
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Forbidden Magic: The Gift
 
   By
 
   Anya Merchant
 
   Copyright © 2016 by Anya Merchant
 
   All rights reserved
 
   Kindle Edition
 
    
 
   This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or persons is entirely coincidental. This work is intended for adults only. It contains substantial sexually explicit language and scenes that may be considered offensive by some readers. None of the characters engaging in sexual conduct in this work of fiction are under the age of 18, legally unable to give consent, or related by blood.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   The bus lurched over a large pothole as it took the last turn into the station. Victor jerked out of sleep, kicking the seat in front of him as his body snapped into wakefulness. The man sitting next to him gave him an odd look, but Victor’s eyes didn’t waver from the scene outside his window.
 
   Undercliff City. It’s been so long, I barely even remember it.
 
   It was an unusually dark night, with enough cloud cover in the sky to block out the nearly full moon. In downtown Undercliff, amidst the corridor of skyscrapers, bars, and clubs, the city always felt alive. The bus was dropping Victor off on the outskirts, near the cliffs, where most of the houses and buildings were either condemned or well on their way.
 
   Victor ran a hand through his dark, curly hair as the station came into view. He was tall and lanky, to the extent that the bus’s undersized seat was a bit uncomfortable for his legs. A sharp chin and dark eyes made his features look brooding and a bit mysterious, or at least, so he liked to think.
 
   The bus doors opened with a vacuum sealed whoosh. Victor's fellow passengers began standing up and politely queuing for their turns to get off. Most of them were shabby in appearance, people that looked like they were coming home, rather than just visiting.
 
   Am I just visiting? I don’t have a home anymore.
 
   He stood up when it was his turn to join the line running down the aisle and felt a hot flash hit him like a stiff slap in the face. Victor coughed into the crook of his arm and managed a few unsteady steps forward as his stomach twisted, and cold sweat pooled on his forehead.
 
   It was why he was there, and what it all came back to. Victor was sick in a way that no doctor could help with, in a way that no nineteen-year-old should be dealing with on their own. The one person who held the clue to his treatment lived here, in Undercliff City, the diamond that never fully escaped the rough.
 
   “You okay, kid?”
 
   The bus stop was a small roundabout with a single building in the center and a large parking lot next to it. Victor was leaning up against the rectangular sign that detailed all of the connecting routes. A man smoking a cigarette stood next to him.
 
   “…Fine,” he murmured. “Never been better.”
 
   The man laughed. Victor’s skin felt hot, as though all of the tiny hairs had burned to the root.
 
   Do I look as bad as I feel?
 
   The man standing next to him pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and offered one. Victor accepted it, puffing it to life on the man’s lighter. He hated the taste of nicotine and smoking in general, but his nerves were desperate for a distraction. After a few long drags, he felt himself relax a little.
 
   “You’re not from around town, are you?” asked the man.
 
   Victor shook his head.
 
   “So why’d you come here?” The man coughed and tapped his cigarette, knocking a bit of ash from the tip. “Undercliff City sucks.”
 
   “Bird watching,” said Victor. “Figure I’d see if I could spot myself a blue tailed bobby.”
 
   The man broke out into raspy chuckles. Victor thanked him for the cigarette and watched as he wandered off into the dark, dreary parking lot.
 
   Why did I come here?
 
   He reached down to his tan messenger bag, the only physical baggage he’d brought with him. Technically, it was his father’s, though the distinction didn’t matter much to him anymore.
 
   He unzipped the front pocket and fumbled through it with one hand until his fingers closed on paper. It was a picture, a picture of a woman. And she was the real reason why he’d come to Undercliff City.
 
   Lucy Wilson. Dad’s old assistant.
 
   The picture was old, from the early days of digital cameras, and printed on plain white paper. The woman in it was young, maybe four or five years older than Victor was now. She was also strikingly attractive, with dark blonde hair, crystalline blue eyes, and a body that belonged on a pinup model.
 
   Towering over her at the side was Victor’s father, John. He had one arm around the petite woman’s shoulders and was almost smiling. Victor had rarely seen his father smile in all the time that he’d known him, and it seemed fitting.
 
   Thunder rumbled in the distance. Tendrils of fog swept through the bus station from the southern cliffs, and rain began to fall in slowly accelerating droplets. Victor scowled and leaned over to put the photo away. 
 
   A few raindrops managed to beat him to the punch, scoring wet strikes on the picture that marred the low-quality ink. Victor gritted his teeth together and slid it into his pocket. The effect of the nicotine was wearing off, and he could feel another heat flash coming on, brewing in the tips of his fingers and toes.
 
   He started walking. The last time he’d been in Undercliff City, he’d been nine years old. None of it looked familiar, and even if it had, he had no idea where to start looking.
 
   Victor shifted his bag on his shoulder and turned so that he was heading toward the skyscrapers in the distance, into the heart of the city. A homeless woman sat half on the sidewalk and half in an alleyway and jingled a cup as he walked by.
 
   “Please,” she said in a wispy voice. “I’m sleeping out here.”
 
   Victor stopped, pulled a few quarters that he hadn’t ended up needing for bus fare out of his pocket, and dropped them into her cup. He turned to continue and heard the woman speak again, louder this time.
 
   “It’s red. Burning red.”
 
   A flash of red flickered across Victor’s vision, accompanied by a sharp stab of searing pain in his temples. He looked back at the woman.
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “You haven’t realized yet, have you?” The woman broke out into cackles as the rain intensified, splashing water into her change cup. “You’ll have to choose, you know. You could be a hero, or you could be a villain. But you must hurry. It will kill you if you don’t.”
 
   There was something about her words that made a shiver run down Victor’s spine. She sounded coherently crazy, the type of madness that was unsettling to parse out as a bystander.
 
   I’m just paranoid. Mentally ill homeless women are a dime a dozen.
 
   Victor took a step back from her and started making his way back toward the city center. Another burst of fire shot through his stomach, and he almost doubled over in shock.
 
   “Hurry! Please hurry!” The woman’s shouts were lost to the rain as Victor forced himself forward. There was no turning back.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   The rain didn’t let up, and neither did Victor’s pain. Every step forward was a struggle against his sensitive nerves. He felt his body more intimately than he ever had before, and every ounce of that awareness screamed with the gentle caress of fire pokers and cattle prods.
 
   This is too much.
 
   Victor remembered an article he’d read about people with chronic pain and the struggle that it turned every day into for them. It made him feel anxiety on top of the fire, to the point of rattling each of the already aching breaths he took.
 
   He slowed to a stop as he neared the edge of the city’s center. There was a tavern on the corner of the block with a sign out front that read “Sammy’s Place.” Victor stumbled as much as walked down the stairs and inside, his legs carrying him with wobbly steps as though he’d already had too much to drink.
 
   Victor was tall, and looked a good bit older than most men his age. A few dim lights illuminated the tavern, and it was still early enough in the night that there weren’t too many patrons milling about. A pool table took up space in the back, and a single flat screen hung from the wall behind the bar.
 
   He collapsed down into one of the stools. The bartender was a stoic looking woman with short cut dark brown hair and a bored expression on her face. She lifted her head slightly in acknowledgment of him but said nothing.
 
   “I’ll have a beer,” Victor muttered. The bartender moved to grab it for him without asking for ID, thankfully. Victor busied himself by pulling out the photo and taking another look at it. Long lines of smudging from the rain ran vertically across the woman’s face, making it nearly impossible to make out her features.
 
   Maybe if I just keep drinking, the pain will go away, and I won’t need to find her.
 
   He grimaced to himself as the bartender slid a beer in front of him. Victor took a small sip of it and noticed that a woman was watching him to his right, a few bar stools down.
 
   “I think this fella is going to need more than one, Sammy,” she said. The bartender responded with a monosyllabic grunt and returned to polishing a glass from the counter behind her.
 
   The woman slipped off her bar stool and moved to the one next to Victor. She stared at him intently for a second. Victor tried to stay focused on the beer, and the picture, and anything but his pain.
 
   “Is that your girlfriend?” asked the woman. Victor blinked, keeping his attention focused on the bar.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Oh, sorry. Ex-girlfriend?”
 
   Victor finally looked over at her, trying to keep his eyes from narrowing into a glare. She wore a striped sleeveless top and a short black skirt, and she wore the outfit well.
 
   “She’s actually the woman I’ve been sent back in time to protect,” he said. “Have you seen her around? The fate of the world depends on it.”
 
   The sarcasm in his voice came off a bit flatter than he’d intended. The woman rolled her eyes and let out an annoyed sigh. Victor was about to push the line a bit further when something strange happened.
 
   He caught the woman’s eye for a second and saw red. He wasn’t angry, and he wasn’t frustrated, but he saw the actual color red, shading his vision and everything else he could see like a photo filter. And even more strangely, his pain vanished, as though transfigured into something else in an instant.
 
   A sharp noise buzzed in his ears as his vision returned to normal. The woman was still staring at him, her mouth hanging open in surprise, along with a hint of something new in her eyes.
 
   Why is she looking at me like that?
 
   The woman slipped forward, letting one of her legs slide in between Victor’s thighs. She pushed in closer, close enough for Victor to be acutely aware of her breasts and cleavage, and then pushed her lips against his.
 
   Holy shit.
 
   The kiss was hungry and primal. Victor felt her sliding her tongue into his mouth and moving her lips eagerly. She put her hands around him and arched her back slightly, opening her legs and trying to get even more contact going between the two of them. It felt good, and with the pain absent, it was an almost celebratory moment for Victor.
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   Victor pulled back as he heard an angry voice shouting over the soft ambient noise of the TV and tavern talk. A tall, muscular, and very angry looking man was heading his way, shifting his gaze back and forth between Victor and the woman, who was still holding his hand.
 
   “Uh…” Victor tried not to smile as he looked up at the man. “Any chance that this is just your sister, or cousin, maybe?”
 
   “That’s my fucking girlfriend that you’re kissing, punk.”
 
   Fuuuuuuuuuuck.
 
   Victor stuffed the photo back into his pocket and slowly stood up from the stool, holding both hands up and open in a harmless gesture.
 
   “Take it outside.” The bartender, Sammy, spoke for the first time. “Not in my bar.”
 
   “I’m comfortable inside, though,” said Victor. “Really. I, uh, was just getting settled.”
 
   The man snarled and grabbed Victor by the shirt. Victor shot a sidelong glance at the bartender, who shook her head and smiled faintly.
 
   “Sorry kid,” she said. “You’re lucky I even let you have a drink.”
 
   Victor stood to his feet, and the man immediately started pushing him backward. He carried his bag with him and hurried up the stairs in a futile attempt to get far enough down the street to avoid getting his ass kicked.
 
   He didn’t move quickly enough. The man grabbed his shoulder and spun him around.
 
   “Hold on, let’s-“
 
   A fist collided with Victor’s jaw and exploded stars into his field of view. The force of the blow knocked him back, and his arms flailed uselessly in an attempt to break his fall as he dropped to the ground.
 
   “You’re lucky I don’t go to the police on your pervert ass.”
 
   “Hey man, she kissed me.” Victor spoke into the concrete for the first few words, sputtering to spit blood and dirt out of his mouth. 
 
   That’s right. She kissed me. How the hell did that happen?
 
   “Bullshit!” The man pulled back his leg. 
 
   This time, Victor saw the blow coming. He moved his hands to block his face as his attacker’s foot flew toward his head. Another painful hot flash passed over him, and his vision became tinted red, just as it had before.
 
   The kick slammed through Victor’s hands and landed a glancing blow on his forehead. Victor let out a pained gasp and then almost did a double take as he refocused his eyes.
 
   The man’s pant leg was on fire, and so was Victor’s hand. He pushed it down against the ground and saw, rather than felt, the flames extinguish. The man was staring at him, and after a moment, he followed Victor’s gaze down to his leg.
 
   “What the fuck?” 
 
   The man jumped backward, patting at the flames and howling. Victor blinked and took a closer look at his palm.
 
   I’m not burned. But my hand… It was definitely just on fire.
 
   A woman screamed from a few hundred feet down the street. The flames were spreading up the man’s leg, despite his best efforts to extinguish them. Victor hesitated for only a second before jumping up and lending his aid.
 
   “What did you do to me?” The man took a step back from him as he approached, and then immediately dropped to the ground and began rolling from side to side.
 
   “Nothing,” said Victor. “I mean, I don’t think I did-”
 
   “Someone call 911!” The woman screamed from down the street. The man had managed to get the flames out and was still inching backward from Victor.
 
   “You fucking psycho!”
 
   “Hey, hey, let’s not jump to conclusions.” Victor held up his hands. “See, I’m just as harmless as I look. I swear."
 
   He tried to take another step forward toward the man and got the same reaction.
 
   “He tried to kill me! He tried to light me on fire!”
 
   Victor cringed as a small crowd of tavern patrons and pedestrians began to coalesce around them. A cop car, lights flashing and siren on, pulled up to the scene. Victor sighed and held his hands up.
 
   What the hell just happened?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say or do can and will be used against you in the court of law.”
 
   Victor stared at the shiny hood of the police car as the cuffs went on. He blinked, and tried to focus on what was happening.
 
   “I thought that was just something out of the movies,” he said, still dumbfounded. “I didn’t realize you said that in real life.”
 
   The police officer, a short woman, was actually somewhat attractive. She was on the plumper side of voluptuous, and had listened to Victor and the other man’s stories before coming to a decision on what to do.
 
   I told her the truth. I don’t know what the hell happened.
 
   Unfortunately, she was now searching Victor for weapons with rough, unforgiving movements. A couple of people were still watching, including the supposed victim.
 
   “He tried to kill me, and before that, he was sexually harassing my girlfriend!”
 
   “That’s… well, it’s an exaggeration, at the least,” replied Victor.
 
   “Where is it?” asked the female officer. “This would go a lot easier if you just cooperated.”
 
   “Where is what?”
 
   She pulled on his cuffs so that Victor was fully upright and then turned him around to face her.
 
   “The lighter.” She locked eyes with him, and Victor tried to take the situation as seriously as everyone else was. “None of the witnesses said they saw you drop anything, or try to ditch it.”
 
   Victor started to answer when a blindingly hot headache exploded into his temples. He gritted his teeth and cursed in pain.
 
   “We can do this the easy way, or the hard way,” said the cop. Victor chuckled through his pain and forced out a response.
 
   “Okay, now that’s definitely something you ganked from a movie.”
 
   The cop looked as though she was about to hit him. Victor regretted his words for only the briefest of instants before red light filled his vision again, and the heat moved out of him.
 
   The same ringing filled his ears, as though he’d been standing next a powerful speaker crackling with feedback. The cop’s expression looked totally different, and yet still focused on him. She was blushing slightly and waved a dismissive hand at the people watching.
 
   “Nothing to see here, folks. Head on back to whatever you were doing. I’m taking this one down to the station.”
 
   She led Victor into the back of the squad car, the lighter apparently forgotten, and closed him in. With a strange urgency, she took her place behind the wheel, started the car up, and began driving down the street.
 
   “Uh…” Victor felt a strange tension in the car and spoke mainly just to break through it. “What exactly am I being charged with?”
 
   “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that,” said the officer. Her voice had a suspicious, flirtatious tone to it.
 
   The cop pulled the car down a one-way street, and then into an alleyway. Victor raised an eyebrow as she killed the engine and the lights and then climbed out. He watched as she walked around to the other back seat door, opened it, and then climbed inside.
 
   “You’re an interesting fellow,” said the officer. “Clearly, you’re guilty, but it seems a shame that we can’t find some way to work all of this out.”
 
   Victor stared at the woman blankly.
 
   I’m reading this situation wrong. I have to be.
 
   Victor still saw a red glow in his peripheral vision. He opened his mouth to speak, and it spread to the rest of his field of view, flashing as though he’d just put on a pair of colored lens glasses.
 
   The female police officer inhaled sharply and then licked her lips.
 
   “You’ve been bad tonight,” she said, her voice soft and filled with lust. “I think you need to be punished.”
 
   She leaned into him, letting her lips rub across Victor’s cheek. An electric thrill of excitement ran through his body, along with the growing suspicion that he was in a dream.
 
   “I don’t even know your name,” he said.
 
   “You can call me Officer Matthews.” The woman ran a hand over his crotch. Victor was instantly hard.
 
   “Okay, uh, Officer Matthews. I think we might be moving a little fast.”
 
   Victor didn’t exactly have sexual experience in spades. His escapades stretched a single summer of romance he’d shared with Ella, the girl next door in his old neighborhood. Even just thinking about how it had ended brought back painful memories and emotions.
 
   His vision flashed brighter red, and the cop let out a sharp gasp, as though Victor had just turned on a vibrator inside of her. She pressed herself against him, rubbing his hardness slowly as she pulled open the buttons of her uniform.
 
   “Stop resisting,” she whispered.
 
   I don’t think it’s supposed to sound like that when a cop say those words.
 
   Victor opened his mouth to object one final time when Officer Matthews managed to pull her breasts free from the confines of her shirt. She was wearing a sports bra that looked fit for an Olympic athlete, but discarded it almost immediately, letting two large, shapely breasts fall into view. Despite himself, Victor began to stare.
 
   “Do you like what you see?” Officer Mathews cupped one arm under her bosom, framing them as though posing for an erotic photo.
 
   Victor nodded slowly, feeling his cock staging a coup.
 
