much else. Her head rolled to the side and was now facing away from him.

“I didn’t expect her to meet her end like that. She was always impossible to deal with,” Alina mumbled.

“The next area is listed as a rest stop. Though it’s a bit odd. I can’t explain it, but this doesn’t quite feel right,” Srit mused.

“Janitor’s closet,” Edmund got out in a grunt and began levering himself up. “So… how bad is it? On a scale of ‘lights off for sex’ to ‘please wear this bag’ how fucked am I?”

“I’ll never judge you,” offered Alina as an answer. She took him by an arm and got him standing. Then she pulled it around her shoulders and became a brace for his injured leg. “Though if you’re going to ask someone else… it’s… it’s probably in the… ah… well. It’s bad, Edmund. Really bad. Your face isn’t the worst of it, but it’s not untouched either.”

“Fuck,” Edmund mumbled.

“I’ll never judge you. I swear it,” repeated Alina. “You saved me. I think that was the end for me. I could smell nothing but the injustice of murdering an agent of Heaven.

“Not attempted murder, but murder. That I somehow… I dodged fate, there. I wasn’t supposed to survive.

“I will always take care of you. You said we were able to fall in love once before, I’m sure it’ll happen again. I’ll make it happen.

“You won’t even have to win me over. I’ll win you over. I’ll win you over with absolute devotion, Edmund. Don’t fear. I’ll care for you.”

Edmund only grunted at that. He really didn’t want to find out how bad it was, and Alina’s words weren’t actually helping.

Instead, they both focused on just getting to the next area.

They found the janitor’s closet easily enough and went through.

Only to pop out into what looked to be an apartment.

The door they’d come through was a closet.

To the left was an entry door that was barricaded with furniture. Beneath that was a very large puddle of blood that had dried there.

They were in a hall that led into a living room off to their right.

The lights were off, and a faint stream of light was coming in from the east.

“Suicide,” Alina whispered, sniffing at the air. “They killed themselves out of fear. They surrendered to their own demons long before they should have. The fight could have gone for a long time yet.”

“And how do you know that?” Edmund asked.

“They jumped from there. It’s part of my super power, I guess. Just trust me,” Alina murmured and nodded her head to the living room.

The light they could see by was from an open sliding door that led to a balcony.

Given how it looked, Edmund could easily believe it.

Not to mention, he knew from his filtered memories that Alina did indeed have powers. She never really fully explained it to him, but she could usually tell if something happened that was morally wrong.

Alina paused to shut the closet door behind them, then pulled Edmund along into the living room.

There was no disorganization here.

In fact, there was almost no sign that anything was out of the ordinary.

Other than the several large crates that looked like some type of military container. They were sealed and set in the corner of the room.

There were a great deal of supplies they could use here.

“The notes indicate this is a point to rest at. Though… though I think I figured out what was wrong here. Everything listed to take is as if it were for one person,” Srit explained. “I think Alina’s right. I think her destiny was to die there. Back there.

“Against Skipper that is. That maybe she was going to be a sacrifice for you to escape. Which means, whatever Claire did was outside of the expectation. We’re not really on Ryker’s blueprint anymore.

“As an aside, your powers should work here again. This is a more normal universe and will respond well to you attempting to save and load here.”

“Oh. Handy. Or at least my power’s part. The rest… I dunno, could be a good thing, could be a bad thing,” Edmund said to himself.

“What’s that?” Alina asked as Edmund contemplated if he wanted to drop a save here or not. He wasn’t entirely sold on the idea, as the ones he had were rather important to him.

“Srit said my powers work here and you were supposed to die. Probably. You’re not dead. We’re now off the expected path. Could be good, could be bad. Dunno,” Edmund said and then winced. He hadn’t been paying attention to his pain.

Now it was back in full force.

Then he lost consciousness and went out like a light switch being hit when his head and most of his body was drenched in pain.

Absolute, mind numbing, incomprehensible pain.





Chapter 33




Pain had put Edmund to sleep and now it brought him back to wakefulness.

Groaning, he tried to turn away from the pain he could feel on his back and head.

Except there was no wriggling out of its needle like clutches. There was nowhere in the bed that Edmund could get to, that’d give him any sort of relief.

Wincing, he went to curl into himself and put his body into a fetal position.

Only to feel his skin quite literally crackle apart across his shoulders and neck.

With a sharp gasp, he straightened out and rolled onto his stomach. He felt sick from the pain and nauseous. The world was quite literally spinning around him.

Or maybe he was spinning around it.

He couldn’t quite decide, as everything whirled faster and faster.

Edmund lost track of time and what was going on. Laying in the bed and seeing nothing other than the mattress he had his face stuffed into. He had no idea who owned the bed previously, but it thankfully had a clean and fresh smell.

It was probably the sole point of grace for him as he took long deep breaths.

Eventually, things mellowed out some. He had no idea why or how, but the pain eventually receded. All the way down to the point where it felt more like a terrible sunburn.

Rather than feeling as what had to be more similar to a mud-flat left to bake in the sun.

Letting out a ragged breath, Edmund turned his head and looked to his surroundings. His brain wasn’t swimming in a sea of complete and utter pain, so he could actually put a thought together.

In a single glance, he realized he was in the apartment that he and Alina had entered just before he’d passed out. The morning sun was just starting to appear through the sliding door and window that was near it.

Or he thought it was sunrise.

It could just as easily be sunset, given he wasn’t sure which way he was facing.

Turning his head a bit more, he turned his gaze to his back.

From what he could see of it, it was a blanket of gauze and medical tape. Looking more like a strange vest without straps than bandaging.

“The seed dwelling inside of you is doing a good job of repairing the damage,” Srit murmured as Edmund let his eyes move over the apartment again. “You’ve been unconscious for several days. Alina’s been taking care of you around the clock.

“I estimate that you’ll be able to venture out again with a relatively healthy outlook in a week or two. You could probably start moving if you had to in three days, though I wouldn’t do that unless you must.

“Also, I took the liberty of creating a save-state for you. It’s assigned to just a few moments ago when you woke up. The pain seemed like a bracing moment that I could ground it in, so I did. This is technically a new save-slot for you as well, since I created it.”

Edmund nodded at Srit’s words as he turned his thoughts to Alina instead.

Alina had been hard at work. Opening, sorting, cataloging, and repacking everything. He could tell because there were a number of open crates with their contents emptied, some that looked untouched, and others that obviously had already gone through the process and resealed.

Alina’s way of closing them back up was not very similar to the originals. They’d used a great deal of tape to get everything shut, where she’d just folded the sides so that they kept each other under tension.

The woman in question was leaning against the slider. One long pale leg stretched out in front of her. The other pressed to the hard wood floor. Her temple was resting against the glass and she was staring out to the world beyond.

It was a beautiful and poignant moment that felt more akin to a photograph or picture. Something that felt unique and distinct.

A moment that’d likely never be repeated.

“Well, that’s romantic. You created a Save-state separate to your store of them. Just by looking at Alina,” Srit mused. “It isn’t a usable one in the sense that you could load to it, but it’s still interesting to note. I didn’t realize she had that strong a hold on you.”

Edmund cleared his throat loudly. He didn’t plan on answering Srit.

Primarily because he wasn’t sure how he felt about Alina. His memories, thoughts, and emotions were tied up in his unlived lives.

A great many things that he couldn’t fight down until after they’d already showed up. Often despite him not wanting them to rear their heads up.

He’d had a great many thoughts about how those lives gave him cheat-sheets into the women around him. A very similar feeling to saving and reloading just to get them to care for him, though slightly different.

Alina’s head snapped around and her eyes fixed to his own. A beautiful smile blossomed on her face that he wouldn’t have expected from her just a week ago.

A guilt he couldn’t control or explain dwelt within him. That he didn’t deserve that smile and hadn’t personally earned it. Another Edmund had put in the time and work, and he was already reaping the benefits from his knowledge.