   It’s not really like I can stop her anyway. I’m handcuffed. Better to have fun now and sort it all out later.
 
   “Can you uncuff me so that we can do this properly?” he asked.
 
   Officer Matthews laughed and pushed her breasts in his face.
 
   “Oh, now you know I can’t do that.” Her perfume smelled rugged, with a hint of cinnamon mixed in.
 
   She let her hands run down Victor’s chest and stomach, pausing for a second before unbuttoning and unzipping his jeans. Victor’s cock strained against his boxers, and she pulled those down, too. His cock was painfully hard. Officer Matthews looked at him with playful seduction in her eyes as she wrapped a firm hand around it.
 
   “Oh.” Victor felt a smile creeping onto his face. “That feels nice.”
 
   For a moment, he became paranoid that someone might walk down the alleyway and peer into the car through one of the windows.
 
   She’s a cop, and we’re in her squad car. I think that gives us impunity.
 
   “Mmmm,” moaned Officer Matthews. “You’ve been a bad, bad boy.”
 
   She stroked Victor off slowly, kneading his stiff cock with her soft fingers. Victor felt more aroused than he ever remembered being, to the point where it was impossible to think about anything other than cumming. His issues and his pain were forgotten, outside of the issue of his erection, and the pain of its hardness.
 
   “Oh yeah,” he whispered.
 
   Officer Matthews ran a hand across her hair, still pulled back into a ponytail, and then leaned forward. She paused to flash him a temptress’s smile before pressing her soft, luscious lips against the head of his cock and giving it a kiss.
 
   “Oh wow!” Victor’s hips bucked up of their own accord, pushing the tip of his erection into the warm, wet confines of her mouth. Officer Matthews pushed him back into a flattened sitting position and shot him an authoritative look.
 
   “Easy there. Don’t forget who is in control, here.”
 
   Victor opened his mouth to respond and saw his vision flash red. Officer Matthews responded as though she was an actor who’d just received encouragement from her director. She dropped her lips down onto Victor’s cock and began sucking him off with gentle intensity and focus.
 
   Victor shook his head slowly, unable to think straight through the pleasure, but at the same time sure that he needed to try.
 
   I’m doing something to her, without meaning to. The pain, the hot flashes, they fade out whenever I see red.
 
   He felt Officer Matthews swirling her tongue against the bottom side of his hard, sensitive shaft and let out a moan. She pulled her mouth off his cock, making a small popping noise as her lips broke the seal, and then began pleasuring it with long, sensual licks, from the base to the tip.
 
   “Mmmmm.” She paused for a second and smiled at him before pulling her breasts into position on either side of Victor’s erection.
 
   They were big, soft, and gratuitously satisfying. Victor felt a different kind of pleasure wave through his cock as Officer Matthews squeezed and stroked him off with her cleavage. She brought her lips down so that she was suckling on the head of it and began to bounce against him, her boobs pleasuring him and offering visual eye candy at the same time.
 
   “Whoa…” Victor shook his head. It was too much. “Hold on, I’m about to-“
 
   Three things happened at once. Officer Matthews sucked hard and gave the tip of his cock a soft lick. Somebody knocked on the car’s backseat window, from outside. And Victor lost control.
 
   The door pulled open as he began to cum. Officer Matthews turned her head to look at the interruption, and Victor’s hot, sticky load blasted against her cheeks and chest. Semen spurted onto her lips, dribbled down her chin, and defiled her breasts. More of it splashed out than Victor had ever been able to produce before, double or triple as much, at least, but his attention was elsewhere.
 
   “Get out of the car.” A new voice, female, even toned, and professional, spilled into the car. Victor could only see the silhouette of the woman in the darkness of the alleyway. He looked from her to Officer Matthews.
 
   “What?” She shook her head. “This man is under arrest!”
 
   “I’ll take it from here,” said the woman. “You should go home, take a shower, and forget about this.”
 
   Officer Matthews scrambled to wipe herself clean and cover her breasts. Victor inched his way out of the car and then waited as a familiar looking woman reached inside and took the keys to his handcuffs from the cop.
 
   Wait a second. It’s her.
 
   Lucy Wilson, his father’s former assistant and the woman in the photo, turned to face him with a smile on her face.
 
   “Looks like I arrived just in time.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Victor stared at her with a surprised and somewhat stupid expression on her face as he made himself decent. She looked older than her younger self in the photo, but not by much, even though by now she was in her early thirties. Her blonde hair was tied back into a neat ponytail, and she watched him with suspicious eyes.
 
   “You’re going to tell me your name, how you came into possession of the nanites, and everything else I need to know. Understood?”
 
   Victor blinked. Lucy had her arms folded across her chest. She was wearing a gray woman’s blazer over a tight white blouse with a matching gray pencil skirt. She had ample breasts, toned legs, and hips that had the perfect amount of curve to them.
 
   “What are you talking about? Don’t you-“
 
   He started to take a step toward her. A pistol appeared in Lucy’s hand, aimed at him. Even in the darkness of the alleyway, he could see the grave expression on her face.
 
   Officer Matthew’s car roared to life and rolled down and out through the alley’s other side. Victor held up his hands passively.
 
   “I’m not messing around,” said Lucy. “Give me the answers to my questions and we’ll go from there.”
 
   “Lucy.” Victor almost felt like he was rattling off a code word. “Your name is Lucy. I remember you.”
 
   “Who are you?” The gun didn’t waver in Lucy’s hand.
 
   “It’s me, Victor,” he said. “John’s son. Victor Anders.”
 
   The alleyway went silent, the kind of silent that’s rare and unnerving in a big city. Slowly, Lucy lowered the gun.
 
   “Victor…” she said, softly. “Oh my god.” 
 
   She took a step closer to him, and it was Victor’s turn to put his guard up.
 
   “I’ve only been in the city for a couple of hours. How’d you find me?”
 
   “I didn’t know it was you. The police call us whenever they encounter any unusual suspects or run into a crime scene that they can’t explain.”
 
   “Us?”
 
   Lucy nodded.
 
   “Monteiro Corporation. Your father’s old company. I still work for them, Victor.”
 
   Victor felt a flare of anger in his chest, along with a spike of suspicion. He remembered back when his father still worked at Monteiro. He remembered how his father, as a co-founder of the company, had been manipulated into giving up his shares and then ousted. He remembered the path it had set his dad on, the way his obsession into nanotechnology had darkened and deepened in the years after.
 
   “I’m only here to figure out what’s wrong with me,” said Victor. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”
 
   Lucy didn’t say anything for several long seconds. Victor remembered her well enough, too. She’d always been kind to him. As his father’s assistant, she’d taken on responsibilities that ranged from helping with secretarial duties, to picking up Victor from school, babysitting him, or making him dinner.
 
   “I’m sorry Victor,” she said. “But I didn’t come here to give you a choice.”
 
   She pulled a different weapon out of her blazer, a smaller one that sparked to life in the manner of a stun gun.
 
   “You don’t want me to have to use this on you.” Lucy’s mouth turned up into a faintly sad smile. “It’s pretty unpleasant, from what I’ve been told.”
 
   Victor let out a long breath. The Lucy that he remembered had been an entirely different woman. He’d been an only child growing up in a motherless household, and for the last few years of his father’s employment at Monteiro, Lucy had been like a caring older sister to him.
 
   Maybe she hasn’t changed. Maybe I just didn’t know the real her. She was working with my father back then, after all.
 
   “Fine.” Victor nodded slowly. “I’ll go with you.”
 
   Lucy watched him for a second more, and then gestured for him to walk in front of her.
 
   “My car is parked on the street to the right of the alley,” she said. “The doors are unlocked. Get into the passenger seat. And please, don’t try anything.”
 
   A painful hot flash spiked into Victor’s temples and he gritted his teeth. For a second, he did consider making a move, trying to use his strange new ability to do the same thing to Lucy that he did Officer Matthews by accident. He decided against it.
 
   She’s the only one who can help me, even if her motives are suspect. And she’s probably still got something up her sleeve.
 
   He walked out of the alleyway and toward Lucy’s red sedan, pausing to look back at her before climbing in. Lucy got into the driver’s seat, buckled her seat belt, and then wordlessly started the car up. She pulled onto the road and began driving in the direction of the tall buildings in the distance. Neither of them said anything for a minute.
 
   “What happened to your father, Victor?” Lucy asked the question while keeping her eyes on the road, but her tone of voice told him just as much as her eyes and facial expression would have.
 
   She cared for him.
 
   “He’s dead,” said Victor.
 
   “How did it happen?”
 
   Victor closed his eyes, remembering the fire, and the intensity of both it and his own anger. The image faded into static after a moment, like an old fashioned TV losing a station’s signal.
 
   “Does it matter?” The question came out harsh and blunt, more than he’d intended.
 
   Lucy went quiet for a minute.
 
   “I guess not,” she finally said. “…And the nanites?”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “The nanites,” she said. “They’re a form of applied nanotechnology that we’ve been developing at Monteiro. Your father was the brainchild of them and nano auras in general. It’s what’s behind the strangeness you’ve probably been experiencing over the past few days.”
 
   “Oh,” said Victor. “Huh.”
 
   “How did you end up with them, Victor? Your father must have continued his research, but it’s hard for me to believe that he’d give them to you, unless…”
 
   She trailed off, but Victor knew what she was going to say.
 
   “He didn’t give them to me. I found them after he died. Decided to see what they’d do.”
 
   And now I get to find out if Lucy is any good at picking up on lies.
 
   To her credit, Lucy did shoot a curious glance in his direction. But she didn’t call him on his flimsy explanation, and as far as Victor was concerned, it was for the best.
 
   “You didn’t keep in touch with my father after he split from the company, did you?”
 
   Lucy sighed, the sound of it wavering slightly as it left her.
 
   “No. It’s been ten years since I last talked to John, or heard anything from him.” She shook her head and squeezed the steering wheel a little more tightly. “I’d given up hope of ever seeing him again. I guess it was the right thing to do.”
 
   A twinge of guilt stabbed into Victor’s stomach. He looked over at Lucy and felt an urge to comfort her, to say something about how his father talked about her often, about how he missed her. It would have all been lies, however, and to that felt crueler to Victor than to stay silent.
 
   I’m not here to give her closure. I’m here to get fixed.
 
   Lucy took a right through a crowded intersection and then slowed the car down as they approached a towering skyscraper. It was created in a modern architectural style that made it look like a thin, oversized, vertical diamond, jutting from the earth as though forced from the depths of the planet’s mantle. 
 
   Victor’s memory of Monteiro was of a small, rundown office on the outskirts of town, and of his father working long nights for little pay. His jaw dropped open as he looked up at the behemoth building, stretching up to the heavens in a defiant statement of power and accumulated corporate wealth. A large, several lane car entrance led down into a dim parking garage, and Lucy pulled into it.
 
   “We’re here.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   “Hold on. Wait a second.”
 
   Victor was following after Lucy through the parking garage, the cold air and soft acoustics giving the space a foreboding ambiance. Several elevator doors stood against the back wall, and Lucy pushed the call button for one of them as they came to a stop.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Does Monteiro rent space in this building, or…?”
 
   Lucy chuckled.
 
   “You didn’t see the lettering on the outside? This is Monteiro’s headquarters.”
 
   “You work here?” He shook his head, feeling a bit stupid at how long it was taking for him to come to terms with the situation.
 
   “I’m a program director here,” she said. “Basically, I’m in charge of the entire 13th floor.”
 
   “You’re in charge of the entire 13th floor?”
 
   “Is there an echo in here or something?” 
 
   Lucy’s demeanor had shifted. She’d relaxed a little, and was smiling at Victor as the elevator slid open. The two of them stepped inside, and the elevator chimed as the doors closed.
 
   “The first ten floors are mainly administrative, excluding the lobby on the ground level, the conference rooms on the ninth, and the cafeteria on the tenth, though we have our own kitchen on the thirteenth floor.”
 
   The elevator slowly rose up above ground level, and Victor noticed for the first time that it had a long, rectangular window that looked out onto the world. He could see other nearby buildings, along with cars driving by on the street, and the clouds overhead.
 
   “Floors ten through twenty are the main research and development levels,” said Lucy. “Monteiro has other facilities around the world, but most of the core research happens here.”
 
   “Huh.” Victor spoke more to break his own silence than to add anything substantive.
 
   “Above that are a couple of floors devoted to recreation, the Monteiro marketing division, human resources, the headquarters of a couple of think tanks Monteiro funds, and of course, the President’s office.”
 
   “That’s… a lot to take in.”
 
   “You don’t have to concern yourself with most of it.” Lucy tapped on the elevator’s display as it continued to blink from number to number. “Just remember that my office is on the thirteenth floor, if you ever need to find me.”
 
   The elevator finally reached its destination, and the doors opened with a chime. A single night security guard was standing on the other side of it, and he hastily broke from a cell phone conversation and stood to attention as Lucy stepped off.
 
   “Good evening, Ms. Wilson!” He all but bowed in greeting as Victor and Lucy approached.
 
   “Good evening, James. I’m working late tonight. You can head home early.”
 
   The man nodded gratefully and slipped into the elevator as the doors closed.
 
   A hallway led through a couple of rows of bland looking cubicles and into a larger room that looked a bit like a military command center. Motion sensor lights flicked on as they walked, illuminating the eerily empty 13th floor. The floor sloped down to a flat depression in the center with several work stations set up on the edge of it.
 
   Huge monitors hung from various spots on the walls and ceiling. A large window looked out onto Undercliff City. Various high-tech devices and attachments sat on wheeled carts in several places. Lucy led him over to a small room set into the wall in the corner of the central area.
 
   “Well then,” she said. “Let’s get down to business.”
 
   “Indeed! It’s far too late at night to be dilly dallying around.”
 
   Victor jumped back in surprise as a new voice cut into the room. He looked in the direction that it had come from and didn’t see anything, though he could hear the faint hum of an electric motor.
 
   “Victor Anders,” said Lucy. “Meet David Kronenberg.”
 
   A small automated drone hovered into view from behind the shadow of a desk. It was about the size of a large bird, with four copter blades set into cylindrical rims, mechanical spider legs protruding from its underside, and a small dome on top that turned orange each time its audio speaker made noise.
 
   “A pleasure to meet you, Victor.” The voice that came out of it had a strange tone to it, low, heavy, and without accent. “You can call me David. Nobody does, but the option is there.”
 
   “Kronenberg is the assistant manager and lead software engineer of the Nano Aura Department,” said Lucy.
 
   “Nano Aura Department?” Victor shook his head, feeling his confusion coming on again in a thick wave.
 
   “I’ll explain everything soon enough,” she said. “Come on, if I don’t get a look at you soon, you’re going to be in a lot of pain.”
 
   Her words reminded Victor of the flashes, and of why he’d come there in the first place. He took a step after Lucy as she walked into the room and felt another one coming on strong, as though on cue. He winced and felt one of his knees buckle. Lucy moved to his side, looping an arm around him and helping him along.
 
   “It’s a wonder that you found him when you did,” said Kronenberg, through the drone. “He’s like a pot of water about to boil over.”
 
   “Come on, I got you.” Lucy pulled him into the small room, which looked like a futuristic version of the school nurse’s office.
 
   He collapsed down on a small bed with clean white sheets and rolled onto his back. His skin was alive with painful tingles, and cold sweat beaded on his forehead as his fever intensified.
 
   “Hold still, Victor,” said Lucy. “This might hurt a little.”
 
   She slipped a needle into a vein in Victor’s left arm, but the sensation was muted by the other pain he felt. He watched as she slowly pushed the plunger down and felt cold relief sweep over him.
 
   “I’ve seen heroin addicts look less sated after getting their daily fix.” Kronenberg’s drone buzzed in a bit closer, and two of the spider arms folded across each other in a mimicry of the human gesture.
 
   “It’s just a basic anti-rejection serum for the nanites. The ones he has in him aren’t as clean as the ones we have here in the lab.”
 
   Victor sat up as the pain continued to fade. Lucy had apparently donned a white lab coat in place of her blazer and was taking notes on his reaction. He shot her a suspicious look and frowned.
 
   “Don’t worry, Mr. Anders,” said the Kronenberg, through the drone. “We may be mad scientists, but I assure you that our intentions are pure.”
 
   “Shutup, Kronenberg.” Lucy pulled over a chair and took a seat facing Victor, crossing her legs and holding her clipboard on one knee. “Victor, in order for us to help, I’m going to need to know more about your exact symptoms.”
 
   Victor blinked and then slowly raised an eyebrow.
 
   I mean, I guess this is what I came here for, right?
 
   “Please, Victor,” said Lucy. “I already saw what transpired between you and the cop in her squad car. That’s evidence of you being able to bind the scarlet aura, at least.”
 
   “The scarlet aura? What are you talking about?”
 
   Kronenberg buzzed through the air above Victor, dipping into a slow glide in front of his face.
 
   “Oh, it just basically means that you’re a bit of a superhuman now, Vic,” said Kronenberg. If the drone had been capable of facial expressions, Victor was sure that it would’ve been smiling.
 
   “Don’t listen to Kronenberg, he tends to exaggerate.” Lucy brushed a few strands of straight blonde hair out of her face as she spoke. “Nanites, or nanomachines, at least of the type that you have in your bloodstream, are capable of being used in a number of different ways.” 
 
   Victor nodded slowly.
 
   “I… I think I accidentally used them,” he said. “There was a woman at the bar, to start. And then, well, you saw what Officer Mathews was doing.”
 