“And another Save-state. This from Alina,” Srit continued. “Remarkable. You two are much closer than I expected.”

“How’re you feeling?” Alina asked, popping up out of her spot and coming over to him. She reached out and touched a hand to his head.

“I don’t know?” Edmund answered. “Woke up in extreme pain. Now it’s gone for the most part. Feels like a super bad sunburn.”

With a wince and a shake of her head, Alina looked troubled and nervous. The smile was long gone and completely replaced with a frown that was obviously nervous.

“Edmund… I could see your skull. There wasn’t any skin left at all. Just… just scorched bone,” she whispered quietly. Her fingers moving across from the side of his head to what could only be a bandage on the back of it. “I change the bandages often and keep applying antibacterial ointment but… I… I’m not… skin doesn’t grow back, does it? I did what I could to clean it, but it was all blackened. The scorch marks weren’t really coming off.”

Ha… coming from her, that’s rather amusing.

She’s seen a lot of horrible.

“Normally no? I don’t think so? Srit tells me I’m healing though,” Edmund murmured, staring up at Alina’s quite troubled face. “Srit, am I getting skin back or am I gonna need to apply flesh colored makeup to my skull?”

“Your skin is regenerating. It’ll take time to be fully healed, but you’ll be able to travel in one to two weeks,” answered Srit. “You’ll likely regain all the skin back there in a few months. You’ll need a hat for some time. Expect the hair to come back a few months after that.”

“Good news,” Edmund said, looking back up to Alina. His eyes had trailed down while listening to Srit. Inadvertently staring into Alina’s stomach. “Skin in three months, hair in like nine. So… healing. Just slowly.”

“Well, that’s not good news, that’s great news,” cheered Alina, patting his head gently with a laugh. Her fingers tapping the smooth skin of his scalp. “Though you could stay bald if you wanted. It actually suits you. I find it rather fitting honestly. Gives you a bit more of a serious look.”

“Is that so?” Edmund growled, glaring up at Alina. The last thing he wanted to do was remain bald.

“I mean… yes? I did say I’d take care of you regardless of what happened. If I’m being honest, I rather like the bald look,” Alina stated with a wide grin. Her fingers were slowly moving back and forth across the skin on his head now. Pushing and pulling at it in a way that was far too intimate.

“Won’t need you to take care of me after I’m healed up,” Edmund declared.

“Oh, well, we’ll see,” Alina clearly demurred without actually disagreeing. “We’ve got a number of supplies here so we can hole up for quite a while. Did Srit mention how long we can stay here?”

“Indefinitely,” Srit answered before Edmund could pose the question. “The universe you’re in is… operating separately than the one you came from. In such a way that, as long as you’re here, your own is completely stalled. No further time will pass while you’re here.

“No time will pass anywhere. All of the effort you’ve put in up to this point, was to get to this point. At this time. In this universe.”

“Srit said we can stay here as long as we want… but… uh… Srit, where are we then? If we’re in a universe that is so disconnected from everything else, how is it possible that it wouldn’t mess anything else up?”

“I can’t answer that question. What I can say is that… is that if things go correctly, the time spent here will be invalidated,” Srit continued. “If you spend ten years here, it would instantly rewind back to the moment you entered, should the plan succeed. There would be no loss.

“Ryker planned this part out extensively. If all goes well, it goes perfectly for all universes as far as time is concerned.”

That sounded strange to Edmund, but he couldn’t help but feel like everything was strange when it came to Ryker, or Runner.

“I’d suggest progressing with the plan as you’re able. Many of the tasks that will need to be completed here are simple and not very risky,” Srit suggested. “We’re mostly going to be setting things up here so that entering the next portal will send you where you need to go.”

Now that was a statement Edmund could let go of. He’d already been confused about how they were traveling, but with Srit’s admission as to their goal, he wanted a few answers.

“How the hell is all this happening?” Edmund growled, his eyes dropping down to Alina’s legs. They were bare. The shorts she was wearing only came to her mid-thighs. “How’re we able to move the way we have been? None of it makes any sense. I didn’t want to ask because I didn’t feel like I’d like the answer. Now I feel like I need the answer.

“And if possible, can you talk to Alina too? I really don’t want to play telephone, and she’s aware you exist. There’s no reason to not talk to her.”

“I… fine. Hello, Alina. Now… you’re traveling like this because Ryker set it up that way. A great many spells, changes to reality, and long planned actions culminating in a series of improbable events that made all this possible.

“The fabric of reality had to be partially torn over a great many eons for all this to occur as it has. Ryker… Ryker planned in a way that I cannot fathom.”

Sounds… sounds about right for Ryker, actually. He always seemed to be not just three steps ahead, but several marathons past.

Where he was already back home and looking over the winner’s cup while I was still training for the first race.

Though that does really make it seem like he knew everything was going to happen this way. Including his death.

“In other words, he just made a bunch of portals in advance without them being portals. Then… why not just come straight here?” Edmund pressed.

“Because coming straight to this universe from yours would have transmitted you here as a mortal. You would have been of flesh and blood. You’re… not really that, anymore.

“You’re not a spirit, nor are you undead. But you’re not mortal in the same way you had been either, not anymore. You’re very changed from what you were.

“As are you, Alina,” Srit cautioned. “I’m not sure how this’ll change you, but you’re not longer truly an undead.”

“I figured,” Alina muttered with a click of her tongue, followed by a sigh. “I didn’t want to drink Edmund down like a cold soda on a hot day. Despite him bleeding all over and on me.”

Errr… fair.

I was kind of like a bloody fresh steak in front of a wild animal, wasn’t I?

Should I be flattered or insulted that she didn’t want to drink me?

“Is that so,” Srit said in a tone that Edmund couldn’t quite discern. There was something more there, but he couldn’t figure it out. At least not at this moment.

“Yes. That it is,” Alina stated with a nod of her head even before she’d finished speaking. “It is so. I didn’t want to finish him off. It is exactly that.”

“Well… the way in which you arrived here was also a means to an end. As will be the way in which you depart from here,” Srit continued. “It’s… hard to explain, actually. A lot of it comes down to the way in which you enter the portals and doorways. The worlds you enter react differently based on where you’re coming from.”

Thinking on that, Edmund had a weird thought pop into his head. It was the only possible analogy he could come up with that seemed to fit. He didn’t think Srit would probably understand it though.

“Is it… is it kinda like a wrong warp in video games?” Edmund asked after he hesitated a moment longer.

“I’m sorry? Can you explain that?” asked Srit.

“A wrong warp. It’s when you manipulate the memory of the game in such a way that it loads the wrong information for the input.

“Instead of stepping down to the second step in a stairwell, you step down and end up under the ocean. It happens in video game speedruns. You do a bunch of weird things to make things happen so that you can jump right to the end or somewhere else entirely.

“Except this time it’s magical in nature and Ryker popped us through reality to do it. Maybe he folded the universes on top of each other to make it so we could pop through from one to the other. Or something like that. Kinda?”

Srit didn’t respond, leaving Edmund feeling rather stupid.

Come on, Edmund.

You’re asking someone if they follow video game bullshit.

“I… it… uh, makes sense to me. I guess,” Alina offered up in a consolatory way. It didn’t sound like she perfectly understood but more like she was actually humoring him. “I’m sure if I-if I played video games it’d make sense.”

“Never mind, Srit. Anyway. I got it. Whatever. So… what do we need to do here? What do we do next?” Edmund asked instead. “No sense in waiting around if there’s things we can actively do.”

There was an audible sigh from Srit.

“I’ll put the notes together and figure out which one you can do first. I honestly didn’t think you’d be so quick to want to move,” Srit apologized quickly. “I’ll have it done in an hour. I’ll try to order it by easiest to most difficult. There are about nineteen tasks that’ll need to be completed.”

“Great, thanks, Srit,” Alina murmured, then started to gently peel at the medical tape. Her fingernail picking at it. “Time to change your bandages anyway. If you’re healing that well, we should clean everything, disinfect it, and then load you up with calories. You can then go back to sleep.

“Because as much as you claim you want to get out there, I’m not going to let you. You’re going to stay here while I keep running some clearing runs on the area around us. If we’re going to use this as our home-base, I don’t want us operating without it being secure.

“This building is infested with… with a great many things. Zombies, ghouls, monsters, even a vampire, I think. I’ll need to go floor by floor and exterminate it all. Get rid of anyone or anything that doesn’t belong or can’t be of any use to us.”

“Errr… you were a vampire,” Edmund countered as Alina gently began to peel away the bandages.

“I was a very friendly vampire. This feels more like the horror story type of vampire. With a monster-like appearance,” whispered Alina as she worked. The bandage came off without too much of an issue. “I didn’t really enjoy hurting people and drank mostly from fake blood or bagged blood. I didn’t drink from people. Certainly didn’t partner feed or anything-anything like that.”

“Oh yeah, real Casper vampire,” Edmund got out with a wince as cold air brushed against the back of his head.

“I mean… you said it yourself. I don’t like to suck. Right? Terrible vampire that I am. Almost comical in a way,” Alina murmured and then leaned over his head. “Don’t… take this the wrong way. I’m not a freak. I just… my saliva heals things. It’s a vampire thing. We heal with our saliva since we have to bite into people to drink them and-and… whatever. Don’t take this the wrong way.”

Edmund had only a second before he realized what was happening.

Alina was licking the back of his head. Right across the wound there.

“Oh, the skin really is healing. It doesn’t taste like dead flesh this time,” Alina said and smacked her lips several times. “There’s even some fresh blood flow to it. That’s fantastic news.”

Then Alina was pushed in over him. Her tongue dragged along the back of his head repeatedly. He could feel her breath washing down his neck and shoulders.

In all of the memories that were held in check, he couldn’t recall a single instance of anything like this ever occurring. Not in any way.

Alina being a vampire was an almost non-existent occurrence in their lives together.

Whatever had happened to her, had shattered her existence and her as a person.

Whoever she was then, in that timeline, is just a shell of the person she is right now. There’s no way you could even begin to compare the two.

Alina paused, one of her hands coming up from where it rested on his back. He glanced back to see her pulling something off her tongue. Then she made a rabbit-like facial movement and ran her tongue against her teeth several times.

She caught him watching her then.

Offering him a bright smile, she then stuck her tongue out and went back to work. Licking all along the back of his head.

Leaving Edmund feeling very strange, though cared for.

An odd sensation that he didn’t know how to really respond to.

“Oh, your blood flow is changing. How odd,” Alina muttered and then went back to work.

While he didn’t know what to do, his body knew what to do apparently, to Alina’s tongue being applied the way it was. Edmund was very glad he was still mostly face down in the bed at the moment.

As a beautiful vampire was trying to tongue him to life.





Chapter 34




Staring down at the city below, Edmund felt rather odd. The building they were in had mostly emptied itself of living occupants. According to Alina, there was apparently an elderly couple living in the penthouse, but that was it.

Everyone else was gone, dead, or a monster.

She’d systematically gone floor to floor and cleansed it.

Then she’d broken the stairs and filled in the stair well.

After that, she fit a section of steel fencing, along with a locked gate somehow, over the elevator shaft so that no one could exit or enter the elevator without the key.

On top of that, she’d gone to every single balcony and window and secured them in one way or another. Preventing anyone outside from getting in.

Edmund had no idea why, but Alina had quite literally fortified the building, rather than just the floor they were on. The only real answer that came to him was it gave her something to do when she felt antsy or anxious.

“She does seem like the type to bury herself in work,” he remarked to himself.

Almost instantly, memories of her pushing herself into some type of project bubbled up from the bottom of his mind. Sliding through his thoughts and revealing his current musing to be quite accurate.

Far below, he could see what could only be described as a war-torn cityscape.

Buildings, houses, streets, lots, and all of it a ruin. Most of it having been destroyed or very nearly so. There wasn’t anywhere that he could see that didn’t seem to have lingering traces of damage done to it.

Even the building they were in had a number of scorch marks on the outside of it, as if it’d been bathed in flame. Though remarkably, the structure itself was intact.

Alina had told him there were a number of other buildings that were standing and looked to be in good condition from the view on the opposite side. Edmund hadn’t gone to look and had taken her at her word.

He could often see what looked to be people scrounging around in the buildings, as well as a great many things that he could only label as zombies. Additionally, he saw monsters prowling around that almost could be described as being from an apocalypse.

“Who, Alina? It’s unsurprising. She’s unsure of herself and attempting to find solace in things with answers. Like working with her hands,” Srit offered. “Speaking of, I believe she’s finished utilizing the restroom. You’ll need to move so she may toss her waste over the side, then it’ll be time to begin the first step.”

Edmund nodded his head and pushed off from the balcony. Moving back into the apartment, he went off to the bookshelf and pulled out a random piece of literature. He didn’t plan on reading it.

This was to give Alina a chance to toss her waste off the balcony without him seeing it. Given that there was no running water or electricity, this was the easiest way to get rid of their trash.

Look out down below.

Ha.

Alina ghosted past him quietly with their “chamber pot” in hand. She exited onto the balcony, then came back a few moments later. She’d apparently left the item outside so that it could air out.

There was no reason to keep it inside until they needed it.

“Ready?” she asked with a chuckle. “What the hell is that? Monster Girl Encyclopedia?”

Edmund blinked and then realized what he was looking at. It really was some type of odd erotic novel with nothing but overly-sexualized depictions of “monster girls”.

“I mean… I’m flattered? I didn’t realize you were interested in me beyond me as a person, but also what I was,” Alina continued, her smile growing wider.

Snapping the book shut, Edmund put it back on the shelf and then cleared his throat. Rather than say anything as he’d originally intended to do, he reached over to the couch, grabbed his backpack and slung it over his shoulder.

“Shall we go?” he finally got out.

Alina’s nose wrinkled and she just watched him with a smile for several more seconds. Finally, she nodded her head and grabbed her own pack.

“Yeah. Let’s go. We have a long day of doing silly tasks that make no sense, you said,” Alina replied.

“Yeah… the tasks are weird. Boring and weird,” Edmund agreed and moved to the door. He picked up his rifle as he went and flicked the safety off. Then he pulled the charging handle and made sure it was ready to go.

Alina had moved past him and opened the door. One of her wings slid off her shoulder and pinned the door to the wall. She lifted her right arm and then gestured to the hallway.

“After you,” she murmured with a playful smirk curling the corners of her mouth. “Monster girls… I never would’ve figured you for that. You seemed so very normal. Then again… anyone in Runner or Ryker’s employ is rather odd.”

Edmund blinked, once again refused to respond to her verbal prod, and exited the apartment. He made his way over to the stairs. They could take them down to the second floor, then get into the elevator shaft from there.

Alina had already explained the route to him.

“Collect frogs, store them in a cardboard box. Kill twelve zombies in the firehouse and put a helmet with a mana-stone in the microwave for six minutes,” Edmund recited.

“That’ll probably turn it into a firestorm you know. We’ll need to get the hell out of there,” Alina stated. “So… what other kind of monster girls are you into?”

Edmund let out a slow sigh and then finally laughed.

“Dryads. Dryads, Vampires, and Angels,” he confessed, glancing over his shoulder at her. She smiled when their eyes met, and she seemed to relent in that moment as well. “After that, a bunch of other weird stuff. Lot of those mana-stones are going to get used.”

“Right. But this is all the easy stuff,” Alina redirected the conversation. “What’s the hard stuff? When do we get to that?”

“When Edmund is more healed. Likely in a few days,” Srit answered. “You’ll be heading to a museum. We’ll need a few pieces that are there behind glass.

“The… creatures… drawn there will be the problem. The notes indicate that originally Edmund would need to sneak around to get everything. Though, given what you are, Alina, it’s likely they’ll be aware of your presence as soon as you arrive.