   He blushed and Kronenberg chuckled in the background.
 
   “Okay, I have to give you some minor props for that. I can’t think of any better way to ‘come’ into one’s power, if you know what I’m saying.”
 
   Lucy glared at the drone and then turned back to Victor.
 
   “Scarlet auras can be bound to intensify the emotions of other people,” she said. “I’m a little surprised that it turned out that way for two women in a row for you. If you bind your scarlet aura randomly, typically you’ll get random expressions of strong emotions in return.”
 
   “Uh… okay.”
 
   “Anything else unusual happen to you recently?”
 
   Well, there was the fight outside the bar.
 
   “Fire,” said Victor. “I accidentally lit someone on fire.”
 
   Lucy nodded, a very slight smile creeping onto her face.
 
   “That’s the scarlet aura, again,” she said. “When you focus your energy into it and charge the aura before binding it, the effects manifest as heat, or fire, even, usually pushing out of your body and into wherever you’re aiming your hands or touching.”
 
   “Doesn’t it usually take months for an aura binder to get to the stage where they can use their nanites with that kind of control?” asked Kronenberg. His voice carried a hint of excitement in it.
 
   “In some cases, a person can progress more quickly,” said Lucy. “Anything else, Victor?”
 
   He thought for a moment and then shook his head.
 
   “That’s it,” he said.
 
   “Good. I can’t imagine how much trouble you’d have gotten into if you’d started unintentionally binding the other three auras, too.”
 
   Victor closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He could feel it now, just on the edge of awareness. A burgeoning seed of power, as though an immaterial part of his body had been plugged in.
 
   “What are the other three auras?”
 
   Lucy slowly crossed her arms and frowned.
 
   “All four auras are separated into pairs, and each one has different effects based on whether you bind it at a low level, or a high level.”
 
   Victor nodded, though he was still confused.
 
   “The azure aura, which will generally give off a blue glow when used, is the opposite of the scarlet aura. You can use it to dampen emotions, calm people down, or even put them to sleep. At higher levels, you can pull energy out of materials or the air, creating ice.”
 
   “Neat,” said Victor. “If I can figure that one out, I’ll never need to refrigerate my drinks.”
 
   Lucy rolled her eyes, her face still otherwise very serious.
 
   “The diamond aura, which gives off a bright white glow, works similar to what might be called telekinesis. You can move small objects around with it at low levels, and at higher levels, move yourself around, modifying your speed, strength, and even giving yourself the ability to levitate. Theoretically, at least.”
 
   “And aura number four?”
 
   Lucy nodded, her frown deepening.
 
   “The onyx aura,” she said. “It affects the mind and senses.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   Lucy opened her mouth to answer, but before she could, an alarm began blaring in the background. The ceiling lights flickered, and then went out.
 
   “Fuck,” said Lucy. “Not this again.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   Kronenberg hovered in front of them, the dome on the top of the drone illuminating the room with bright orange light.
 
   “It’s her,” he said. “And she’s got company with her this time.”
 
   Lucy swore under her breath and slammed her fist against the metal doorframe. 
 
   “We’re getting out of here. We’ll be sitting ducks if we wait where we are with the elevators out.”
 
   She pulled Victor to his feet and started out the door. Kronenberg followed at her side, lighting the way.
 
   “Wait a second, what’s going on?” Victor shook his head. “I’m not going anywhere until-“
 
   “There’s no time to explain,” said Lucy. “If you stay here, it’s very likely that you’ll die.”
 
   Victor gritted his teeth.
 
   It’s just one thing after another.
 
   Lucy, Kronenberg, and Victor hurried across the main room. The light from Kronenberg’s dome created interesting patterns of shadows on the furniture and walls. Lucy stopped in front of a door next to the elevator and pushed it open.
 
   “Stay close, Victor,” she said. “We have to move fast.”
 
   The stairs were only wide enough for a single person to walk abreast. Lucy half dragged Victor in front of her, pushing him along as they made their way down flight after flight of stairs.
 
   “Careful!” Victor regained his balance after nearly tripping on a step from Lucy’s nudging. “I’ll be just as dead if I fall down the stairs and break my neck.”
 
   Lucy started to respond and then froze. A door a few floors down from them opened and three people stepped out through it. One of them was clearly a woman, and she had a powerful flashlight in her hand. Her body gave off a dark purple aura that pulsed outward with strangely surreal intensity.
 
   “Fuck!” Lucy grabbed his shoulder and tried to pull him back. “Upstairs, quick!”
 
   Their escape was almost immediately cut short. Victor opened his mouth in surprise as the glowing woman climbed over the railing of the stairs into the open shaft in the center. Instead of falling, she began to rise, as if lifted by one of the invisible harnesses used for special effects in movies.
 
   “Victor!” Lucy had thrown open the nearest door and was trying to pull him through it. Victor moved to follow, but the floating woman moved faster, slamming into him and knocking him onto his back against the stairs. 
 
   Lucy slammed her fists ineffectually against the door separating them, which had locked behind her automatically. Kronenberg moved in front of Victor as though preparing to defend him and was immediately disabled by a gout of fire the thickness of a magic marker from the woman’s hand.
 
   That’s the scarlet aura. She can bind nano auras, too.
 
   The only light left illuminating the stairwell came from an exit sign that had been caught by the flames, but it was enough to give Victor a look at his attacker. The woman was attractive in a deadly, femme fatale kind of way. Her figure was lightly sculpted and athletic, beautiful and terrifying at the same time.
 
   She had a scarf tied across the bottom of her face and wore a black long sleeve shirt and leggings. Her body now had a reddish glow to it now, but it shifted back to purple after a second. Two larger figures appeared, running up the stairs behind her. Both of them were men, and both of them moved with odd gaits, their heads turning a bit more stiffly than they should have.
 
   “Where is he?” said the woman. “Tell me or die.”
 
   Victor just shook his head. Fear coursed through his body, and his heart beat like a drum roll inside his chest.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t work here, I just-“
 
   She held her hand out and another jet of fire blasted toward Victor. He scampered up a stair or two, but the flames licked against the sleeve of his jacket, setting it aflame. He let out a cry of pain as the fire singed his skin, only barely managing to pat it out before it spread up his arm.
 
   “Fuck!” 
 
   Victor gritted his teeth together and threw his hand out in front of him, palm flat and outstretched as though pushing something back. He could feel the power of the nanites inside of him, but they were unfocused, and he was unused to bringing them to point.
 
   A burst of flames came out from his hand, splashing out wildly as though he’d set off a firework incorrectly. The woman flinched back slightly and then smiled at him.
 
   “You work for him, don’t you?” She stepped forward and slammed a fist into Victor’s stomach with more strength than her petite body should have been capable of. He gasped and fell back again against the stairs.
 
   The window on the door that Lucy was trapped behind shattered. She reached her arm through and managed to open it from the side of the stairwell. The woman looked over to the men with her and waved a hand. The glow around her turned back to purple, and Victor realized what she was doing.
 
   “You… you’re controlling them?” Anger smoldered inside Victor’s chest.
 
   They have no will of their own. It’s just like what he did back then, when it all started.
 
   The woman’s glow shifted to a reddish orange, but Victor bound his scarlet aura to match hers. His flames exploded out at the same time as hers did, still unfocused and uncontrolled, but with enough raw emotion behind them to form a protective wall.
 
   The fire alarm went off, along with a water sprinkle installed on the bottom side of the stairway above them. Lucy worked her way past the two mind controlled men and pushed her hand, which held a taser in it, against the woman’s shoulder. Her body went rigid and then collapsed to the ground.
 
   “Get up, Victor!” yelled Lucy. “It won’t last long!”
 
   Even as she spoke, the woman in black was recovering. She looked at Victor warily for a moment and then slid down the stairs, throwing open the door on the next flight down and disappearing through it.
 
   “Are you okay?” Lucy helped him to his feet. The water from the sprinklers was soaking them to the bone. Lucy’s clothes were plastered against her curvy figure, letting Victor see the outline of her bra through her white shirt. He tried not to gawk.
 
   “I’m okay,” he said. “That was… insane.”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   I can’t believe that just happened.
 
   “Come on. We’re getting out of here.”
 
   Victor felt her leading him down the stairs. He blinked his eyes and tried to snap back to reality.
 
   “But shouldn’t we wait for the police? And what about them?”
 
   The two mind controlled men were slowly stirring back to life. One of them was coughing, and the other was looking around in disbelief.
 
   “Monteiro prefers to handle these kinds of incidents in-house,” said Lucy. “Kronenberg will take the lead on the cleanup.”
 
   It was only then that Victor realized that the drone was hovering in the stairway behind them, slightly charred from the fire blast, but still intact.
 
   “Yes, it’s no trouble,” said Kronenberg. “I love pulling all-nighters, especially when they’re unplanned and full of messy complications.”
 
   “I’ll mark it as double overtime, you malcontent.” Lucy waved her hand dismissively and started down the stairs. “Call in the night security contractors and have them lock down the building. If you can find her, don’t let her get away.”
 
   Victor paused for a second and looked over at Kronenberg.
 
   “Thank you,” he said.
 
   The drone’s dome flashed orange, though the light was dim and obscured by the damage of the flames.
 
   “Thanks for what?” asked Kronenberg.
 
   “You got in the way of that first blast of fire.” Victor bowed his head slightly toward the robot. “That probably saved my life.”
 
   Kronenberg chuckled.
 
   “Not a problem, Vic.” His voice sounded amused, and a little flattered. “Part of it was in hopes that this drone body would take enough damage for Lucy to splurge on a new one.”
 
   Victor smiled, nodded to Kronenberg once more, and then hurried after Lucy.
 
   


 
   
  
 



              
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   From outside Monteiro Tower, there was no hint that anything unusual had taken place. Victor stared up at the huge building as Lucy pulled her car out of the parking garage.
 
   The woman might have already escaped. She could be nearby, waiting for us.
 
   “Who was she?” Victor turned to look at Lucy in the driver’s seat, who was still wet from the sprinklers. “You said something about her having attacked before.”
 
   Lucy frowned and hesitated for a moment before responding.
 
   “We’ve taken to calling her Night Angel. She’s another aura binder, like you. One that shouldn’t exist, as far as we know.”
 
   “What?” He shook his head, feeling confused. “So I’m an aura binder? That’s what it’s called.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Lucy. “And so is that woman. She’s attacked Monteiro Tower twice before this, both times during the day when it was better defended.”
 
   “What is she after?”
 
   “Honestly, I have no idea.” Lucy shrugged. “We don’t know where she got her abilities, or why she’s using them to come after us. All we know is that she’s out there, and we suspect that she may be the one behind all the unexplained murders that have been taking place.”
 
   Victor nodded as understanding slowly dawned on him. Undercliff City had been in the news over the past months after several mass murders had gained the attention of the international press. The media did its best to link them to terrorism or gang violence in some way, but a few conspiracy theories speculated around the details.
 
   “And those men…” Victor took a deep breath and tried to stay calm as he thought about what he’d seen. “They were under her control, as though they were thralls, or something.”
 
   “She was using the onyx aura,” said Lucy. “You might have been able to see it. As an aura binder, you should be able to detect when another aura binder is using their powers.”
 
   “She looked almost… purple,” said Victor. “I can’t believe that somebody would do that to other people!”
 
   He gritted his teeth as suppressed memories flickered on the edge of his mental awareness.
 
   I can believe it. I’ve experienced it firsthand, before.
 
   “It’s nothing for you to worry about,” said Lucy.
 
   “Like hell it isn’t. I can’t rest easy knowing that other people might be caught up in this, enslaved against their own will.”
 
   “Kronenberg already has a team on the way to debrief the two men that she had with her,” said Lucy. “There is a very good chance that we’ll have her in custody by tomorrow morning.”
 
   The words sounded overly hopeful and a bit hollow to Victor. He chewed on his lip and shook his head.
 
   “In the meantime,” continued Lucy. “You’re going to need rest, and a bit of first aid. I’ll take a look at your arm as soon as we get back to my apartment and you can sleep there for the night.”
 
   Victor remembered the burn at her mention of it and glanced down at his hand. It was blistered and painful looking, and began to hurt in full force as he examined it.
 
   “I don’t have some kind of nano aura healing ability to fall back on?”
 
   Lucy chuckled.
 
   “No. Though in all seriousness, that’s something we’ve been pouring a lot of research money into developing. Unfortunately, you’ll take damage normally and have to heal like all the rest of us.”
 
   Victor pondered over her words for a minute. Using the scarlet aura had felt natural to him, almost like extending a part of his body that he hadn’t realized he’d had.
 
   “What about the other auras?” he asked. “How do I learn to use them? Am I capable of doing what she did?”
 
   Lucy sighed and glanced over at him from behind the wheel.
 
   “I’ll explain more to you soon enough. This isn’t a conversation we should be having tonight.”
 
   Victor didn’t argue. There was something authoritative about the way Lucy laid things out, and it put him at ease. He’d been on his own since leaving home, on a single-minded quest to find the answers to what was going on with him. And now he was getting them, albeit in a manner that created more questions in its wake.
 
   Lucy drove her car into a different section of Undercliff City, where the buildings were a bit more residential in nature. She pulled into the driveway of a long apartment building, two stories high and well maintained, and then found a parking spot.
 
   “This is it,” she said. “I’ll carry your bag up for you.”
 
   Victor started to object and then felt a stabbing pain in his burned hand as he flexed it. He followed Lucy up a staircase that led to a shared patio, and then past a series of identical doors. They stopped in front of one in the middle of the building, and she unlocked it.
 
   “Come on in.” She smiled over her shoulder at him. “It’s small, but make yourself at home.”
 
   The apartment was completely different from what Victor had been expecting. It completely clashed with the image he’d gotten of Lucy as a high-powered, no-nonsense, career focused woman.
 
   There was a couch, a love seat, and an easy chair, all of which were decorated with matching pink floral printed slipcovers. Several books were scattered across the coffee table, all easily identifiable as romance novels. There was a TV on top of an entertainment stand that predated the transition to flat screens, and above that was a shelf filled with framed family photos.
 
   “Wow,” said Victor. “It’s, uh… nice.”
 
   “I don’t spend much time here,” said Lucy. “Most of the decorations are courtesy of my sister, who lives here when she isn’t traveling.”
 
   There was a hint of embarrassment in her voice that sounded just as out of character as the living room felt. Victor nodded and restrained himself from commenting further.
 
   She’s going out on a limb for me. It’s more than I expected her to do.
 
   He walked over to the love seat and sat down on it. His thoughts began to turn back to his father, and everything that had happened to him over the course of the past month.
 
   “Are you alright?” asked Lucy. Victor nodded and forced a smile onto his face.
 
   “Were you and my dad close, back when you worked together?”
 
   Lucy looked a little taken aback by his question. She thought for a moment and then slowly nodded. She’d taken out a first aid kit and walked over to where he sat, pulling his burned hand in front of her for a closer look.
 
   “Yeah. We were.” She swabbed on antiseptic and then began wrapping his wound up in cloth. “But I figured you knew that already. Normally it’s not the responsibility of an assistant to babysit the son of her employer, at least not in my experience.”
 
   Victor chewed his lip. He could tell that Lucy wanted to ask questions, to delve into the truth of what had happened to bring Victor to Undercliff City. But she said nothing.
 
   “This is a little off-topic, but there are some things that you should know about being an aura binder.”
 
   Victor glanced up. He’d drifted off into his thoughts without realizing it, and Lucy had made a trip into the kitchen and back. She passed him a plate with a sandwich and chips on it and then sat down on the couch with one of her own.
 
   “Such as?” Victor started eating, but at the same time, he pushed his awareness out, feeling for his new abilities and their mental triggers.
 
   “First off, the name itself is appropriate, given the mechanism upon which the nanites work.” Lucy paused to take a dainty bite of her sandwich. “Each time you use one of your abilities, you’re extending the nanites through your skin and out of your body, and ‘binding’ them to something external.
 
   “Yeah, that fits well enough, I guess.”
 
   “The nanites have permeated not just your bloodstream, Victor, but also your brain.” The look Lucy gave him was deadly serious, to the point of almost being grim. “And as such, they are sensitive to both your emotions and lifestyle.”
 
   She’s right. When my anger flared up in the fight, the nanites reacted to it.
 
   “Okay,” said Victor. “I’ll keep that-“
 
   “Which means,” interrupted Lucy. “That you need to eat healthy, and get lots of rest in order for the nanites to continue working in a balanced, controllable way. However… there is more to it than just that.”
 
   Victor scratched his head. Lucy finished her food, and she stood up and walked through a door on the other side of the living room, closing it most of the way behind her.
 
   “Alright, I’ll bite,” said Victor. “What else do I have to do?”
 
   Lucy came back out into the living room after a moment and Victor’s jaw dropped open. She’d changed into a purple night robe fashioned in the style of a small kimono, covered in floral designs and with elegant black trim. The robe only made it down to her mid-thigh, and though she’d tied it closed across the front, the slit opened across her busty cleavage in a tantalizing way.
 
   She’d also let her hair down, and she pulled it free of the hem of the kimono as she padded across the living room’s carpet on bare feet. Victor felt himself growing excited, in more ways than one.
 
   “Sex.” The word sounded hot and dirty on Lucy’s lips. “Or to put it a bit more politely, you need to have an active intimate life. In some of our past test subjects, the lack of emotional balance caused them to become backed up, and led to dangerous accidents when they used their nanites.”
 