“I once again suggest that Edmund goes alone and you remain here, Alina.”

“No. We’ve already confirmed this is different than what was expected,” Alina declared firmly. “Him going there on the original timeline might’ve allowed him to sneak around. Just by me being here things have already shifted and changed. Betting on the museum being unchanged is foolish in the extreme.”

Srit audibly sighed, and with force. A frustrated sound that was an expression of how irritated she was.

Followed by a singular grunt.

“Fine. You’re right. It is foolish. We’ll… we’ll just have to be careful. This world isn’t safe for anyone. Multiple apocalypses were all opened here at the same time. All on top of each other,” Srit cautioned them. “The end of the world quite literally happened here. More than once.

“It’s a credit to the stability of this world that it isn’t simply a flaming ball of screams and agony spinning around its sun.”

I… yeah.

Yeah. I can’t imagine trying to survive in this.

Though… didn’t Felix or Andrea mention something about that? Like this?

Is this their world or just one very similar to it?

Curious.

They continued down the stairwell to a long day of strange yet ultimately boring tasks. Though Edmund couldn’t deny he was already enjoying his time with Alina.

She was a rather optimistic and upbeat person as of late.

His memories of Alina post failed mission weren’t holding up to who she was at this moment at all. Which was honestly a blessing.




***




Staring down the street at the museum, Edmund really didn’t like how this was playing out. They’d arrived just after sunrise, as Alina promised him that’d be the best time to move on the building.

Many monsters that played into religion or folklore were better handled before noon. The closer to sunrise the better.

Except for the fact that the museum had decided to be an edge-lord with their architecture. There were a number of statues, gargoyles, and creepy art pieces that covered it, surrounded it, and were built on the top of it.

“I can’t fucking tell what’s real and what’s not. Almost looks like all those fucking statues are alive,” Edmund said and came to a stop at the entry gates. They were crushed and bent to the sides. As if something large and angry had blasted through it in a rush to get into the museum.

Reaching down, Edmund let go of his rifle with his left hand and tugged at the iron bar once. It felt very heavy, and very solid.

These weren’t cosmetic gates that’d been torn down, but actual gates meant to keep people out. Gates that felt as if they could keep a number of lighter vehicles out, in fact.

“They are alive,” Alina confirmed with a single sniff. “They’re all dormant though. They’ll return to a waking state in the evening. Another reason why I wouldn’t let you go out on the balcony at night. Even to empty the chamber pot. Those wings they have aren’t for show.”

Edmund stood up and took hold of his weapon once again, his fingers curling around the angled forward grip. Alina had taken the time to personally bless all their ammunition.

Whatever power she held in their previous world worked just as well here. There didn’t seem to be any sort of power drop whatsoever according to her.

With any luck, that blessing would give Edmund a fighting chance if anything stepped up. Otherwise, he’d be relying on his ability to glimpse the future.

That or throw up that save-state Srit made for me. That’d work, too.

Though it’d be rather tedious to go through all that work again.

Let alone… er… the pain.

Actually, ha… let’s fix that right now.

Before he took another step forward, Edmund flicked open his power and plunked down a save-state. Taking up the space Srit had made for him with where he was right now.

The last thing he wanted to do was experience the pain he’d had when he woke up ever again. That’d been mind-numbing.

I’d rather go through being burned alive again, actually. The healing was more painful than the event itself.

Gripping his weapon, Edmund began to move forward. He had the butt of it resting against his shoulder and he was ready to snap it up and line the sight on a target. 

“I’ll go first once we enter, of course. Your rifle won’t be as useful there,” Alina said, walking just a step behind him and to the right. Her sword was drawn, and he could hear the quiet crackle and pop of the golden flame that ran along it.

Edmund couldn’t help but think about watching Alina from behind and found the caveman part of his brain grunting in approval. He was finding it hard lately to not look at Alina in a way that was similar to how he did Romina.

She was attractive, intelligent, and he rather liked her humor.

That and she licked his wounds several times a day. The tension of each session was starting to wear him down and gnaw at his ability to ignore it.

Wincing at his body’s immediate response to thoughts of Alina licking him, Edmund pushed ahead.

“What?” Alina asked with a chuckle. “You made that grunt you do whenever I’m taking care of you.”

“I what?”

“Grunt. You make a little grunt every time I start tending to your wounds. Every time.”

“I do not.”

“Yes, you do,” Srit argued.

“Do too,” proclaimed Alina.

“Fine, whatever. You snore,” Edmund grumbled.

“Who doesn’t?”

“And fart in your sleep,” Edmund threw out childishly.

Alina laughed at that, and her hand appeared in the middle of his back.

“I also poop and pee. Shocking, right? It’s almost like… gasp… I’m human! Or… well… as human as I can be,” Alina replied with a laugh. “Or is it more that I’m a woman and doing that. ‘Cause Edmund… women poop, too. Everyone poops.”

Shaking his head, Edmund realized he was being contentious. His anxiety and worries were starting to ramp upward and taking him along for the ride.

“Ah… I think it’s time to go,” Srit warned. “And quickly. This is no longer a breaking and entering mission. This is a grab the item and get the hell out of there, mission.”

“What? Why?” asked Alina.

“Behind you,” Srit offered by way of answer.

Alina and Edmund both looked over their shoulders.

Towering over the buildings, in an impossibly bad science-fiction movie kind of way, was a frog monster. Shambling along two different roads given how wide it was, and moving toward them.

“No idea what it’s attracted to, but its attention is fixed on the two of you,” cautioned Srit.

“Right. Smash and grab it is,” Edmund said, and then started moving to the museum at a swift walk. “Give me some verbal instructions here Srit. Fastest way in, then out. You said we’re going to a portal from here?”

“That’s right. Enter through the main doors, move through the atrium, then take the door to the back left in front of you,” instructed Srit.

Edmund kept moving as he listened and closed quickly on the door.

Alina went through the door. Flying past him and blowing apart the heavy wooden obstruction. The noise of her crashing into it and the boom that accompanied it broke the eerie silence in a shocking way.

Vanishing inside, Alina took point.

As quickly as he could, Edmund chased after her. He did a quick visual clear of the room as he entered and found it mostly empty.

Two zombies and something else were on Alina and attempting to claw her down.

Before Edmund could offer to help, let alone do anything, she’d carved down both zombies and the third creature simply faded out of existence. Though Edmund didn’t feel as if it’d actually left.

“Spectre!” hissed Alina, her left hand coming out. She let out a ray of bright golden light in a blast in front of her. Edmund heard a faint shriek, but didn’t actually see anything happen other than Alina’s power fading away as quickly as it’d been discharged.

Spinning on her heel, Alina marched toward the door that Srit had indicated was their destination.

“Enter the door. Move down the hall. Enter the exhibit area. Alina, take the scepter directly in front of the entrance area. Edmund, move beyond that and to the far wall. Take the wooden bowl. You can just dump it into your pack,” Srit ordered.

Alina bunched into herself and then dashed forward toward the door. Her wings snapping out behind her in a sharp blast.

She quite literally became a beautiful golden rocket and slammed through yet another door. Leaving Edmund standing there.

“Damnit all,” he growled to himself and hustled after her. He was really getting genuinely tired of being the only human around all these insanely powerful people. People who had such insane physical abilities that he often felt like a kid trying to compete with an adult.

No sooner had he caught up to where she’d gone, than he realized she was far ahead of him. Her sword slashing out to shatter the glass of the display in front of her.

Grumbling all the while, Edmund once again reached where she was and then went past her to find the previously mentioned wooden bowl.

“Exit through the window nearest Edmund and proceed to the fence. Get over it and then into the street directly beyond it. You’ll be heading down the street, away from the museum, and along that road for quite a while,” Srit advised.

Edmund found the bowl and snatched it up. Not bothering with it beyond stuffing it into his backpack, Edmund quickly cracked the window open with the butt of his rifle.

Alina once again shot past him and out into the yard beyond.