   Victor realized he was nodding up and down a bit too vigorously and stilled the motion of his head.
 
   “Okay!” he said. “I mean, yes! I can do that.”
 
   “Good.” Lucy smiled at him. “I apologize for springing this on you at the last moment.”
 
   And then the doorbell rang.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   “That’s probably her.”
 
   Lucy walked over to the door and turned the handle. She leaned forward as she opened it a crack, causing the back of her robe to ride up along her legs, right up to the edge of her buttocks. After too short of a moment, she leaned back and opened the door the rest of the way.
 
   “Come on in, Piper. Perfect timing.”
 
   A tall woman, almost as tall as Victor, walked into the apartment. She had neon blue died hair, rectangular glasses that framed a pale, pretty face, and medium sized breasts. In stark contrast to her trendy features, she wore plain jeans with a regular white blouse and button up sweater over them.
 
   “This better be important,” said Piper. “I just put the kids to sleep, and James and I were looking forward to some…”
 
   She trailed off as her eyes settled on Victor. He could feel her sizing him up, but there was something about the intensity of her gaze that felt a bit off-putting.
 
   “And what do we have here,” said Piper. She kicked off her shoes and slowly walked over to him. “I can only think of one reason why Lucy would have a strapping young man in her apartment this late. Well two, but Lucy isn’t really the-“
 
   “Piper.” Lucy cut the other woman off with the same authoritative voice that she used to boss Victor around. “This is Victor. He’s an aura binder, and he has been having some difficulty controlling his powers. I’m assuming you don’t need me to explain what needs to be done?”
 
   “No, I can take it from here. Do you want me to preserve a sample of the ejaculate?”
 
   Lucy nodded and then walked over to the closet near the front door. She fished a small bag out of it, along with a blanket and a pillow, and set everything down on the floor next to the couch.
 
   “I’ll be in my room,” she said. “You can let yourself out when you’re done. Victor, if you need anything, let me know. Otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Hold on a second!” Victor turned around and looked over at Lucy, feeling a bit strange. “This is kind of sudden.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure you’ll find some way to endure it.” Lucy flashed him a coy smile and then stepped through the door of her bedroom, closing it behind her.
 
   “So, Victor…” Piper walked over to the couch slowly and took a seat next to him. “You’re an aura binder, huh?”
 
   Victor took a deep breath and then exhaled.
 
   I don’t have any other choice. Might as well make the best of it.
 
   “Yeah, I am,” he said. “Though I only found out what that means earlier today.”
 
   “Fascinating.” Piper inched closer to him on the couch. “I’m the head physician and one of the research assistants for Nano Aura Department and the 13th floor at Monteiro.”
 
   “I see.” Victor let out a short, nervous laugh. As always, memories of Ella flickered to life in the back of his mind. Things had been different with her. He’d been the aggressive one, back then.
 
   “Just relax.” Piper reached a hand out and put it on his chest. “You’re pretty handsome, you know. How old are you anyway?”
 
   Her hand began to slide down, and Victor felt his cock instantly become hard. 
 
   “I’m 63, but everyone says I don’t look a day over 55.”
 
   Piper laughed. She finally reached the edge of the waistband of his jeans and prodded a finger inside in an exploratory way.
 
   “Well what do we have here?” she whispered. “I think I’m going to take a look and find out.”
 
   She lowered herself to the floor in front of Victor as she unzipped his jeans, pulling them down to his ankles and facing him and his now flagrant erection.
 
   “This is the fun part of my job.” She licked her lips slowly as she looked up at him and then fished his cock out through the hole of his boxers. Victor gasped and felt his body tense up as her fingers touched the sensitive skin of his shaft.
 
   “Oh man,” he said.
 
   “It wasn’t exactly in the job description when I applied, but I took to it naturally.” Piper locked eyes with him as she started stroking, her movements slow and sensual. “We just have to keep quiet about it. It’s so I can get a sample for testing, and you can stay in the zone with your nanites.”
 
   She grabbed a tiny glass jar out of the bag that Lucy had set down for her and pulled away from Victor’s cock for a moment to open it. After one more flirtatious glance up at him, Piper went back to what she was doing, this time holding the jar in one hand.
 
   This is unbelievable. 
 
   “You’re staring at my lips.” Piper giggled as she spoke. Her face was only a few inches away from the head of Victor’s hardness, but she looked set on using her hand, which admittedly, felt fantastic on its own.
 
   “Yeah, I am,” said Victor, blushing slightly. “What can I say? You have nice lips.”
 
   “I think my hands will do just fine for what we need, don’t you?” Piper ran her finger across the tip of his cock, rubbing precum around. She gave it a soft squeeze and a silent moan escaped Victor’s mouth.
 
   “I think…” Victor trailed off, and then, without exactly meaning to, flared his scarlet aura at a low level. “You could do a little more.”
 
   Piper made a noise. Her face flushed, and she licked her lips again, more slowly this time.
 
   “Maybe…” she murmured. “For just a bit. But don’t tell Lucy. She doesn’t like me getting too friendly with the subjects.”
 
   Victor stared at her, half surprised and half ecstatic, as she puckered her lips and planted a soft kiss on the tip of his hard rod. Piper giggled and then kissed it again, parting her mouth slightly and sucking more of it inside.
 
   “Oh god…” Victor leaned his head back as Piper got into the rhythm of sucking. She ran on hand up his thigh, keeping the other one nearby with the jar.
 
   I shouldn’t have done that. This isn’t the type of thing I can abuse. It’s taking advantage of people.
 
   It was hard for Victor to feel too sorry about it, all things considered. Piper knew how to give a blowjob. Victor glanced down and saw her blue hair shaking as she bobbed her head up and down, sliding her lips along the shaft of his cock. She went a bit deeper each time, letting his erection poke further into her warm, wet mouth.
 
   Victor looked down at her hand and saw something that made him do a double-take. She was wearing a wedding ring. He vaguely remembered an offhand comment she’d made right after she’d arrived, and suddenly felt incredibly guilty.
 
   She’s a married woman, and I used my powers to make her suck my cock.
 
   Piper twirled her tongue around the head of his shaft, pulled her head back, and then pushed it forward again. Victor felt his cock sliding into the back of her throat. She made a slight choking noise, and suddenly, he was inside of it.
 
   “Holy fuck…” H set a hand on the back of her head and enjoyed the sensation, feeling his cock pulsing as she deep throated him with sensual skill.
 
   Piper pulled all the way back, letting her mouth pop off his cock. She looked up at him, her eyes a strange mixture of professionalism and lust.
 
   “How close are you?”
 
   “I’m close,” said Victor. “Just keep going.”
 
   He pulled her head back down, and she started sucking again, faster and more aggressively this time. Lewd noises came from the motions of her mouth. The apartment was tiny, and Victor wondered what Lucy’s reaction would be if she walked in on them.
 
   She set this up to begin with. I can’t be held entirely responsible.
 
   Piper started humming in sync with the movements of her mouth, giving Victor a blowjob that resonated up his cock. H closed his eyes and let pleasure sweep over his body, feeling himself nearing his limit.
 
   “Piper,” he said, in a near-breathless voice. “Piper!”
 
   He tapped on the back of her head. She kept sucking. He took a deep breath and harnessed every ounce of will he had to hold out, but it was impossible. He was going to cum.
 
   At the last second, Piper pulled her lips off his hard cock. With practiced movements, she positioned the jar in front of the head of his cock at the very instant it began to explode. She kept a firm grip on his member, literally holding it in place as Victor blasted his sticky seed into the jar.
 
   “Magnificent,” she whispered. “You must have double the sperm load of an ordinary man, maybe even triple.”
 
   Victor wasn’t listening. He melted into the pleasure as his dick throbbed in her hand. Out of mostly shut eyes, he could see Piper milking the cum out of his cock. The jar overflowed slightly with the last few spurts, and Piper brought her index finger to her mouth and sucked his cum off of it.
 
   “Alright.” She screwed the cap back on, fixed her hair, and then stood up. “Lucy will most likely be bringing you into headquarters sometime in the next few days. We’ll need to keep this up until your find a regular romantic outlet for your impulses.”
 
   “Keep… this up?” Victor was barely listening, too zoned out from his orgasm to make sense of her words.
 
   “Just relax and get some sleep. I’ll see you soon.”
 
   Piper walked over to the door and left the apartment. Victor rolled over on the couch, only taking the time to pull his pants back up before falling asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   It was early in the morning when Victor woke up, early enough to still be dark outside. Someone was pulling a blanket over him, and he practically had to remember all of the events of the previous day to realize that it was Lucy.
 
   He opened his eyes and saw her slipping into a pair of heels on the welcome mat next to the door. She was wearing a similar outfit to what she’d had on the day before, except with a button up sweater in the place of the jacket, and silk stockings over her legs.
 
   “Where are you going?” Victor sat up on the couch and rubbed his eyes.
 
   “I have to follow up on the Night Angel leads as soon as possible, so I’m heading into work early this morning,” she said. “I left food for you on the table. I’ll send Kronenberg by around noon to check in with you.”
 
   Victor stood up abruptly.
 
   “I’m going in with you,” he said. “You’re going to need my help.”
 
   Lucy looked at him with a serious expression on her face.
 
   “No, I’m not,” she said, her voice blunt. “What I need you to do is take care of yourself and get some rest, until I can find a place to get you settled and we can start using you for research.”
 
   “I’m not giving you a choice, Lucy.” Victor crossed his arms and glowered at her. “There are a lot of ways I could use my powers to get into trouble. If you don’t let me help, that’s what’s going to happen.”
 
   Lucy let out a frustrated sigh.
 
   “This doesn’t involve you, Victor,” she said. “And there isn’t anything you can help with. Just because you’re an aura binder doesn’t mean you’re ready to join up with Monteiro.”
 
   “Do you have any other aura binders on staff?”
 
   Lucy didn’t say anything for a moment.
 
   “We have one,” she said. “She’ll be back in town within the next few days.”
 
   “Then you do need me, regardless of whether you’re willing to admit it or not.”
 
   Lucy shook her head, but she waved a hand in a conciliatory gesture.
 
   “You’re as stubborn as a mule, just like your father.”
 
   Victor cringed on the inside.
 
   The last thing I want is to be compared to him.
 
   He started to put his shoes on. Lucy set a hand on his shoulder and turned him so that he was facing her again.
 
   “I’m only bringing you in so that we can get a head start on your training. This doesn’t mean that you’re going to be going out into the field, or helping in any capacity beyond making phone calls and running internet searches.”
 
   “Of course.” Victor smiled.
 
   The ride through Undercliff City felt different in the daytime. A couple of smokestacks billowed up from the industrial district, marring the otherwise magnificent skyline. The traffic wasn't as bad as Victor assumed it was going to be, a result of a massive population shift in the 21st century that skewed demographics in favor of urban denizens too poor to afford cars.
 
   The region, at its core, was still in a state of flux. Undercliff City had been a huge producer of domestic automobiles a hundred years ago. As the economy adjusted and accepted more imports, Undercliff’s primary industry had practically vanished overnight. It was only now that a burgeoning tech sector, of which Monteiro was one of the crown jewels, was raising hopes of the area regaining its former glory.
 
   Lucy pulled into the parking garage and found the same space she’d parked in the day before, which Victor assumed was her reserved spot. The two of them got out and started walking toward the elevator.
 
   Victor followed her in, and the doors had just begun to slide shut when a man walked around the corner and toward them with purposeful steps. He was tall with pale skin and jet black hair, slicked back either with gel or from leftover moisture from an early morning shower. He wore a black wool coat, which seemed like overkill for the mild autumn weather.
 
   “Good morning, Lucy,” said the man.
 
   “Terrance.” Lucy smiled and nodded curtly. The man, Terrance, glanced over at Victor, and Lucy took a breath and began introductions.
 
   “Victor, this is Terrance Pronto, the head manager of the Research Applications Department on the 15th floor. Terrance, this is Victor-“
 
   “Anders,” said Terrance, smiling as he cut her off. “I can tell just from looking at him.”
 
   The elevator doors closed. Terrance walked over to the buttons and slowly pressed the one for his floor, keeping part of his attention focused on Victor.
 
   “Yes,” said Victor. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “It’s funny, I didn’t realize that John was back in town.” Terrance looked at Lucy. “Has he stopped in to meet with Eli yet? I imagine those two would have a lot to talk about.”
 
   Lucy looked pained. She bit her lip, glanced at the wall for a second, and then met Terrance’s eye.
 
   “John… has passed away,” she said. “Victor has come to Undercliff City to manage a couple of open affairs on his behalf.”
 
   “You look a little young to be managing your father’s will, Victor.” Terrance smiled. “How did it happen?”
 
   Victor resisted the urge to grit his teeth.
 
   This is the last thing I want to talk about right now.
 
   “Natural causes,” he said. The words came out sounding anything but natural.
 
   “But how, exactly?” pressed Terrance.
 
   “Why does it matter to you?” asked Victor. “He’s dead, and I’d appreciate it if you’d leave it be.”
 
   Lucy shot Terrance a look, and the pale man held up both hands.
 
   “I do apologize. It’s just I worked on several projects with John. We didn’t always see eye to eye on things, but he was a trusted coworker. It saddens me to hear that his time arrived so early.”
 
   Lucy cleared her throat, and he turned to face the elevator doors.
 
   “Terrance, I’m going to need the report on your proposal for industrial uses of the Aura Project by the end of the day.”
 
   “Of course, Lucy,” he said. “I’ll make sure you get it. You just make sure that your department is ready to make the necessary changes for us to turn it into a marketable product.”
 
   The elevator finally reached the 13th floor. Victor felt tension rush out of the tiny space as the doors opened. Kronenberg was hovering directly outside, and the orange dome on the top of the drone flickered with excitement when he saw Lucy.
 
   “Perfect timing, Lucy!” Kronenberg paused, and the drone leaned slightly to the side as it noticed Terrance. “Please tell me that you’re not dropping by for an unexpected visit, Terrance.”
 
   Terrance showed his teeth and slowly shook his head.
 
   “If I needed something from you, I would send one of my assistants to get it.”
 
   Kronenberg broke out into laughter as the elevator doors shut.
 
   “I never could stand that man,” he said. “I think all the hair gel he uses has soaked into his brain.”
 
   “Take it easy, Kronenberg,” said Lucy. “We have to work with him, not against him.”
 
   Lucy walked fast. Even though she was shorter than Victor, he felt like he needed to focus in order to keep up with her. The 13th floor wasn’t that populated, with maybe ten or so staff members working in cubicles or desks in the central command room, but all of them gave her their attention as she went by. She stopped short, and Victor almost crashed into her. 
 
   “Kronenberg, can you help Victor get settled for a couple of minutes?” She waved a hand to another young female employee even as she spoke. “I have to make sure everyone is on task for today.”
 
   “Of course, Ms. Wilson.” A bit of sarcasm came through in Kronenberg’s response. “Come on, let’s take a tour of the break room.”
 
   The drone bobbed through the air, leading Victor back toward the elevator and then into a small room past a row of cubicles. It looked like the break room in any office except for the newspaper clippings on the wall, all of which detailed murders or other suspicious incidents.
 
   It almost looks like the bedroom wall of a crazed vigilante.
 
   “I’m a little surprised to see you up and about today, Vic.” Kronenberg landed on a table next to the breakroom’s fridge and folded two spider legs underneath his drone body, effectively sitting down.
 
   “Did you expect Lucy to lock me up?” Victor smiled.
 
   “Yes. Either that or for you to head for the hills and get as far away from Undercliff City as you could.”
 
   Victor raised an eyebrow and shook his head.
 
   “That’s not really my style,” he said. “Intimidation tactics only make me angry.”
 
   “That’s the part I don’t understand. You don’t work for Monteiro. This whole situation is new to you. Why are you so eager to jump into the middle of it?”
 
   Victor thought about the question for a couple of seconds. He reached over to a coffee pot on the counter and began pouring himself a cup.
 
   “Let’s just say that I’ve been in the middle of this situation for a while now.”
 
   Kronenberg started to say something else, but before he could, someone that Victor recognized poked into the break room. Piper had a smirk on her face and wore a white lab coat over a cutesy pink t-shirt and jeans.
 
   “Victor.” Her voice had a heavy, flirtatious tone to it. “Good morning.”
 
   She walked over, brushing up against him a bit as she got herself some coffee.
 
   “Good morning, Piper,” he replied. “Sorry about the house call last night.”
 
   “Oh, that’s quite alright.” Piper smiled at him and stood a little too close as she stirred a spoon around her cup. “It was my pleasure.”
 
   The air crackled with potential for a moment as they locked eyes. Kronenberg whirled one of his drone’s copter blades and made just enough noise to pull them back to reality.
 
   “Well, I have to get to work,” said Piper. “I’ll see you later, Victor.”
 
   Victor flashed her a smile as she walked out. Kronenberg took to the air and hovered in front of his face.
 
   “No way…” The drone shook from side to side. “Victor, you dog!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   Lucy came into the breakroom a minute later, carrying a tablet computer and speaking to a young female assistant as she walked. She pointed to something in the main room and the girl took off. Then, she turned to Victor.
 
   “Kronenberg, can you hold down the fort here for a few minutes? I’m going to take Victor down to the simulation rooms.”
 
   The drone nodded.
 