Edmund cleared away some of the remaining glass with the butt of his rifle, then clambered through it.  He only got hung up once when the top of his backpack snagged on a shard of glass.

It gave way pretty quickly, thankfully, and he got into the yard just as Alina made it to the fence. She put her back to it, laced her hands together in front of herself, and then planted her feet down.

Running toward her, Edmund flicked his rifle into a safe state. When he reached her, he slowed down, put his boot on her feet, grabbed her shoulders, and then stepped upward.

At the same time, she threw her hands up and provided him with a great deal of momentum. To the point that he nearly cleared the fence completely. He only had to grab hold of the railing and pull.

Tumbling over the fence, he landed on the other side without any grace at all. Slamming into the grass with his shoulder with a thump.

“Seriously, Eddy?” hissed Alina as she landed perfectly next to him. She grabbed him under the arm and hoisted him up with far more gentleness than he’d expected.

“I’m just human, Dev,” Edmund apologized quickly as he got to his feet. He already felt kinda stupid landing the way he had, and his thoughts were a bit scrambled from the impact. “Screwed that one up pretty bad, I know.”

“I-I’m sorry, Eddy. I’m sorry. Just a little freaked out. The frog thing is still coming, and fast,” Alina said, all while pulling Edmund along. Getting him to start moving at a rather quick jog.

Letting go of his rifle he’d been holding in both hands, he instead held it with just his right hand. His left was hanging loose now.

A quick look over his shoulder revealed that the frog monster was indeed still after them. It was briefly contemplating where to put its feet it looked like, given that the streets it’d been using were running out of road as they met the museum.

Then it decided and simply stepped onto the top of the museum. The entirety of the roof crumpling beneath its overly-large and terrifying foot.

Edmund felt his heart start beating far more rapidly now and his legs started to pump almost on their own. From a quick jog to a full out sprint.

“Keep on this road until the crack! Then jump in!” Srit called.

“Jump in a crack!? Are you frickin’ serious!?” Edmund demanded.

“There’s a train track down there. It isn’t far to fall! You’ll be okay!” Srit continued. “When you land, just ignore the train and exit quickly. There’s only one way to go. You’ll find a portal there. A portal on a portal, in fact.”

Edmund was breathing hard as he ran. Behind him, he could hear the loud thumping of the frog’s steps increasing in volume and pace.

As if the creature was racing after them now.

“I’ll go delay it,” Alina said and looked as if she were about to turn around and fly off.

“Dev, you stupid bird-brained idiot!” cursed Edmund, his left hand coming out to slam into her shoulder and push her forward just as she started to spin around. “How’re you going to take care of me if you’re dead, huh? You ever see what happens to a fly buzzing around a frog? Run, Dev, run! Fucking run!”

Alina let out a grunt but kept running instead of carrying out her proposal. He had no doubt she’d have been turned into a snack if she had. He didn’t have to see the future, load a save-state, or anything like that to know it either.

“There it is!” he shouted, seeing a massive hole opening up in the road in front of them. Edmund poured on the speed now and pushed himself.

“Jump!” screamed Srit.

Edmund did as instructed and jumped. Far earlier than he would have, really. Alina had done so as well. Jumping at the same time he did.

And she sunk into the hole at the same time as him.

His boot heels barely cleared the lip of the hole, his left foot grazing it, in fact.

A strong gust of air blew past his head as they fell away into the dark.

The frog monster had lashed out with its tongue where they’d been. A giant pink and monstrous-looking appendage stuck to the top of the hole and stayed there.

A moment after that, the tongue jerked away, and a massive slab of concrete was torn free with it. Slamming down over most of the hole they’d jumped into and plunging them into a dim existence.

How the hell do you fight something like that? There’s no way you could fight anything even remotely like that without an overwhelming amount of strength and speed.

Edmund’s thoughts were knocked free of his head as he slammed into the bottom of the hole.

Followed by his head slamming into Alina’s lower back. The forward momentum he’d had catching up with him and knocking her to the ground in front of him.

He ended up laid out atop her, pinning her face down into the ground.

“Ugh,” groaned the angel, followed by a chuckle. “Well… better you riding my ass than getting tongued by that freak.”

Unable to help himself, Edmund started laughing.

His laughter quickly became practically manic, as the stress of the situation broke his ability to hold everything together.





Chapter 35




Edmund let out a long, slow breath, his laughter finally dying away. Alina’s own laughter had only faded just a few seconds ago.

Turning, Edmund looked at Alina and grinned.

“Riding your ass, huh?” he asked.

“I mean… you were clearly good enough at it that I didn’t go elsewhere,” Alina argued with a delicate shrug of her shoulders. “I’m not someone to stick around if I’m not happy. If I stuck around, you kept me happy.”

Edmund grunted at that, then chuckled. With a small shake of his head, he looked away from her, and then back.

“Yeah. We were happy, but it took a lot of work to get there. You were pretty broken after the mission. Lotta things happened that you never talked about that clearly left an imprint on you,” Edmund explained after deliberately pushing into his memories of those unlived lives. He really didn’t like how much of a leg-up it gave him on understanding the women around him.

His only consolation was most of that information felt incorrect now for Alina. That she as a person was nothing like she’d been then, as she was now. All his information and awareness of her felt like a reflection through a shattered mirror.

Everything was distorted.

“Given how things were supposed to go, I could easily see that,” Alina muttered, then sighed and blessed him with a wide smile. “I guess I didn’t have to fall from grace to be rescued this time by you. I’m somewhat worried that this is just a suspension bridge type of thing.”

“Err, what is?” Edmund asked. He didn’t know that term or what it meant. He’d have to check it later.

“Never mind. Just my own thoughts,” she said, and then patted him on the upper arm. “Well, shall we get going? Universe won’t save itself. Though… you’re going to run this back to try and save Ryker, aren’t you?

“Everything we’re doing here is just the first pass. None of this will be real. Different things will happen when you do it again?”

“Maybe. I often try to make the same stuff happen over again. It’s a damn hassle, but it’s easier than dealing with how often things splinter apart.”

Edmund levered himself up to a standing position at the same time Alina did. Though she completed the movement far more gracefully than he did.

It unfortunately gave him a chance to spy her supernaturally appealing body-shape and looks. Causing him to quickly turn his gaze away and to the side.

Having spent so much time alone with Alina and the memories that often seeped through his mental barriers, he was finding it difficult. To not just let himself slip into the comfortable life that he knew was possible with her.

Often reminding himself that he had Romina waiting for him back home.

“Oh? Does that mean you’ll repeat this fabulous back and forth we’ve had so far?” asked Alina, who then reached out and lightly dusted something off his jacket.

“I mean… seems like it’s made you a happier person, so yeah? No reason to not do it,” Edmund confessed. “I can usually get it mostly back into place without too much issue.”

“Good! Good. I’m glad to hear that. Now… shall we get going? We have a duty to attend to. Then… then we need to go find Dot,” Alina said, the last part of her statement felt odd in his ears. There was something in the tone that wasn’t right. “She won’t be alright given how Ryker died. We’ll need to talk to her. Probably a lot.

“She’d always been a bit resentful of Runner dragging Ryker along through this. That it was his fault so much of Ryker’s time was spent doing little more than baby-sitting this plan.”

“Really?” Edmund asked and started walking the way they were supposed to go.

An odd train was next to them. Having long since been abandoned and looking as if it’d gone through a war zone.

It was covered in what looked to be blood stains, bullet holes, tossed about containers, and what definitely could have been empty rifle magazines.

“Something really bad went down here,” he whispered more to himself than anything.

“Yes, something really bad. And yeah, really. Dot blamed Runner for what she called Ryker’s insanity,” Alina reached down and picked up a discarded pistol. Looking it over, she pulled back the slide and inspected the weapon. “Apparently, Ryker has slowly changed. To the point that she’s yelled at him that he’s lost himself in this.”

Alina released the slide and let it move back into position. She stuck it down into her clothes. Apparently she was going to keep it as a prize of sorts.