   “That’s a good idea. He’ll need a space to practice if he’s ever going to be able to work in the field.”
 
   Lucy frowned.
 
   “It’s more to keep him busy for the afternoon,” she said. “He’s a teenager.”
 
   “He’s right here, within earshot,” said Victor.
 
   “I wouldn’t rule out letting him help so quickly, Lucy. He’s already gained control of one of the nano auras, practically without any training.”
 
   Lucy shook her head and started walking out of the breakroom.
 
   “Just make sure things run smoothly here, and let me handle Victor.”
 
   Victor scowled as he followed after her.
 
   What the hell am I doing here? I’m not interested in being coddled all day.
 
   “For future reference, the simulation rooms are just below us on the 12th floor.” Lucy waited for a few people to step off the elevator and then led Victor onto it. “There are four of them in total, so usually, they’ll be at least one free unless it’s a busy day.”
 
   “What is a ‘simulation room’, exactly?” asked Victor.
 
   “A room that simulates different things.” Lucy flashed him a supremely condescending smile.
 
   “Yeah, I figured that much,” said Victor. “Is it so hard for you to treat me like an adult and answer my questions?”
 
   “I’ve literally seen you cry over a missing stuffed animal before,” said Lucy. “Does that answer your question?”
 
   Victor gritted his teeth.
 
   She still sees me as my father’s son. There’s so much that she doesn’t know, that she can’t ever know.
 
   It only took a second for the elevator to drop down to the twelfth floor. The doors opened, and the two of them stepped into a flawless white hallway. There were two doors on either side, with a single touch screen at eye level on the walls next to each one.
 
   “Here, this one’s open.” Lucy walked over to the first door on the left and tapped on the touch screen for a moment. The door slid to the side smoothly and they both walked through.
 
   The room on the other side looked much like the hallway, except it was far more expansive. It was at least a hundred feet across and the same spotless white color as outside, and had about fifteen feet of ceiling clearance.
 
   “I’m not tone deaf, Victor.”
 
   “What?” He glanced over at Lucy with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “I know how badly you want to help, and to be a part of this.” Lucy turned to him with a serious look on her face. “And I know it has something to do with whatever happened to you and to your dad.”
 
   Victor couldn’t meet her gaze. He scratched his head and tried to act like he was inspecting the featureless room.
 
   “But in order for me to be able to trust you with anything, you’re going to need training.” Lucy walked to the center of the space. “Weeks of it, at the least. Maybe months or years. And this room can help give you some of that.”
 
   She pulled a pair of eyeglasses out of her pocket, put them on, and then began tapping on her tablet. After a moment, the entire room shifted, turning black instead of white. The shift was sudden and total, and Victor’s stomach fluttered for a moment as he forcibly regained his sense of equilibrium.
 
   “Jesus fuck…” he muttered. “Warn me the next time before you do that.”
 
   Lucy smiled at him. She pressed something else on the tablet and a neon green grid appeared over the walls and through the air. It looked like something out of Tron except in a full three dimensions, cutting through the space like the web of a computerized spider.
 
   “You being able to see all of this, the projected images in this room, is something that took almost a year of research for us to figure out.” She pointed to the glasses over her eyes. “People like me, without nanites, need to wear special glasses in order to use the simulation rooms.”
 
   Victor was awe struck. He walked toward Lucy slowly, taking each step as though half expecting to fall through the floor.
 
   At least I’ve only got coffee in my stomach.
 
   Lucy was smiling as she tapped on her tablet. After a second, a new shape appeared in front of her, an exact replica of a basketball. The shadows were a bit off, and the details were less pronounced than they would have been on a real one, but other than that it was perfect.
 
   “Here.” She gave it a small push and sent it moving through the air toward Victor. He reached up, and to his amazement, caught it. “You can make things, too, using your nanites instead of a computer. Just close your eyes, picture what you want to create, and then push it out.”
 
   I can actually feel it. What the fuck?
 
   Lucy must have seen the look of amazement on his face, because she started chuckling.
 
   “Again, your nanites make the simulations in the room much, much more interesting than they are for regular humans. They can recreate the perception of touch and weight inside your head, without actually needing anything physical to represent it.”
 
   “But it’s… not really there?” Victor shook his head, feeling a little confused and more than a little unnerved. “What if I decide I want to put my hand through it?”
 
   He tried to push his hand into the basketball, but something held his movements back. It felt exactly as though he was holding the ball, down to the tiny bumps and ridges. 
 
   “If you really want to, you can make yourself do it,” said Lucy. “It’s similar to how your body would go through the process in real life. You wouldn’t pop a ball, even knowing you could, at least not typically. Your body has its own form of impulse control, and harnessing that allows us to make incredibly realistic simulations without having to worry about them being perfect.”
 
   “How realistic are we talking here?” asked Victor. “Basketballs are one thing, but what about-“
 
   “People?” Lucy grinned, and after a few seconds on her tablet, conjured up a perfect copy of Victor, complete with a scowl on his face and brooding eyes.
 
   I don’t really look that angry, do I?
 
   He closed his eyes and tried to do what Lucy had described before. He pictured her how she’d been the night before in her loose night robe, balancing his hormonal excitement at the mental image against his fidelity to the original memory. 
 
   When Victor opened his eyes, a second Lucy stood motionless next to the copy of him. She was frozen in the middle of brushing a few strands of blonde hair out of her face, her robe billowing open just enough to catch his eye.
 
   “Interesting choice of subject.” Lucy sounded amused, and she tapped furiously on the tablet for a moment. 
 
   In a sudden burst of shapes and light, several nightmarish creatures spilled out of the walls and floors. A grotesque looking zombie stumbled into Victor from the side, while a man in a tuxedo suit with thin, alien proportions grabbed at his head.
 
   “Jesus!” Victor bound his scarlet aura out of reflex, splashing fire onto the wall. Lucy burst into laughter at his expense.
 
   “You aren’t the first one to imagine me in a less than modest state of dress,” said Lucy. “The thing is, in this room, the one with the wildest imagination is the one with the power.”
 
   She hit something on her tablet and all of the simulations faded out, leaving them back in the empty white room. Victor examined the spot where his flames had struck and saw that little if any damage on the wall.
 
   “This room would be perfect for practicing with my nanites.”
 
   Lucy nodded to him.
 
   “That was, in part, what it was designed for,” she said. “Part of my vision for the Nano Aura Department is eventually train enough aura binders to serve as peacekeepers against the abuse of the technology of the future. You can train your scarlet aura in here without worrying about burning the place down, though you should be mindful about the smoke fumes.”
 
   A noise came from Lucy’s pocket. She pulled out her cell phone and stared at it for a moment, and then started heading for the door.
 
   “What’s up?” asked Victor.
 
   “I have to meet with Eli, the big boss. Hang out here for a little bit and get familiar with the room. I’ll tell Kronenberg to delegate you with some minor tasks to keep you busy for the day.”
 
   “Uh, are you going to pay for said minor tasks?”
 
   Lucy smiled.
 
   “Let’s save that conversation for later,” she said.
 
   Sounds like she plans on keeping me as an unpaid intern.
 
   Victor held his objections and waited for the door to close behind her. He scanned his eyes across the empty simulation room for a moment and then began focusing.
 
   The room turned black again. Victor focused on what he remembered from the night before, slowly reconstructing an image of Night Angel.
 
   She’d been short, at least half a head shorter than he was. Her face had been covered, but Victor had seen Asiatic eyes, along with jet black hair. He chewed his lip as her bust and curves began to take form. She’d been rather attractive, which made the question of her motives all the more intriguing.
 
   “She’d asked me if I worked for ‘him’, I remember that much.” Victor muttered to himself quietly, contemplating his memories.
 
   He remembered how she’d moved, the way she’d floated through the air and maneuvered as though the laws of physics didn’t apply to her. To Victor’s surprise, the model began moving, simulating the various attacks and feints he’d seen Night Angel perform.
 
   The simulation of Night Angel flew forward at him. Victor didn’t flinch back, and the simulation didn’t stop. He felt her soft body collide with him. It wasn’t painful, and in fact, Victor had to keep ideas from flooding into his head as he felt his nanites perfectly recreating the sensation of her breasts pushing against him.
 
   “Ah-hem.” Kronenberg’s voice flooded into the room from an unseen speaker. “I’m not interrupting, am I?”
 
   “What? No!” Victor ran a hand through his hair and tried to keep his embarrassment in check. “What’s up?”
 
   “I’ve found some information that might be of interest to you and the investigation. If you want to take advantage of it, you need to follow it up immediately.”
 
   Victor smiled.
 
   “I’ll meet you on the 13th floor.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   Kronenberg and Lucy had their own offices on the 13th floor with actual doors, unlike most of the other employees who made due with open cubicles. The door to Lucy’s was closed, and it didn’t look like she was inside. Kronenberg’s was right next to it, and Victor paused in front of the door before knocking.
 
   There was a tiny drone sized opening that reminded Victor a bit of a doggie door next to the main entrance. Victor smiled when he saw it, and then began to actually think about the absurdity of Kronenberg’s situation within the company.
 
   What’s his story, anyway?
 
   “Come in.”
 
   Victor walked inside. Kronenberg’s office only had a single chair in it, and in the place of a desk was what looked like a charging station for his drone body, which was currently sitting on top of it.
 
   “Kronenberg… Do you mind if I ask how you ended up working here?”
 
   “I got hired,” said Kronenberg. “Obviously.”
 
   “I figured as much,” said Victor. “You know what I mean.”
 
   “That’s a story for another day.” The drone stood up on its spider legs, flashed its dome light a couple of times, and then took to the air. “For now, we should focus on the lead I mentioned.”
 
   Victor nodded and took a seat.
 
   “I’ve been trying to figure out exactly how Night Angel came into her abilities,” said Kronenberg. “Nanites, quite obviously, are not readily available to the public.”
 
   “Maybe she stole them? Doesn’t that seem like the most obvious answer?”
 
   “It’s not that simple. Monteiro has a number of security protocols that aren’t easy to bypass. Here in the Nano Aura Department, the scrutiny is even more intense.”
 
   “Are we sure that she’s using regular nanites, then?” Victor scratched his head and watched as the drone slowly dipped in the motion of a nod.
 
   “You reported yourself that you saw her glowing with them when she used her powers,” said Kronenberg. “And the way she made her entrance definitely fits the hypothesis.”
 
   “So then how do we track her down?”
 
   Kronenberg paused for a moment. The entire back wall of the office flickered to life, and Victor realized that it was a gigantic HD monitor. 
 
   “Out of the two men Night Angel had under her control last night, one is currently a patient at the Undercliff Teaching Hospital.”
 
   “And the other?”
 
   “He’s dead. It’s not unusual for the onyx aura to have that effect on people, when overused at high levels.”
 
   “Alright then.” Victor stood up and started for the door. “I’ll go check it out.”
 
   “There’s a good chance that he won’t be awake yet. Stay with him if you can, and see if he eventually comes to. It’s not glamorous work, but it’s the best lead we’ve got.”
 
   “Sure thing.” Victor paused, and considered Kronenberg for a moment. “Hey, can I ask you something?”
 
   Kronenberg shrugged two of his spider legs in a mockery of the human gesture.
 
   “I don’t know, can you?”
 
   Victor rolled his eyes.
 
   “Why are you helping me on this?”
 
   “We have to stop this woman. It’s not something we can leave to chance.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I mean. This is a huge corporation, there must be someone else you can trust to play detective.”
 
   Kronenberg hovered in the air, watching Victor for a long moment.
 
   “There’s something about you, Victor. Something beyond the nanites, and the can-do attitude.”
 
   Victor rolled his eyes again.
 
   “I’m serious,” said Kronenberg. “I can recognize it in you as surely as I can feel it in myself. Something happened to you, didn’t it? Something beyond getting the nanites, something bigger than that…”
 
   Victor turned and pushed his way out through the door.
 
   “It’s my turn to dodge a personal question,” he said. “I’ll go check out the hospital.”
 
   Victor took the elevator down to the parking garage. He walked through the car crowded lot and to the pedestrian exit onto the street. A small part of him worried about Lucy, and how she’d react as his benefactor if she discovered him getting in the middle of things.
 
   She needs help on this, whether she realizes it or not.
 
   The sky was overcast, and there was just enough chill in the air to make the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. Victor walked through downtown Undercliff City, weaving through people probably on their way to work or lunch.
 
   He used his phone to map out a path to the hospital. Undercliff City was large, but most of the outskirts, as he’d seen the day before, were in a state of either near or total abandonment. The core of the city held everything important, which was convenient for him, traveling on foot.
 
   It took Victor about twenty minutes to get there. The Undercliff Teaching Hospital was a squat, rectangular building, three floors high and in the shape of a large u. He found the front entrance and pushed inside.
 
   Kronenberg had emailed him a basic dossier on the comatose man. His name was Mike Sanchez, and he’d jumped from one blue-collar job to another for his entire adult life.
 
   Victor came to a stop at the front desk. A nurse sat behind it, an attractive woman in her forties with a bored expression on her face. She was reading a magazine and only stopped to look up from it after Victor cleared his throat.
 
   “Hello,” said Victor. “I’m here to see a patient. Mike Sanchez.”
 
   “I’m sorry, we can only give out room numbers family members,” said the nurse. “It’s our policy.”
 
   Victor nodded slowly.
 
   Let’s see if she’ll break the rules if she’s in a more interesting mood.
 
   Slowly and delicately, Victor extended his awareness into his scarlet aura and bound it to the woman. A tiny red glow that only he could see appeared around her head, making it appear as though her entire face pulsed with light and emotion.
 
   “Are you sure there’s no way I can check on Mike? We’re old friends, me and him.”
 
   The woman opened her mouth and looked at him strangely. Victor wasn’t sure which of her emotions he’d flared. It depended as much on the way the person originally felt as it did on his application of of the aura, though so far it seemed to lean toward more passionate emotions when it came to him and women.
 
   “You do seem like a nice guy.” The nurse batted her eyelashes at him. “Oh, what the hell.”
 
   She tapped on the keyboard of the computer in front of her for a second and then turned back to him.
 
   “He’s in room 134.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Victor. “I really appreciate it.”
 
   The woman kept her eyes locked onto him as he walked past the desk and into the hall.
 
   Finding the room was easy enough. Victor stood outside it for a second, wondering if he should knock. An orderly pushed by him, pulling along a cart full of medical equipment, and Victor decided to just head in.
 
   He opened the door, slipped through it, and found himself standing across from a man he recognized. The face was the same, but Mike Sanchez looked a lot less threatening lying in a hospital bed than he had at Night Angel’s side.
 
   “Mike,” said Victor. “Are you awake?”
 
   The man’s eyes stayed closed, and he didn’t respond. Victor stayed in the room for a couple of minutes before finally giving up and leaving the hospital.
 
   Well, that was a waste of time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Victor had already started heading back toward Monteiro Tower when his phone rang. The number that was calling was one he didn’t recognize.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Victor, it’s Kronenberg. I got another lead for you to follow, if you’re up for it.”
 
   Victor chewed his lip for a second.
 
   “The last one led nowhere, Kronenberg. He’s still unconscious, as expected.”
 
   “Hey, I didn’t say this would be interesting. It’s the job though.”
 
   Victor sighed.
 
   “What have you got for me?”
 
   “There’s a woman that used to work for Monteiro,” said Kronenberg. “Jaime Campos. She quit right before the first attack by Night Angel on the tower.”
 
   “She sounds like our girl,” said Victor. “Why hasn’t anyone followed up on her yet?”
 
   “Well… she worked in the Marketing Department. And her physical profile doesn’t match what we’ve seen of the mystery woman.”
 
   “It’s still probably worth looking into,” said Victor. “Send me the address and I’ll check it out.”
 
   Twenty minutes later, Victor stood outside of a small suburban cottage. The yard was clean and neatly maintained, and a small pink flamingo poked out of a flower patch in front of the porch.
 
   Victor walked up to the door slowly and pressed the doorbell. After a couple of seconds, the door opened.
 
   The woman standing in the doorway, as far as Victor could tell, couldn’t have been Night Angel. She was too short, and her hair was a different color than the woman that Victor had encountered.
 
   What Victor also noticed about Jaime Campos was that she was rather attractive. Her hair was wet and slicked back, mermaid style, and the only clothing she had on was a thick white towel hanging from the top of her chest.
 
   “Yes, I’m Jaime Campos,” she said. “You can just leave the package on the deck. I’ll grab it once I’ve changed.”
 
   She started to close the door. Victor had to jump forward slightly and push his arm through the crack to stop her.
 
   “Hold on, I’m not a deliveryman! I’m just here to ask you a few…”
 
   The woman’s towel fell as she took a step back, revealing a gorgeous naked body behind it. Victor’s jaw dropped as he absorbed the sight of Jaime Campos’s large, supple breasts, and the small landing strip of pubic hair on her crotch.
 
   “Whoops!” Jaime blushed bright red as she bent over to grab the towel. She rewrapped it around herself with surprising speed and then waved for Victor to come in.
 
   “I… didn’t see anything,” said Victor.
 
   “It’s fine!” Jaime speed walked over to a door across from the entranceway and disappeared behind it. “Let me just get changed. What’s your name?”
 
   “Victor Anders. I, uh, am investigating something for the Monteiro Corporation.”
 
   Jaime walked back into the living room. She wore a silk robe that was just as revealing as the towel had been, albeit less prone to coming loose.
 