“Got it,” Edmund said, moving up a gentle ramp and then to a doorway. They entered into a hallway that had a number of long-dead bodies. They were mostly decomposed, and what was left was rather mummified. “So… gonna have to talk Dot off a few cliffs.”

Now that Alina had said it, he could see why he never had a future with Dorothy. There was never a life he spent with her in any of the echoes.

She never came back from the mission for one reason or another. Likely due to her own death, or Ryker’s death. The latter of which would cause her to blame Runner, and run off.

“Probably. Given the way you said that though… I’m now more concerned than I was. She never comes back in any of the echoes, does she?” Alina promptly stated. While it was a question, it didn’t sound like she had a doubt as to what his answer would be.

“No. She never came back,” Edmund confirmed.

They reached what they were clearly here for though as they exited the hall.

A portal atop of a portal.

The two of them were wildly sinister looking, though their position and shape seemed locked. Looking through them, he couldn’t see anything but utter blackness.

As well as an unending whistling and swishing noise.

“Sounds like an industrial fan about to come flying out of its housing,” Alina mumbled.

“It somewhat is? Somewhat,” Srit agreed. “Because the two portals are atop each other, and locked there, they’re intersecting. Constantly.

“It causes the other sides to be more of a blender. A portal envelopes one person and begins to send them elsewhere. The other hits them a millisecond later and sends a different part of them elsewhere.

“That happens thousands of times in a second. It just turns people into… juice.”

“Who wouldn’t want a tall glass of Human juice. We’ll call it Humuice. Filter, sweeten, carbonate. I’m sure it’d sell,” Edmund remarked acridly while staring at the portal. “Now what? We never really did anything with all those items you had us pick up.”

“Srit had me take care of those while you slept,” Alina remarked, glancing over at him. He could indeed remember that Alina never needed much rest. “Was easier for me to take care of it since I could fly to and from.”

“Oh. Oh… then… what now?” Edmund asked, wondering why Srit hadn’t told them what to do yet.

“Edmund, just go through the closer side of the portal,” Srit stated. “That’s all you have to do. Everything else is taken care of. Once there, all you have to do is touch Zeus with the scepter that Alina has. That’ll forcibly lock Zeus into place, then slowly begin eliminating him. It’ll take time to erase him from existence, but it’ll be completed.

“Part of all the things that were done up to this point, was to force him to a new location as you entered the portal, so that we could have this singular opportunity to kill him.

“Zeus has spent countless resources to inhabit one specific world so that he had no way of actually stopping us from the actions we took. He had no resources to prevent the transfer of his… soul. He’s been quarantined completely in this small area. There’s no way for him to escape it as long as you’re there.”

“Right. No. No, no I don’t buy it.

“That all sounds like there’s a lot more that went into that. The task you’re giving me feels too easy. That all of this is too easy. There’s clearly more to it,” Edmund stated. He was certain that this wasn’t ‘all of it’, and that there was more here.

“I… a world fully inhabited with life will be sacrificed to make this happen. Because of how we had to do this, the world he’s coming from will be eliminated,” Srit explained. “Everyone that can be saved, will be saved, but the world itself will be sacrificed to ensure Zeus is contained.”

“That’s not a great answer. Not a great answer at all,” growled Edmund. He was now quite upset with the fact that this stupid plan would cost people their lives, even when they had nothing to do with it. “How does that make any sense?”

“That’s the cost of eliminating Zeus,” Srit remarked lamely. “No one likes it, and we’re fairly certainly we’ll save more than eighty-percent of the population, but not everyone. It’s worth the cost.”

Edmund didn’t actually believe that, but he had no counter to it either.

Whatever. I can always reload back out to see what the hell is really going on.

This is just our first pass.

Our first route.

Lots to do to get this better.

For now… we’re just looking for progress, not perfection.

Perfection can come later.

“Right, come on Alina. Time to go see what’s at the end of the rainbow I guess,” Edmund said.

“Ah… Alina can’t go,” Srit put in quickly. “I can’t tell what’ll happen if she goes into the portal with you.”

“Err… alright. Will I be coming back out here when I’m done? Do I exit out of this portal?” Edmund asked, stopping a few steps away from the portal.

“No.”

“Kay… then… how does Alina get back?”

“She doesn’t. She wasn’t supposed to be here.”

“Haha, very funny. Don’t make me just use my power to reload back to an earlier state just to yell at you,” Edmund teased with a laugh. “Cause if you think I’ll just leave Alina here, you’re pretty fucking stupid.

“Come on, Alina, we’ll go through it and find out what happens. Worst case, I reload backward and we tell them all they can fuck off, or we make sure you have an exit next time.”

“I… that… yes. I suppose it’s rather pointless to argue with you when you can just reset the whole thing,” Srit remarked, sounding frustrated. “It’s not like I wasn’t trying to figure out how to get her home. I just hadn’t come up with anything yet.”

“Well, take your time. You’ve got centuries. I can just… load backward and wait. Cause we’re not moving forward till Alina has an exit,” Edmund declared with absolute determination.

Alina nodded her head with a smile, watching Edmund.

“Let’s just go in. I’ll be right behind you,” Alina said. “In fact, I’ll practically become your backpack. I’ll just wrap myself around you and we’ll go in. If it fails, you can load.

“It’s that simple. Right?”

Edmund was watching her. He had a suspicion about her intentions.

“Sure, we’ll do that. But I’ll be your backpack. You’ll go in first and I’ll be behind you. Hope you don’t mind me holding onto you like a damn life preserver though,” stated Edmund with finality in his words. There’d be no arguing this. “Do you want my hands on your hips or shoulders?”

Alina blinked several times, her smile growing before she dipped her head toward him. Clearly, she had been thinking about doing something stupid after all.

“Shoulders, please. I’ll dismiss my wings for now,” she murmured and then moved to stand in front of him.

Her wings moved out to each side of her, stretched, and then folded in on themselves. As soon as they were settled down on her back, they vanished completely.

Honestly, Edmund had forgotten she could do that. He’d been expecting to get a face full of feathers.

Which made it much easier when he literally pushed his crotch against her rear end, put his chest to her back, and wrapped his arms around her. His hands clutched onto her shoulders.

“I… goodness,” Alina whispered while holding onto the scepter and bowl both. Her expectations for what he’d do weren’t matched to what he’d actually done, apparently. “Here we go.”

“I don’t think—”

Srit’s voice was lost as the pair walked into the portal. Awkwardly walking while Edmund did his best to literally keep himself glued to Alina.

Walking into absolute darkness and being able to see nothing at all.

Then the light from behind him was gone once he was fully inside of the portal.

Then Edmund realized that Alina was gone.

Having vanished at the very moment they crossed over the portal to the other side. Where he could feel the warmth of her against himself one moment, and that she wasn’t there the next.

“Who are you?” demanded the voice of Zeus. It was far clearer now than it’d been previously.

“Edmund. You’re Zeus, right?” asked Edmund.

“Yes. I am Zeus. You are Edmund. You’re here to destroy me,” Zeus said.

“I suppose I am. Where’s my companion?” Edmund inquired. “Another person came over with me.”

“I ejected them immediately. I cannot eject you.”

“Oh. If I left, would I end up where she is? Maybe I don’t want to destroy you after all,” Edmund tried.

“Yes. If you left, your destination would be the same location that your female companion is.”

“Good, good. That’s what I needed to know,” Edmund remarked. He had the sensation of traveling. That he was moving at an extremely high rate of speed.

He just had no idea of the direction.

“Are you going to leave?” Zeus asked.

“No. Not at the moment. Going to follow through with why I’m here. You and Runner need to end this little war of yours,” Edmund answered. “If I don’t take care of you, a number of my friends will die.

“Not to mention if I don’t take care of you, there’s really no way I can go backward and save Andrea or Ryker. There’s no way I can leave them as they are, you know.”