   “Have a seat.” She walked closer to him and gestured to the couch. “I don’t mind answering some questions.”
 
   Victor nodded and sat down. The towel dropping incident had thrown him off balance, and it took him a second to regain his composure and get back to the reason why he was there.
 
   “Do you know anything about the attacks that have taken place against Monteiro Tower over the past few weeks?”
 
   Jaime frowned and shook her head.
 
   “No, I don’t know anything about that,” she said.
 
   Victor listened to her voice as carefully as he could, searching it for any hint of subterfuge.
 
   She sounds like she’s telling the truth.
 
   “They began right after you left the company,” he said. 
 
   “Oh my.” Jaime smiled and sat down next to him on the couch, letting one of her hands come to rest on his knee. “I see why you’d be looking into me, then. Is there anything I can do to ease your concerns?”
 
   Victor blinked in surprise as her fingers slipped in closer to his crotch.
 
   I didn’t use my scarlet aura on her. This isn’t right…
 
   “Why did you leave your job at Monteiro, Mrs. Campos?”
 
   “Mrs. Campos?” The woman laughed. “Please, call me Jaime.”
 
   Victor stood up, feeling a sudden stab of suspicion.
 
   “Please,” he said. “You said you’d answer my questions. Just tell me what I need to know.”
 
   Jaime didn’t let up right away. She moved in closer to Victor again, and his reluctance wavered as she slipped the front of her robe open, revealing her naked body.
 
   “Do you really want to know?” she whispered, her words hot against his ear. “Or do you want something else?”
 
   “Stop it!” Victor pulled out of her grasp and took a deep breath. “Look, I’m not here to get you into any trouble. I just want to know-“
 
   “You don’t.” Jaime Campos’s tone changed in an instant. “You don’t want to know.”
 
   She closed her robe with tired movements and opened the top drawer of the end table next to couch. When she turned back to face Victor, she was lighting a cigarette.
 
   “You’re pretty cute, you know that?” She smiled him. “How old are you, 23, 24?”
 
   “19.” Victor felt himself getting frustrated, but he bit back words of anger and forced himself to wait it out.
 
   “That’s too young for you to be able to see it, I guess.” She took a deep drag off the cigarette and blew smoke toward the ceiling. “I’m surprised that they sent someone like you. You don’t seem like the type of person who’d be willing to intimidate me into keeping my part of the deal.”
 
   Victor just shook his head. She was giving him a few of the pieces, he knew that much, but putting them together was something else entirely.
 
   “Look, I’m not trying to set you up, or trap you. I just need to know how you fit into things. It might help keep people from getting hurt.”
 
   “Maybe some people deserve to get hurt.” Jaime tapped ash off the cigarette into a tray on the end stand. “Victor, you don’t know what you’re getting into. 
 
   “Are you helping her?” asked Victor. “The woman that’s been attacking the company.”
 
   Jaime Campos was silent for a long time. Finally, she looked up at him and met his gaze.
 
   “I’m only helping myself,” she said. “I don’t know anything about that.”
 
   Again, it sounds like she’s telling the truth.
 
   Victor nodded slowly.
 
   “Alright.” He turned and started toward the door.
 
   “That’s it?” Jaime sounded surprised as she spoke. “You aren’t going to push it further? You’re an aura binder, right? You could use your nanites to strip the truth right out of me. To do whatever you wanted to me, for that matter.”
 
   Victor sighed and shook his head.
 
   “No,” he said. “I’ve got all I need.”
 
   He stepped out into the yard and let Jaime close the door behind him. She was right. Even with his limited practice with the scarlet aura, he probably could have managed to toy with her emotions enough to get the full truth of her situation.
 
   The idea of it made him feel nauseous and uncomfortable. Victor wasn’t willing to sink to that level. It was worse than taking advantage of people, worse than threatening or blackmail. It was a power that he wouldn’t let himself abuse like that.
 
   I’m not like him, and I never will be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   “He’s awake!”
 
   Victor got a call from Kronenberg shortly after leaving Jaime’s house. He’d barely gotten half of a hello out before the voice on the other side bellowed the words excitedly into his ear.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Mike Sanchez,” said Kronenberg. “He just woke up. He’s heading north on Tempest Street.”
 
   “I’m… not entirely sure where that is,” said Victor. “I still don’t know Undercliff that well.”
 
   “Just open the link I emailed you,” said Kronenberg. “I’m hovering above him right now. If you follow my icon in the maps app, it should lead you right to him.”
 
   “Alright, easy enough.”
 
   “Don’t get too close. I won’t lose track of him as long as he stays outside. If he goes into a building, that’s where you come in.”
 
   “Gotcha.” Victor hung up the phone and checked his email. The link Kronenberg sent let him open up his phone's map application, and on it was a blinking dot that he surmised to be his target.
 
   Victor had to jog through the streets to gain ground on the dot. It stopped moving just as he closed the final stretch of distance. He looked up at the sky and saw Kronenberg’s drone body hovering above a building. Turning his eyes downward, he cringed at what he saw.
 
   ‘Heaven’s Gallery’? This guy left the hospital and headed straight to a strip club?
 
   Victor waited for about a minute, hoping that his previously comatose target would have a change of heart and head somewhere else. His phone rang, and he tried not to sound too irritated as he answered.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Just act natural and head inside,” said Kronenberg. “You can even buy a lap dance for yourself if you need a way to blend in. I’ll have Monteiro reimburse you.”
 
   Victor rolled his eyes, a gesture that was purely for his benefit over the phone.
 
   “As if. Lucy would catch wind of it eventually, and there would be hell to pay. I’m just going to head in and confront him.”
 
   “It’s not going to lead you anywhere,” said Kronenberg. “If this guy wanted to be helpful, he’d be on his way to the police station right now. Just watch him and bide your time. He’ll lead us to something we can use.”
 
   Victor swore under his breath and hung up the phone. He crossed the street and headed for the entrance into Heaven’s Gallery. A bouncer stood outside, and a tiny part of him hoped that he would be carded and denied entrance.
 
   The bouncer gave him the briefest of glances before waving him in. The place was dark, dank, and strangely inviting. Glitzy electronic music blared from speakers on either side of the room. The only areas with judicious amounts of light were the stage and directly behind the bar.
 
   The floor felt sticky, even through his shoes, and the air stank of cigarette smoke. Victor’s attention, however, was pulled toward the girls.
 
   “Ooh, looks like we got ourselves a young one.” A woman who looked like she’d stepped out of a Playboy cover traced a finger across Victor’s chest, shaking breasts that bulged out of a lingerie corset as she did.
 
   “Hi,” said Victor. “I’m just… here looking for a friend.”
 
   He scanned the room with his eyes. It was too dark to make out which of the silhouetted figures was Mike Sanchez. The woman stepped behind him, put a hand on each of his shoulders, and breathed onto his neck.
 
   “Maybe I can keep you company until you find him?” she whispered.
 
   Well, I should probably try to blend in.
 
   Victor shrugged.
 
   “Can you get me a drink?” He smiled at her and nodded his head toward the bar. “It’s my first time here. I think it would help me relax.”
 
   “Of course, hun.” The woman disappeared in the direction of the bar. Victor slowly made his way toward one of the chairs on the side of the room, straining his eyes in an attempt to find Sanchez as he did.
 
   It didn’t take long. There was one shadowed figure that stood out from the rest. He was speaking with someone near a door in the back of the room, and making large gestures with his arms.
 
   He must be a regular here. It looks like he’s explaining where he’s been.
 
   After a moment, the woman returned with his drink. She sat down in his lap and pushed it into his hand.
 
   “What’s your name?” Her voice was soft and sensual.
 
   “Victor,” he said. “Nice to meet you, uh…”
 
   “Beatrix,” said the woman.
 
   Victor did his best to look as though he was paying attention to her as he watched Sanchez over her shoulder. He’d finished talking to the person near the back door, who stepped aside and allowed him access.
 
   “What’s in that room?”
 
   “That’s where the real magic happens,” said Beatrix. “I’d love to take you in there, but I’m not sure if you could afford it.”
 
   “Is that so?” Victor chewed his lip.
 
   I have to follow Sanchez, no matter what. As long as I don’t take advantage of her, it should be fine.
 
   Victor bound his scarlet aura, watching as the woman took on a bright red glow that only he could see. Beatrix took a sharp breath and then pulled in a little closer to her.
 
   “Hmm…” she mused. “You are a cute one, though. I bet you’d show me a good time if I brought you back there.”
 
   “Of course,” said Victor. “Trust me, we will have some fun.”
 
   Beatrix frowned.
 
   “Maybe half price?” She shook her head. “We are running a business here, after all.”
 
   Victor gritted his teeth and rebound his scarlet aura, intensifying the strength of it. 
 
   Let’s hope this doesn’t do anything permanent.
 
   Beatrix let out a sharp gasp. She shifted her position on Victor’s lap, straddling him and grinding her crotch against his leg.
 
   “I’m… on fire,” she whispered. “Please.”
 
   “Just bring me into the backroom, and I’ll take care of you.”
 
   Beatrix jumped to her feet and practically dragged Victor along with her toward the door. The guard raised an eyebrow as they approached, but made no move to stop them as she pulled him through the doorway.
 
   The room on the other side was lined with smaller chambers on either side, each one with a long curtain for a door, almost like dressing rooms. Only one of them was currently shut.
 
   That has to be where Sanchez is. I just have to listen for him to leave, and then I can follow again.
 
   Beatrix pulled him into the curtained chamber across from the one Sanchez was in and sat him down a leather couch. It was only then that Victor saw her face, and the desperate, horny need contained in her eyes.
 
   “Hey, hold on.” Victor tried to push her back as she began ripping off his pants. “Let’s talk for a minute, fir-“
 
   Beatrix leaned in and kissed him, pushing her tongue into his mouth and tossing herself into his lap. Victor felt his body responding, against his better judgment.
 
   This could get complicated.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   “Hold on, I just… need a minute.”
 
   Victor leaned back on the couch, trying to put some space between himself and Beatrix. She was eager almost to the point of being cartoonish, a sexy female version of Pepe Le Pew. 
 
   “You don’t seem like you need a minute,” whispered Beatrix. She slipped her hand between Victor’s legs and gave his cock a sensual squeeze. It was rock hard and betraying him to the enemy.
 
   I can use the scarlet aura to change her emotions, make her angry instead of horny!
 
   Victor began focusing his awareness on flaring a different emotion in Beatrix, who was struggling to unzip his pants. He bound his scarlet aura, and instantly saw the result.
 
   “Oh god!” Beatrix let out a shaky, lustful moan. “I need you!”
 
   “You’re not, uh, mad, or anything?”
 
   Beatrix answered the question by fishing his cock out of his pants and rubbing her lips across it.
 
   “Jesus!” Victor shuddered as pleasure coursed through him. Beatrix knew exactly what she was doing, and it felt insanely good.
 
   “I’ve never felt like this before!” said Beatrix. “I… I need you inside me!”
 
   “Hold on, just hold on a second!” Victor moved to stand up, but with surprising strength, Beatrix pushed him back down. She wrapped her lips around his cock and began sucking on it as though she was underwater and it was providing her with air.
 
   “Oh… wow!” Victor stared down at her wide-eyed. His experience with blowjobs was, admittedly, mostly limited to what he’d done over the past few days. Even so, he was pretty sure that Beatrix’s skill far outstripped any ordinary woman.
 
   If I’m going to get back to following Sanchez, I need to get by Beatrix first.
 
   Beatrix bobbed her head up and down, swirling complex patterns with her tongue along the sensitive flesh of Victor’s cock. She popped her lips off it and began sliding her way into position to straddle him.
 
   “Hold on, we need to use a…” Victor trailed off as Beatrix produced something from her bra. “…condom.”
 
   She slipped it over his hard shaft and unrolled it with ease. Her movements were fast, in the manner of someone doing a job they’ve long since mastered. Beatrix pulled her panties aside and lowered herself onto him.
 
   Victor gasped. She was dripping wet. Even on their horniest days, his encounters with Ella had involved more build up and intimacy. Beatrix began rocking back and forth on him as though attempting to ride a bucking bronco.
 
   “Oh fuck, yeah!” yelled Beatrix. “You’re so big and so hard!”
 
   “Shhhh…” said Victor. “Do you want everyone in the place to hear us?”
 
   She let out an even louder moan as though in answer and pushed her big breasts into his face. He smiled at the idea of all of the strip club patron’s listening to one of their sexy starlets getting fucked hard. Victor’s hands found their way to her waist, and he began bouncing her up and down on his shaft.
 
   “Oh…” The word slipped out of his mouth, half in surprise and half in delight. Beatrix was a gorgeous stripper, and he was fucking her. The very idea would have seemed like a fantasy to him a few days ago.
 
   Victor felt the lips of her pussy rubbing up and down his cock with every movement she made. She was wet and warm, and feeling her from the inside was infinitely more satisfying than just looking at her body.
 
   The leather couch squeaked underneath them as they fucked. Victor slipped his hand into her bra and ran his fingers across her nipples. The room was dark enough to make it hard to see the details, but it didn’t matter.
 
   “Fuck!” Beatrix came down hard onto his cock, taking every inch of it deep inside her. Victor realized that she’d reached her climax, and felt conflicted.
 
   I need to go after Sanchez… But I can’t just walk around in this state, at least not without looking like a pervert.
 
   Beatrix slipped off his cock, pulled the condom off of it, and immediately went back to sucking. Victor melted back into the leather couch and let her work.
 
   She started off slower this time, looking up at him as she teased his shaft with her tongue and lips. It was torture, and it felt a bit like she was taking revenge for Victor’s use of his aura on her.
 
   “I don’t have a lot of time!” said Victor. “Please, just do your thing!”
 
   “Do what thing?” Beatrix sounded pleased with herself. She slowly slipped her tongue up along the underside of his shaft, as though she was enjoying a popsicle.
 
   “You know what thing.” Victor coughed, feeling suddenly embarrassed.
 
   “Say it,” whispered Beatrix. “Tell me what you want me to do with my slutty lips, and my whore mouth.”
 
   “Suck my cock,” said Victor, through gritted teeth. “I want you to suck my cock.”
 
   Beatrix began sucking with a different kind of intensity. She watched him with her eyes and relied on her lips to dole out pleasure, keeping a tight seal over his rod as she bobbed her head back and forth. 
 
   It was unreal. One of her hands held onto his arm, lending a bit of forcefulness to the act. It felt as though she was perpetrating a heist, stealing his cum.
 
   Victor put a hand on the back of her head, feeling the styling products in her hair, and then gave it to her. He came hard, pushing his hips forward and letting his cock probe into the back of Beatrix’s throat. It wasn’t a problem for her, and she sucked down his seed like the experienced whore she was.
 
   What the hell did I just do?
 
   “I… have to go.” Victor fumbled with his pants as he pushed through the chamber’s curtain.
 
   “Come by and see me again sometime, Victor,” cooed Beatrix.
 
   The curtain to the partition Mike Sanchez had been in was open, and the backroom was otherwise empty. Victor swore under his breath and hurried back out into the main area. His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he pulled it out to find a text from Kronenberg.
 
   “Hurry up. He’s on the move again, headed for the outskirts of the city. With one of the strippers.”
 
   “Damn it!” Victor hurried to the door and ran out into the street, cursing out loud.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Victor rushed through the streets of Undercliff City, doing his best to avoid crashing into people as he followed the blinking dot on his phone’s map. The sun was setting over the western horizon, and the evening rush of people getting out of work only made the task more challenging.
 
   It’s her. Night Angel must have known he’d go to the strip club, and recaptured him while he was in the backroom.
 
   The reasoning fit well enough given the information Victor had, but something about it seemed off. He frowned and sped up, almost colliding with a woman walking her dog as he ran down the sidewalk.
 
   He headed toward the edge of the city, into the section of the outskirts nearest to the looming cliffs on the west side, which cast dark shadows over the buildings within range. The shops slowly became more and more rundown as he went further out of the city’s core until both sides of the street reflected the abandonment and economic destitution that Undercliff City had been known by for so long.
 
   Even the road looked dirtier. The pavement sagged down into potholes at regular intervals, most of which looked as though they’d been ignored for years.
 
   Victor drew closer to where the dot was on his map, and his phone began ringing. He slowed as he turned around the corner of a building endorsed by graffiti and answered it.
 
   “Where the fuck are you?” Lucy’s voice was sharp, authoritative, and utterly terrifying to Victor.
 
   “I, uh, went out to get some air,” he said. The lie sounded pathetic even as it left his mouth.
 
   “I wasn’t born yesterday, Victor,” said Lucy. “I don’t care whose idea it was. If you and Kronenberg aren’t back on the 13th floor in fifteen minutes, there will be hell to pay.”
 
   “Uh, sorry, I can’t hear you!” Victor made a lame attempt at simulating cellular feedback with his voice. “The... service... really bad…”
 
   He hung up the phone and peered around the corner at his target. Mike Sanchez was walking toward an abandoned, rundown corner store. In front of him was Night Angel, dressed in a long overcoat, sunglasses, and a baseball cap.
 
   Something mechanical hummed behind Victor. He glanced over his shoulder in time to see Kronenberg dropping down next to him in drone form.
 
   “I take it Lucy gave you an earful as well?” he asked. Victor nodded.
 
   “Yeah. But she’ll let it go if we manage to pull this off.”
 
   “We have already managed to pull ‘this’ off,” said Kronenberg. “Come on, we have to get back to headquarters.”
 
   Victor shook his head.
 
   “No,” he said. “I can’t leave. Not now. She’s controlling him again.”
 
   “Does it matter? Mike Sanchez, bless his heart, is not exactly a star citizen.”
 
   “Of course it matters!” Victor gritted his teeth. “He might be a disgusting sleazebag, but this isn’t about him. Night Angel isn’t going to stop doing what she’s doing. Innocent people will get dragged into it if we don’t do something.”
 
   “We followed her back here, and given enough time, we can narrow it down to a few potential suspects just based off the photos I’ve snapped.” Kronenberg zoomed in to hover right in front of Victor’s face. “Don’t do this.”
 
   Victor sighed.
 
   He doesn’t understand.
 
   “You go. If things go south here, get Lucy and get help.”
 
   Kronenberg hovered in place for a moment and then took off to the sky. Victor slowly flexed his fist and then broke from cover, jogging toward the door he’d seen Sanchez and Night Angel head in through.
 
   He paused before pushing the door open. There was no doorknob in the handle, and it swung freely when Victor placed his hand on it. He took a deep breath and then stepped through. 
 
   The inside of the building was larger than he’d been expecting, and lit by a large trash can fire at the center of it. Four men stood in various places on the floor, and all of them were frozen in place as though they were mannequins. Victor recognized Mike Sanchez and took a cautious step over to him.
 
   “Can you hear me?” He tried to keep his voice low, but it was hard, and Victor was getting more nervous by the second. “Can any of you hear me?”
 
   Night Angel stepped out from behind a doorway in the back of the building. She’d foregone her overcoat and was in the process of pulling on the outfit Victor had seen her in the night before. Her eyes scanned the room, and she froze upon seeing him. She wordlessly waved her hand, and all four of the men charged forward. 
 
   Fuck!
 
   Victor crouched into a low roll, dodging a grapple from a chunky man who’d been standing directly to his right. All of the men under Night Angel’s control were of a formidable build, but their movements were slower and more robotic than they should have been.
 
   Unfortunately for Victor, he was still outnumbered. He blocked a blow from the fat man, and Mike Sanchez slammed an uncaring fist into his stomach. Winded, Victor made an attempt at pushing through the group of them to get his back against the wall. Another fist lashed out, and he dodged a second too late. The third man’s knuckles struck against the side of his mouth, splitting his lip open.
 
   “I don’t know who you are, but you made a mistake coming here,” said Night Angel. She was still wiggling into a pair of leather pants, but waved a hand at the men, who ceased their attack against Victor and held him steady.
 
   “Stop this!” shouted Victor. “Let these men go!”
 
   “You’re one of these men now, I’m afraid.” She walked over to Victor, and he saw the aura surrounding her turn purple. She extended a hand toward his forehead, and a sudden realization dawned on him.
 
   If she uses her nanites on me, it’s over.
 
   Night Angel’s face was illuminated just enough by the fire for Victor to see her mouth turn up in a slight smile. He seized the moment, feeling out his scarlet aura and binding it to his hands.
 
   Instead of flaring it outward into a jet, as Victor had in their last encounter, he used the aura on his own skin. The men holding him loosened their grip, and two of them pulled their hands back in surprise. Victor felt feverish, but it was bearable, and he took advantage of the extra room to maneuver and slam forward into Night Angel.
 
   She let out a surprised squeal and fell backward underneath him. Victor pulled back his fist, intent on slamming it into her chest. Before he could, Night Angel’s aura shifted into blindingly bright light, and a bucket flew from across the room and into his head, stunning him.
 
   Victor could feel blood seeping out of a cut from where the sharp lip of the bucket had connected with him. Night Angel rolled out from underneath him, shifted her aura back to a dark, almost black shade of purple, and set her servants on him.
 
   He’d managed to get one foot underneath him before the largest man knocked him back over. Victor scampered back toward the wall and began focusing his awareness inward, only to find nothing there waiting for him.
 
   I’m out of energy. It won’t work.
 
   All he could do was shield his head as the blows began to rain down on him. It wasn’t a passionate beat down, like a fight against an enraged opponent. Instead, the punches and kicks fell in methodical patterns, striking at undefended parts of his body with no emotion.
 
   “I’m sorry about this.” Night Angel’s voice was soft, with a surprising edge of empathy in it. “You should have stayed out of my business.”
 
   Victor let out a primal, angry roar and caught one of the man’s legs as it traced a path toward his gut. He twisted, knocking his attacker off balance. Unfortunately, the other mind-controlled members of Night Angel’s posse were quick to pick up the slack. With his guard down, one of them landed a hard punch against his temple.
 
   “…Why?” Victor struggled to get out even a single word as he curled up into the fetal position, shielding himself in a mostly ineffectual manner.
 
   “You wouldn’t understand,” said Night Angel. “I wish it didn’t have to be this way.”
 
   A kick smashed into the crest of Victor’s armpit, sending a shooting pain through his chest. Blood dripped from a dozen different cuts throughout his body, complimented by deep bruises and broken ribs.
 
   Victor tried his scarlet aura again. He could feel something there, much weaker and fainter than it had been originally, but it was definitely there. Unfortunately, the goons didn’t let up, leaving him with no chance to regain his focus.
 
   And then there was a far-off sound that gave him hope. A police siren slowly drawled in the distance, growing louder by the second. Victor opened his eyes and saw Night Angel slowly moving away from the front door.
 
   “I’m sorry.” She turned and ran through the door in the back of the building. Victor summoned enough strength to rise to his feet, but the mind controlled goons were still attacking him, intent on keeping him from following after.
 
   “Get back!” Victor summoned the energy he needed to bind his scarlet aura and slipped by one of the men, getting his back against the wall. The sound of tires screeching onto the side walk came from the outside, followed by fast footsteps and shouts.
 
   Finally! The cavalry is here!
 
   Victor turned around just as the first police officer made it through the door. He pointed his hand at the men, all of whom had gone suddenly still, as though switched off by their controller. To his horror, the cop leveled his gun not at them, but at Victor.
 
   “Hold on!” he shouted. “I’m not-“
 
   The gun went off, and pain exploded into Victor’s shoulder. He staggered backward and felt the energy he’d been holding in his scarlet aura spill out, splashing fire onto the walls and floor of the building. The cop flinched back, out through the door.
 
   More gunshots from more armed officers spilled through the building. Victor was low enough to the ground to be relatively safe, but he saw the bullets ripping through the men, tearing holes into their chests. The flames spread quickly, eating through the drywall and dusty furniture.
 
   Victor crawled his way toward the door in the back that Night Angel had left through, only managing to pull himself to his feet after he’d made it to the stairs leading to the back alley. It was raining outside, and the cop watching the exit didn’t notice him for the critical second he needed to break into a run.
 
   “Stop right there! You’re under arrest!”
 
   Victor felt numb, in part from the overload of pain, and in part from what had just happened. He didn’t stop and sped forward with reckless speed. The rain turned to steam wherever it struck his skin, surrounding him in a cloak of steam.
 
   There were no lamp lights in the outskirts, but lightning shimmered in the sky overhead, illuminating up the area for a precious millisecond. Victor rushed forward, into another building and up a set of stairs. He tried to keep going along the roof and noticed where it ended a moment too late.
 
   He fell fifteen feet to the ground and into an old dumpster, filled to the brim with cardboard. It broke his fall, and it seemed to be the only bit of luck that the night had afforded him.
 
   I was wrong. And I won’t get another chance.
 
   Thunder cracked as the storm intensified. The rain felt good, but it wasn’t enough.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   “Dad, it’s raining.”
 
   Victor stood in what was left of the evening’s light. The grass under his feet was clean and well cared after. He’d seen the groundskeeper on the way in, who’d been carrying a bag full of mulch or fertilizer out toward a neatly painted shed in the back of the courtyard.
 
   John Anders wore a clean black suit. The black tie around his neck was slightly looser than it should have been, with an inch wide gap in between the loop and his collar. He held a medium sized bottle of expensive gin in his left hand, and looking at it made Victor feel uncomfortable.
 
   “Dad…” Victor tried to swallow a lump in his throat. “The rain…”
 
   In front of them, amidst a field of matching granite headstones and perfectly manicured grass plots, was the grave of Victor’s mother, Mona. It was the anniversary of her death, and as always, the two of them were there to pay their respects.
 
   Usually, that entailed reliving most of the experience of her burial over again, at least for John. Victor only remembered his mother’s death in through the vaguest scraps of memories, distorted through the veil of time.
 
   “She didn’t deserve this, Victor.” His father slurred his words as he spoke, but the misery still smoldered underneath every syllable. “She didn’t deserve to die.”
 
   “Dad, please…” Victor took a step forward. Part of him wanted to reach out a reassuring hand and put it on his dad’s shoulder. But John had been drinking, and Victor knew better. He knew what alcohol did to his father’s already unpredictable behavior.
 
   “I can’t bring her back…” John shook his head and then buried it into the crook of his arm. “I can’t even work anymore. Not now that the company has…”
 
   He stopped, glancing over his shoulder at Victor, but not making eye contact with his son.
 
   “I can still do something,” he whispered. “I have to do something, Victor. It’s what she would have wanted.”
 
    
 
    
 
   It wasn’t raining when Victor woke up. He was in bed, under soft covers. He was also in pain, more pain than he’d ever known before in his life. His skin tingled with feverish heat, and his body ached from bruises in a hundred different places.
 
   And then there was the gunshot wound. Victor slowly lifted up enough in bed to look down at his shoulder. Someone had bandaged it for him, but every movement sent a shooting pain up his arm.
 
   How the hell am I still alive?
 
   The room he was in looked like a mixture between an infirmary, a prison cell, and a mental ward. Soft padding material covered the walls and floor, and the bed was bare outside of the sheets and pillow.
 
   Victor let out a pained groan and tried to force himself to his feet. It was only then that he noticed the handcuffs linking his right wrist to the bed’s frame.
 
   I’m under arrest. The police found me, after all.
 
   He swore under his breath and collapsed back down onto his bed. Every inch of his body begged for him to lie down, to rest, to not fight the inevitable.
 
   I have to stop her. I have to.
 
   Victor wasn’t sure how long he’d been laying in the bed for when the door finally opened. He looked across the empty room, and saw Lucy walking toward him. She had a clipboard in one hand and came to a stop a few feet away from the bed. 
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   Victor forced a smile onto his face.
 
   “Great,” he said. “Just peachy, in fact. How’d you find me?”
 
   “Kronenberg tipped me off.” Lucy took another step toward him, her expression serious. “From the sounds of it, the two of you were running quite the operation.”
 
   “Yeah, we could be the stars of a buddy cop comedy. A mutant and a robot team up to stop a sadistic criminal mastermind.”
 
   Lucy’s expression didn’t waver. She let out a soft sigh and then sat down on the bed next to his legs.
 
   “I made a mistake, Victor.”
 
   “You made a mistake?” He raised an eyebrow at her.
 
   “I made the mistake of thinking that there was a way that you could work with us.” Lucy shook her head and closed her eyes for a moment. “It’s my fault that this ended up happening.”
 
   “Lucy, come on. That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “It’s not.” Lucy settled her gaze onto his. “Victor, I don’t want to have to be the one to tell you this, but the building you were in when the cops found you… it burned to the ground.”
 
   Victor shook his head.
 
   “So? What does that have to do with…”
 
   The implications of what she was saying took a shameful amount of time to sink in completely. He thought of the men under Night Angel’s control, who’d been right there when he’d flared his scarlet aura. They were the men he’d been there to save, and they’d been standing in the building like training dummies when he’d escaped.
 
   “No…” Victor shook his head. “But, the cops… opened fire.”
 
   “There were no survivors, Victor,” said Lucy, softly. “But it isn’t your fault. It’s mine, for bringing you here, and putting all of these ideas in your head.”
 
   Victor felt sick to his stomach. Emotion surged through his chest, and he found it suddenly very hard to breathe. He tried to sit up, and his wrist caught on the handcuff.
 
   “No! God fucking damn it!” He took a deep breath and tried to focus. “Please, Lucy. It’s Night Angel! She was the one who started all of this. Let me go after her!”
 
   Lucy shook her head.
 
   “No,” she said. “I can’t allow you to do that. It’s not just for your sake, Victor, I owe it to him. Your father.”
 
   Victor heard her words and almost laughed.
 
   “You don’t owe him a goddamn thing. You... don’t understand.”
 
   “Oh yeah? Is that right?” Lucy’s voice became sharp, and her eyes narrowed into a glare. “Are you going to explain it to me, then?”
 
   Victor didn’t say anything. He pulled at the cuffs again and let out a slow, frustrated breath.
 
   “Look, just let me go after her,” he said. “Please. I have to see this through to the end.”
 
   “There will be an end, Victor.” Lucy stood up and took a step toward the door. “We have a doctor specialized in nanomedicine coming in to see to it. Piper is going to assist him with giving you a partial blood transfusion. It should dim the effects of your nanites down to a level that will fade on its own over a few days.” 
 
   “No!” Victor sat up in the bed and tugged at the handcuffs. “Lucy, don’t do this!”
 
   “I’m sorry Victor. It’s for the best.”
 
   “Lucy!”
 
   Lucy didn’t turn back as she stepped out through the door. It shut behind her, leaving Victor alone with his pain and his thoughts.
 
   Seconds turned to minutes, which slowly collected into hours. Victor didn’t know what time it was or how long he’d been in the room. He felt himself starting to get hungry, and wondered if anyone would come if he tried shouting for dinner.
 
   The door opened before he could make an attempt. A woman wearing a blouse and a business casual skirt stood to the side, and Kronenberg hovered in after. The woman left, shutting the door behind her.
 
   “Hey buddy,” said Kronenberg. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “The most accurate way to describe it would involve a steamroller and several hammer blows.”
 
   “Ah.” Kronenberg settled down onto his spider legs in the center of the floor. “Sorry about that.”
 
   “Would you stop with that shit already? Lucy already made her guilty conscience painfully clear to me. The last thing I need is for you to give me the sob job.”
 
   Kronenberg chuckled.
 
   “Look, this might be for the best.” Kronenberg’s head dome flashed orange as he spoke. “I don’t feel guilty for what we did, and how I got you involved. But I was acting out of my own interests.”
 
   Victor sat up as much as he could in bed.
 
   “How so?”
 
   “It’s probably not something you can notice, but Lucy hasn’t been herself since these murders started. You showed up in the middle of things. She isn’t always so… snappy.”
 
   “Alright,” said Victor. “So you were trying to help her?”
 
   “I’m not just trying to help her. I’m doing what she would do if she could. Her hands are tied by her… circumstances.”
 
   Victor raised an eyebrow.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   Kronenberg let out a slow sigh that sounded strangely modulated.
 
   “It’s complicated, Victor,” he said. “I can’t explain all of it to you. What I can say is that these murders are personal for her. She lost her parents when she was a teenager.”
 
   Victor stifled a shrug.
 
   “What does that have to do with-“
 
   “They were murdered. By a serial killer.” Kronenberg took to the air, hovering in place. “The conditions surrounding their deaths were unusual, and they never managed to find the culprit.”
 
   “Oh.” Victor chewed his lip. “Jesus…”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Except for the sound of Kronenberg’s rotors, the room was silent.
 
   “Then that’s all the more reason for you to help me.” Victor pulled at the handcuffs, shaking the metal slightly. “Find a way to get me out of here.”
 
   “I can’t, Victor,” said Kronenberg. “Even coming to see you like this is taking a huge risk.”
 
   “Fuck it, there has to be something you can do!”
 
   “There isn’t.” Kronenberg carefully hovered in closer to Victor, and then continued, the volume of his voice speaker almost muted. “But there is something you can do. With your nano auras.”
 
   “What?” Victor shook his head. “How are they going to help? Do you expect me to burn my way out?”
 
   The memory of the abandoned building and his scarlet aura flashed before his eyes. Victor felt guilt nagging at his heart, the knowledge that he likely contributed to the deaths of four men.
 
   What the hell am I doing? If I escape, I’ll only cause more damage and more harm.
 
   “Victor,” said Kronenberg. “You figured out how to use your scarlet aura, albeit in an uncontrolled way, in only a couple of days. It took our other aura binder months to be able to control hers that well.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So try using the other ones, dumbass.” Kronenberg started moving toward the door. “There’s only one guard watching your door, and some of the auras are a bit more subtle than the flames. It’s the only chance you’ve got. If you find Night Angel, you can still put an end to this.”
 
   Victor watched as the door opened and Kronenberg hovered out through it. He slowly lowered himself back down into bed, and started focusing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   Victor felt every bruise, cut, and fracture in his body, along with his wounded shoulder. What he didn’t feel was anything other than his scarlet aura that he could channel energy into.
 
   Come on, there has to be something.
 
   He took a deep breath and tried not to think about what Lucy had said about the blood transfusion. There was no telling how much time he had to work with. Part of him was already working to accept the reality of his fate, and rationalizing why it wouldn’t be so bad to go back to being normal.
 
   Normal isn’t going to save lives. Normal isn’t going to let me stop people who abuse their abilities.
 
   Victor closed his eyes and focused. He forced himself to remember the way Night Angel had moved, and the way she’d used her nano auras against him. He’d seen her use at least three, and each of them had looked different. His own scarlet aura was red, but she’d also used one that had been bright white, and another that was dark purple, almost black.
 