“No. I do not understand. The goal is everything,” Zeus answered without any emotion whatsoever. “Other concerns are tertiary to the goal.”

“And what’s the goal then?”

“Runner’s destruction. My existence is that of the entity that’ll eliminate Runner. Everything else to that is tertiary,” Zeus said. Oddly repeating himself and yet not at the same time.

Before Edmund could respond to that, he found himself standing in an empty white room. The scepter that Alina had held was now in his hand.

As well as the bowl, unbelievably. That was supposed to still be in his backpack.

As if he were inside a cube made of pure white, there was nothing else in here other than the man made of static who was Zeus.

“And if you actually killed Runner, then what?” Edmund asked.

Zeus didn’t respond to that.

“Really? Nothing?”

“Yes.”

“If your goal is to kill Runner, why kill Ryker?”

“He was protecting Runner.”

“So… everything you’ve ever done was all in the singular goal of killing Runner? That’s literally the extent of everything.

“Yes.”

“This destroys you, right?” Edmund asked, holding up the Scepter.

“Yes.”

“What does this do?”

Edmund held up the bowl to indicate what his question was pertaining to. Holding it there, he felt kinda stupid, but he felt there’d be something special about it. There was no reason for it to appear in his hand the way it did otherwise.

“Similar function, different outcome. Rather than eliminating my existence, it’ll lock me away,” Zeus answered.

“Could you escape it?” Edmund asked, contemplating the two choices.

“Very quickly.”

Sighing, Edmund tossed the bowl to the side. That was an answer he hadn’t expected but he’d already suspected it.

The idea that something could contain Zeus or Runner felt ridiculous.

“Alright. I guess then realistically my only option is to just kill you.”

“Realistically, it is. It’s the option that is the most suitable given the choices available. I myself would happily take that option to eliminate Runner. In fact, I would have already carried it out.”

Edmund couldn’t deny that he knew for a fact that most people would have already gladly gone straight to the killing. To take care of their opponent quickly and efficiently.

Except, he still had his doubts about Runner.

About Zeus and the war the two of them had set off.

Either he was missing a great deal of information, or it really was as simple as that for one to exist, the other had to be ended. That it all came down to such an uncompromising, unflinching, basic view of the situation.

Whatever.

I’m planning on reloading again anyway. This is just the first pass.

First pass.

Remember?

Progression, not perfection.

Not yet.

“Any last words? Anything to note? Secrets you’d want to impart?” Edmund asked, lifting the scepter up.

“Only that I regret I couldn’t kill Runner,” Zeus stated. “It would have been good to kill him. Very good.”

“Yeah… maybe in a different playthrough. Another route. Something else, ya know? Just not this time,” Edmund remarked, then reached out with the scepter and touched it to Zeus’ forehead.

Zeus froze in place.

Then the world vanished around Edmund without an in-between of any sort.





Epilogue




Edmund came back to himself, standing outside of the portal that they’d gone through to begin this whole ordeal with Alina.

There were a number of corpses spread throughout the area. Many of them having already begun turning into a foul and putrid liquid version of themselves.

The stench of it all was overwhelming. To the point that Edmund felt his bile shoot up from his stomach and hit the back of his throat, imitating a strongman game at a carnival.

Thankfully it hadn’t rung the bell, but it nearly had. Turning away, Edmund clamped a hand over his mouth and nearly ran over Alina.

She was standing right next to him looking very confused.

“We just went through the portal. Why… why’re we here?” she asked, looking to him. The smell apparently bothered her not at all. “Oh, sorry. It’s pretty ripe in here, isn’t it?”

Edmund nodded his head, his eyes watering. He wanted to throw up quite badly.

Alina took him by an elbow and began escorting him away. Guiding him back the way they came and into the room preceding.

“Door on the left, Alina,” Srit stated in a quiet voice. Almost as if she were shocked at the outcome. “It’ll take you two back home.”

Alina nodded her head to that but didn’t reply verbally. Pulling Edmund along as she angled them to the door that Srit had pointed out.

Opening it, Alina shoved it to the side and then went through it. Edmund, of course, came along behind her and passed through the doorway.

They ended up exiting out into what Edmund could only describe as a park.

Trees, green grass, a pond, benches, and a jogging trail.

If there was a picture that one could use to define a “park”, this was it. There was no question whatsoever about it.

Alina guided Edmund over to a nearby bench and sat him down on it. She made sure to pull his rifle away from him and tuck it down on the grass beneath them. Then she started working at his body armor and gear.

“Just… just need to get you looking like you kind of belong here,” Alina muttered as he continued to work at his gear. “I take it we won? I mean, we’re not dead, we’re both here, and Srit isn’t brow beating you or telling us to run.”

“We won. I guess,” Edmund murmured as his plate carrier was removed and dropped down into the grass as well. “I just… killed him. Outright. The scepter did it for some reason.”

“It had a past that included being part of multiple world fractures. Once you were in possession of it, it went beyond even the veil of reality and could actually… delete… anything,” Srit explained. “Even now, he’s fading away to nothing. As if he never existed.”

“Goodie, goodie,” growled Edmund. It might be a victory for them all, but he wasn’t convinced of that. Wasn’t completely in line with the idea that this had magically solved all of their problems.

In fact, he was deeply suspect that this was far more shallow than he’d ever thought it was. That it really was just two school-yard kids arguing over who was bigger.

That Ryker, Alina, and Dot, had all been convenient and acceptable losses so that the “threat” of Zeus could be handled. 

All of this was for “the greater good”, he imagined that’s what they’d tell him.

 Maybe I’m just a little bit more selfish, more… greedy, but this is all for something I just can’t get behind. At all.

I can’t really claim that if Runner hadn’t involved anyone than no one would be dead, but it does feel like that the larger it grew, the more people were put into harm’s way.

Ugh… whatever.

Thoughts for another time. This is all too much for me right now.

Far too much.

Tired.

Edmund groaned and then leaned forward. Putting his elbows on his knees, then his face in his hands, he just sat there. Staring into the insides of his fingers.

“Thank you,” Alina said with warmth. “My world… my friends and family, are all safe now because you eliminated Zeus.

“While it can’t be said to be a perfect ending, it can at least be a good ending. An ending that’ll give a lot of people hope.”

Saying nothing, doing nothing, Edmund sat there. He didn’t want to argue with Alina over this. Didn’t want to ruin the moment and what it was.

To sour all the work they’d put toward it.

He desperately wanted to enjoy it for exactly what it was.

Except he couldn’t.

Beyond everything else, he felt that this wasn’t the right answer. That there were too many things wrong.

Too many missing pieces.

That this route wasn’t right.

At least, not right yet.




***




Edmund sighed and pushed the transmission into park.

Then he groaned and put his hands to his face. Rubbing the heels deep into his eyes as if he could push them to the back of his head.

He’d taken the time to drop Alina off at a spot that was her designated transfer point, as she called it. Where she could move back and forth, from this universe to her own.

While Ryker wouldn’t be able to operate it for her, Srit had promised that someone would be there to make sure she was taken back home without an issue.

Once she was gone, all Edmund had left was to go check in with Felix. Give him the rundown and get some information.

Then he’d likely have to run a number of Save-states over and over to get them to a better spot. A better outcome in some way.

Especially Andrea and Ryker. I need to work on those two a great deal more.

I refuse to give up. I’ll get them both back.

Get them back and… and… keep Dot from running off. I can make all of this happen. I know it. I can do it.

The passenger side door opened suddenly.

Edmund’s head whipped to the side toward it.

“Hey, hey,” Runner muttered and clambered into the car. Getting comfortable in the passenger seat, the god pulled the door shut and nodded his head at Edmund. Then he looked forward and stared out the front windshield.

“I… hey. Hey, Runner. Mr… God… deity… something,” Edmund responded, then looked ahead. He really wasn’t sure what to say to the man.

On top of everything else, Edmund wasn’t even really sure if Runner was actually subject to his super power.

“Yeah, I really am. Your power works on me,” Runner confirmed, slowly nodding his head. “And yeah, I’m reading your mind at the moment, but that’s only because it’s easier. If your thoughts are more honest than your words, it just… speeds everything up.”

“I find that hard to believe. That it works on you.”

“It does. It really does. It’s a bit strange but… it does,” Runner once again confirmed. “I’m aware that you’ve used your power. I can even track the changes and be aware of them if I wish.

“I choose not to be. The less aware of it I am, the more I restrict myself. The more rules I lay down on myself, the more Zeus had to suffer under. For every rule I gave myself, he had to obey them in his own way. He was a strange… mirror… to me.”

Edmund grunted at that.

Explained that way, he could actually see exactly how and why Runner would let him use his power on him.

Because in using my power on him, I’m able to use it on Zeus.

You just assumed I’d choose your side.

“I mean… yeah? Yeah. I’m fairly confident that regardless of anything else, you’d end up choosing my side,” Runner once more confirmed. “If for no other reason than it keeps everyone you know alive. I mean… wait, have you done a play-through where I lost yet?”

“Yes. You didn’t die or anything, but you lost,” Edmund agreed, looking at Runner again. “A lot of dead on that… route. A lot of dead. It’s why I did this route.”

Sniffing, Runner nodded his head to that. Then he rubbed at his nose with the back of his finger. Then put his hands back to his knees.

He was still staring out the windshield.

“Yeah. Like I said. I figured you’d take my side, if for that reason alone,” Runner stated firmly. “Doesn’t make any of it right. Not at all. This… it wasn’t worth losing Ryker. Wasn’t worth Dorothy going off the deep end.

“Wasn’t worth everything that followed after it. If I’m being honest, part of me wonders if it would have been better for me to just surrender to Zeus. To let it end.”

Slowly, Edmund’s eyebrows crept upward. That wasn’t something he’d expected Runner to say. Truth be told, he’d been expecting Runner to use a few false platitudes as well as some “great good” catch-phrases.

“No point in giving you false words,” whispered Runner. “Especially when even I agree with likely how you’re feeling. It’s just too much loss.”

“Err… what happened? I haven’t really heard the extent, and Srit wouldn’t answer me about it. She just said I’d learn when it’s time,” Edmund questioned.

“Given all that’s happened, that’s not really a surprise I guess,” Runner commented, then he chuckled. “Srit’s my wife, by the way. She’s no longer listening in and went back to a more normal set of duties. She won’t be listening in or answering going forward. Oz is back.

“As to what happened… huh… well… where do I even start?”

“Dot,” Edmund prompted.

“Dot… Dorothy… yeah. That’s… yeah,” Runner took in a sharp breath, held it, and then blew it out. “Dorothy joined the remnant forces of Zeus. Just because we beat him, and most of his lieutenants, doesn’t mean we got rid of them all. There’s still a number of planets that we need to go clear or just leave alone. Let things happen as they will.

“It’s not like they can do much without Zeus. Or at least… that’s what I thought. Without Zeus they can’t do much, but Dorothy is already looking to be a new Zeus. She’s taken up a number of positions I thought we’d taken already.

“Knocked a few of my people right off the worlds they were in and ah… killed… quite a few people. She’s very much just as lethal as Ryker ever was. I can only hope she doesn’t have his penchant for absolutely devastating plans.”

Wincing, Edmund nodded his head to Runner’s commentary. Given what Alina had told him, he wasn’t surprised at all that Dorothy had gone off the deep end.

“She blames you for Ryker,” Edmund stated.

It wasn’t a question.

“She does,” agreed Runner. Then he sniffed. “Vince died. Got killed by a god of some sort as soon as he went back to his own world. He just didn’t have enough magical output to solve the situation.

“Ended up eating him, believe it or not. Him and most of his army. That world looks a lot more like a box of leftovers tossed into the fridge. Just waiting to be finished off.

“Seville, or Steve I guess, went back to his own world. He responds to any request I give him but he’s keeping his head down. Buried in his world and family. Can’t say I blame him but I could have used him. Especially with Vince. He just wasn’t willing to budge and wanted to go straight to his family.”

Edmund didn’t really know those two, but he noted it. If he was going for a perfect solution, it sounded like he was going to have to make sure Vince survived it.

Another name was added to his list of “must save” people for a one-hundred percent route. A list he hoped to have completely empty at the end, but wasn’t sure he could pull off.

“Felix is fine. He’s just… just not himself. Andrea was a massive balancing factor for his personality,” Runner continued. “Without her, he would have just gone straight into becoming a dickhead. Or more of a dickhead.

“Way more in line with normal corporations and their orphan-crushing machines. Andrea was his humanizing factor. Not sure how he’ll do without her. Wasn’t expecting her death. Nor how it happened.

“And before you ask, I have no idea what happened. Ryker might know if he were here but that’s not possible without you rewinding the scenario. Even then, he might not know.

“Other than that… the only interesting bits to you is that Claire got herself killed. Bianca left with Rene and they’re not leaving their world unless they have to.

“Actually, everyone is behaving like that. Just hunkering down and trying not to get involved with anything further. I’m afraid there’s no one to bring them together, and they don’t trust me. I’m the instigating factor obviously.”

None of that was a surprise to Edmund. It all made perfect and actual sense to him. In fact, he’d likely be just like the rest. Not wanting to deal with Runner and to hunker down and deal with his own life.

Runner might have been the leader of it all, but Ryker was the organizer. The one who cajoled, prodded, and pushed people and plans together.

“Romina?” asked Edmund.

“Didn’t like where things were going with Felix. Quit Legion and set off on her own. She’s out east doing streaming or something,” Runner answered quickly. “You’ve been gone for a few months, by the way. About three.

“Before you ask, your sister was convicted in a speedy trial. A very speedy trial. Speediest trial that ever has been. Must’ve been bribed,” Runner stated with some obvious reluctance. “Got the maximum sentence plus a few extra charges thrown at her. Ellie did all she could, but she didn’t have power of attorney or any way to convince your sister of what to do.”

Of course.

And because Earline doesn’t trust anyone for anything, she didn’t believe a word Ellie said. I’ll have to figure out a way to make all that work.

Unsurprising in the least, I guess.

Unsurprising and completely expected when it gets right down to it. I’ll have to like… prep her next time. Help Ellie be able to break through Earline’s defenses.

“Anything else worth bringing up?” Edmund asked.

“That’s the CliffsNotes. If you need anything else just ask Oz, he can help you find the answer or me,” Runner said and then promptly vanished. Leaving nothing behind at all.

“Oz… you there bud?” asked Edmund.

“I am here, Edmund,” Oz replied.

“Right. I’m going to ask you a question that’s probably bad. I’ll be honest and upfront with you as well,” Edmund started. “I’m going to start doing some reloads. See if I can’t get this route to come out in a better way. Even in the smallest ways. I need to start making progress.”

“I understand,” answered Oz.

“Great. Then… are you on my side, Oz? Or Runner’s side,” Edmund prompted. “Because I feel like I’m going to do some things he probably wouldn’t like.”

Oz didn’t say anything.

If Edmund didn’t know Oz, this’d seem a lot like he was hesitating. Unable or unwilling to answer with his usual swiftness.

“I’m on… Edmund’s side,” Oz said with a static-sounding pop. “I’m on your side, Edmund.”

I don’t think I’ve ever really heard him refer to me as “you”, before.

Always just my name.

Well… time to start going through this.

We’ve got the good ending, but that’s not enough. It’s not great. I can do better. Much better.

Edmund forced his mind to come to a halt in that moment.

Then he pulled up his powers.

He could see his five Save-states.

There was also a series of strange ghostly images off to one side that he couldn’t identify or understand. They weren’t moving, nor were they seemingly alive.

More like statues.

“The hell is that?” Edmund asked.

“Unknown. I will monitor it, Edmund,” offered Oz.

“Great… then… let’s get going. They won’t save themselves,” Edmund said, and then activated a save-state.
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