   The diamond and onyx auras. If she can use those, than maybe I can, too.
 
   He bit his lip and concentrated hard enough to make his temples ache. There was something, all the way out on the edge of what he could sense. It felt different, almost dangerous, and destructive. 
 
   It reminded Victor of the intrusive flashes of impulse he’d get when walking across a tall bridge, or sitting behind the wheel of a car. It was that same sensation of possibility, of being able to jump into the open air, or speed up through a red light, that he could faintly feel in his distant awareness. Victor tugged on whatever it was and felt something give way. 
 
   Instantly, his perspective changed, or rather, expanded. It was painful, and he had to stifle an aching scream. His injuries felt ten times worse than they had before, vivid and compelling to the point of making tears form in the corners of his eyes.
 
   I need to focus!
 
   More than just pain came with the new awareness. Victor could hear what was going on outside the room, and he could see the walls clearly enough to see the stitches on the protective padding, and particles of dust clinging to the surface.
 
   He could hear the sound of the woman outside his room flipping through her magazine and fiddling with her hair. Kronenberg was right. There was only one guard, and she was currently paying him about as much mind as a parent would give a sleeping child.
 
   The woman continued like that for several minutes. Victor had to slip out of his focused state. The dark purple aura that surrounded him when he used it was the same one he’d seen around Night Angel, while she’d been controlling the men. He’d also seen it before ever coming to Undercliff City, and thinking about how it had been used back then made him feel sick to his stomach.
 
   The onyx aura. I hate it, but I don’t have a choice. I won’t use it like they did.
 
   Victor bound his onyx aura, not to the woman, but to his own senses. Everything increased in intensity by a magnitude. His wounds ached enough to make it hard for him to breathe. He could smell the fabric softener of the sheets, and see specks of dust on the wall. 
 
   And most importantly, he could hear outside the room. The woman was walking down the hall, away from the door, and she didn’t have her keyring in her pocket.
 
   The woman continued, eventually slipping into one of the public restrooms. Victor immediately forced himself up and out of bed, his body protesting as pain shot through his abdomen and limbs.
 
   His legs wobbled as he picked himself up. What came next was even worse. Victor dragged the bed with him as he made his way across the room. There were wheels underneath it, but they’d been locked in place, and the heavy metal frame was almost too much for his weakened body to handle.
 
   “Come on, Victor,” he muttered. “Can’t stay in bed all day.”
 
   It took him longer than he would have liked to make it to the door, but he managed it. The door knob was, as expected, locked. With all the finesse he was capable of, Victor bound his scarlet aura into the metal slide catch, which he could just barely get a finger on against the crack.
 
   He focused for a couple of seconds. A bit of smoke came from some component or another of the mechanism, but no fire broke out. The metal softened enough for the doorknob’s catch to bend within it. Victor leaned all his weight against the door as he pulled back, and with a sudden creak, it fell open.
 
   He tumbled back onto the now conveniently positioned bed and then scrambled up. The table the woman had been sitting at was just far enough out into the hallway to force him to maneuver the bed partway through the door. 
 
   I’m running out of time!
 
   Victor shifted the bed onto its side and then pulled. One of the legs caught against the door frame and it jammed into place. He swore under his breath and stretched his free arm as far out as he could get it to go.
 
   He managed to get the tip of one of his fingers against the woman’s key ring, and then with finger dexterity he hadn’t known he possessed, Victor pulled it across the desk and into his hand.
 
   Trying the keys seemed to take more time than the rest of the escape combined. There were at least thirty keys on the ring. Only ten of them were the right size to fit the handcuffs, but it wasn’t until the seventh one Victor tried that the metal bracelet came loose.
 
   “Yes!” He stretched his hand and then took off down the hall. The floor he was on was mostly empty, and his guard was still in the bathroom. It wasn’t until Victor had reached the double doors leading to the elevator that he stopped to consider his situation.
 
   He was wearing a hospital gown and nothing else. It was thin and insubstantial, with only a few short ties in back to keep it from flapping open and giving people the moon. Despite his aching body, the confined, highly trafficked elevator would be too much of a risk. Victor took the stairs instead.
 
   He immediately discovered two things. The first was that his body hated him, and the second was that Lucy had the good sense to put him into confinement relatively high up in the tower. He was on the 32nd floor, and that meant he would have to climb down more sets of stairs than he’d ever gone down before in one go, with all of his injuries nagging him every step of the way.
 
   When this is all over, I’m going to get one of those drones that Kronenberg uses and never move my meat bag body again.
 
   He slowed to a stop on the 18th floor. Excited voices and giggling were coming from the next landing down, and it took Victor a couple of seconds to realize that he’d stumbled into two employees in the middle an illicit rendezvous.
 
   “I can’t! He’s going to find out.”
 
   “Come on, nobody even knows we’re here.”
 
   Victor cleared his throat as loudly as he could and stomped a couple of times. He heard scampering, followed by one of the doors shutting, and smiled.
 
   Then rest of the trip down to the parking garage was almost uneventful. A few employees stood outside the staircase door. From the way they were standing, it looked as though they were on guard, possibly waiting for him specifically.
 
   Victor chewed his lip for a moment and then saw the fire alarm. It was probably the most immature tactic he could think of to take, but he was too tired to rely on his nano auras, and there was something straightforward enough about it.
 
   He pulled the plunger on the red panel down and a loud buzzing noise sounded over a speaker above him. The employees outside the door looked around for a moment, confused. One of them headed back toward the stairs while the other two headed for the main exit to the street. 
 
   The timing on this is going to be critical.
 
   Victor pushed himself against the wall directly behind the entrance. The employee rushed in, almost slamming the door against Victor’s face as he hurried by him. Victor quickly slipped around, making it back through the doorway and into the parking garage before it shut all the way. As far as he could tell, nobody noticed him as he ran across the underground lot.
 
   It was late evening outside, and Victor felt his inner clock revolt as he looked up at the dark sky. A small group of Monteiro employees were forming into a large clump outside the doors that led into the main lobby. Victor turned and hurried off in the opposite directions.
 
   Alright. Now what?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Excluding the thin hospital gown, Victor carried nothing else on his person. The cold, inconsiderate autumn wind mocked him with every step he took. He wished that he’d taken the time to find some clothes or maybe even his cell phone at the start of his escape.
 
   The only stroke of luck that greeted him was the relative lack of pedestrians out. The few that he saw as he hurried away from the city center were either destitute, distracted, or somewhat amused. Nobody tried to stop him, at least.
 
   Finding Night Angel was outside the realm of immediate possibility. Victor didn’t even mull the idea over. His escape was as much about buying himself some time and keeping his abilities for a few days longer as it was about playing the hero and rushing into a dramatic showdown.
 
   His bare feet collected their share of blisters and cuts as he walked. It took him about twenty minutes to reach his destination. Outside of the bus stop where he’d first arrived and Monteiro Tower, it was the only place in Undercliff City that Victor could find without a map.
 
   Most of the houses on the street were abandoned. A stray cat hopped its way through an overgrown lawn. Victor was far enough into the outskirts of the city to pick up on the hopelessness of the poverty that Undercliff City was still, in large parts, working to overcome.
 
   This used to be a thriving suburb, once upon a time.
 
   He pushed past the gate of the once white picket fence, now a mess of rotting wood and chipped paint, and headed for the front door. Victor remembered the house from back when he and his father had lived in it over a decade ago.
 
   The interior smelled of stale air and mold. None of the light fixtures worked, but that was as expected. Each step Victor took left a footprint in the thick layer of dust that’d collected over the years. He walked into to living room and stood next to the old couch.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Dad?”
 
   Victor was eight years old again. That was when it had all begun. It was late at night, and he’d spent most of the afternoon fending for himself. His dinner had been a plain bologna sandwich, and he’d taken the bread from the far end of the loaf, where it was still fresh enough to be edible.
 
   “Dad?”              
 
   The basement was the one area of the house where Victor was never allowed to go. His father would disappear down into it, sometimes for days at a time. It was a place that seemed to feed off his optimism. Victor’s father would always head down there with energy and hope and only come back upstairs once it had all been sucked out of him, replaced by misery and drunken self-loathing.
 
   “I’ll be up in a minute, Victor.” John’s voice came, sure enough, through the closed basement door. His words were a lie. It would be hours, or more than likely, another day before Victor would see him again.
 
   “Dad, I don’t have any clean clothes left…” Victor slowly turned the knob, hating the idea of heading down into the dark, dank cellar. “And someone stopped by to leave a note on the door.”
 
   John Anders didn’t say anything, even as Victor started down the creaky stairs. A single light bulb hanging from an open wire in the center of the room was the only illumination. It gave off just enough light to let Victor see what his father was doing.
 
   A small, metallic case lay open on his work bench. John was staring at a loaded syringe that looked like it fit into it. He blinked, and then looked over at his shoulder at Victor.
 
   “I have to do this, Victor.” John shook his head. “I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t.”
 
   “Dad…” Victor took a step back. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “We’re going to be leaving Undercliff City soon. Real soon.” He smiled faintly at his son. “This is the last chance I’ll get. The research must go on.”
 
   Victor felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. His father turned the syringe around in his hand, and then pulled up the sleeve of his dress shirt and slipped it into one of his veins. HE pushed down on the plunger, and time stood still.
 
   John let out a small cough and then sneezed. He blinked a couple of times, smiled at his son, set the syringe down on the work bench, and then fell to the cold cement cellar floor.
 
   “Dad!” Victor rushed toward him but stopped after a few steps. His father’s body began seizing with inhuman movements, twisting and writhing on the floor as though possessed by something truly evil.
 
   “Agh…” John made a noise, and his face contorted into a pained expression. “Grah…”
 
   “No!” Victor forced himself forward. He put an arm on his father’s shoulder and was immediately struck across the face by a wild, contorting arm. He let out a cry of surprise and felt blood begin to drip from his nose.
 
   “Stay back…” John took a couple of deep breaths and forced his body under control. “It… no… it can’t be.”
 
   “Please, Dad.” Victor shook his head as the tears started to come. “Stop it…”
 
   John Anders put a hand on his forehead and held it there for several long seconds. Then he looked up at his son and smiled.
 
   “It didn’t work…” He looked as though he was holding back tears of his own. “This was my last chance, and I… failed.”
 
   Victor couldn’t think of anything to say.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It took a couple of seconds for Victor to be able to think clearly under the weight of his childhood memories. He took the rest of the steps down into the basement and made a beeline for his father’s closet.
 
   They’d left Undercliff City in a rush. Victor had been too young at the time to understand completely why, but he knew it had something to do with Monteiro and the way his father had left the company.
 
   The cellar had a hidden storage space underneath the stairs, and that was where all of the stuff that couldn’t fit in a single car load had gone. Victor found the edge of the wooden slab that served as a door and carefully pulled it open, the same way he’d seen his father do it on the day they’d left.
 
   I never thought we’d be away for so many years.
 
   Boxes lined the tiny storage space. Victor pulled them out one by one, opening them to see if they had what he needed. He found kitchen utensils, old toys, and one box filled with his mother’s old clothing. Victor smiled sadly, remembering how pained his father had been at having to leave those behind.
 
   I barely have any memories left of her. I’ll… come back for these, this time.
 
   He finally found what he needed, a box filled with his father’s work clothes. After carefully replacing everything else and closing up the storage space, Victor began getting dressed.
 
   They were dress clothes, the type that gave one a neat and professional appearance. It made perfect sense to Victor that his father had left them behind. Leaving Undercliff City had turned him into a different person, the type of person who didn’t need that kind of clothing.
 
   He pulled on dress pants, a dress shirt, a belt with a polished buckle, and black socks. All of it fit him surprisingly well, and other than a bit of dust on the outside, they were in perfect condition. Victor tucked the shirt in and pulled on a pair of polished black shoes, along with a dark navy blazer. He left his father’s ties where they were, and headed back up the stairs.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   It was dark outside. Victor took a few steps into the street, looked up at the partially cloud-covered moon, and then heard someone call his name.
 
   “…Vic… Victor.”
 
   “Huh?” He looked around. There were no nearby pedestrians.
 
   “Victor, you dumbass.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Alright, finally.” Kronenberg’s voice seemed to be coming from every direction. “How’s it going buddy? From the looks of it, you managed to-“
 
   “What the fuck?” Victor began running his hands over his head.
 
   “You’re not losing your mind, Victor,” said Lucy. “You should be able to hear us now through your nanites. The injection we gave you the other day included a calibration booster.”
 
   That’s the type of explanation I’d probably get from myself if I were losing my mind.
 
   “This is a little weird.” He took a deep breath and shook his head. “Can you hear what I say, too?”
 
   “Obviously.” Lucy’s voice was straightforward and serious. “Get back to Monteiro Tower, Victor. This has gone on for long enough. You’re putting yourself at risk.”
 
   “Lucy, hold on. We can give him a shot at this. He’s already-“
 
   “No,” said Lucy. “He isn’t ready.”
 
   “He’s the only chance we’ve got!” shouted Kronenberg. “Nobody else is in the field close enough, and the police won’t make it in time.”
 
   Victor heard Lucy let out an annoyed sigh.
 
   “As much as I love listening to the voices in my head argue amongst themselves, I feel like I should probably take part in this discussion.” Victor walked down the street, thankful that he was in an empty part of town where talking to himself would go unnoticed.
 
   “Victor, we found something out about Night Angel,” said Kronenberg. “She matches the description of a former employee of Heaven’s Gallery named Keiko Yamazuki.”
 
   “That makes sense,” said Victor. “It explains how she managed to get Mike Sanchez back under her control so easily.”
 
   “And get this. Keiko Yamazaki is a student at Undercliff University. More specifically, she’s one of Terrance’s students.”
 
   Terrance… He’s one of the program directors at Monteiro!
 
   “Terrance left work early today,” said Lucy. “I called his house and didn’t get an answer.”
 
   “What’s the address?” asked Victor.
 
   The line went blissfully silent for a moment.
 
   “355 Nightvale Avenue.” Lucy sounded tired, and more than a little concerned. “Victor… please be careful.”
 
   “Of course.” He grinned and broke into a run as Kronenberg began to give him more detailed directions.
 
   Terrance lived in one of the upper-class neighborhoods, literally cordoned off from the more impoverished parts of the outer city by a tall rod iron fence. Victor paused briefly at it before throwing caution to the wind and climbing over.
 
   It’s fine if someone calls the police. I could probably use the backup.
 
   He did his best to keep from considering the possibility that he might be the victim of another mistaken identity shooting and continued up. His shoulder was still unbelievably painful, but even as the wound began to reopen. Victor kept his mind focused on his target.
 
   He landed on a bush after dropping over the other side and began hurrying past the identical, immaculately maintained houses.
 
   “It’s going to be the third one across and to the left,” said Kronenberg.
 
   “What?”              
 
   “Diagonally to the left. At around your 11 o'clock, assuming you came in through the front gate.”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   Kronenberg groaned.
 
   “This would be about ten thousand times easier if you’d remembered your smartphone like a functioning adult.
 
   “Hey Kronenberg, how about you go fuck yourself?”
 
   Kronenberg laughed. Victor kept moving forward, and as he approached the house indicated, he knew immediately that he’d found the right one.
 
   All of the lights were off. It was still early enough in the night for that to be unusual. Stranger still was the front door, which was left slightly ajar. Victor slowed as he walked up to it, casually pushed it open, and instantly realized that he’d moved too hastily. A pistol hammer clicked back, and something hard and cold pushed against the side of his temple.
 
   “Don’t move.” Terrance Pronto’s voice sounded the same as it had when Victor had last encountered him. “Are you working with her?”
 
   “No.” Victor swallowed, and slowly turned his head so he could see the other man. “I’m with Monteiro. We met the other day.”
 
   Just enough light illuminated Terrance’s face from outside for Victor to see the look of recognition on his face. He nodded slowly and lowered the gun.
 
   “She’s outside, waiting for me.” He jerked his head toward the door. “I’m surprised she didn’t use this as a chance to-“
 
   The door, along with its frame and most of the wall around it, shattered into flaming splinters. Victor was thrown forward into the house. His legs struck against Terrance’s couch, and he sprawled into a front flip and landed hard on his back. Pain coursed through his wounded shoulder, and smoke filled the air.
 
   “You bitch!” shouted Terrance. “My fucking house!”
 
   Victor managed to gather himself up. He looked toward the door and saw Night Angel, Keiko Yamazaki. She was silhouetted by the shadow cast by the fires licking the edges of the hole she’d created in the wall. She walked into the house slowly, all of her attention focused on the crumpled heap on the floor that was Terrance Pronto.
 
   “You deserve worse than I could ever give you.” Night Angel’s aura was bright red as she raised one hand toward her target, palm extended.
 
   “Stop!” Victor bound his scarlet aura, pushing energy into it and sending out a blast of intense fire. He was surprised by how well it formed into an attack. Night Angel moved to dodge, only barely managing to clear herself out of the way as a pillar of fire the thickness of a telephone pole collided with the edge of the ceiling of Terrance’s house.
 
   She flipped backward onto the lawn, moving with acrobatic grace in comparison to Victor’s clumsy, accidental tumble. Victor stood and hurried after her as fast as he could, feeling his accumulated injuries bogging down every movement.
 
   I have to end this fast!
 
   “You don’t understand what you’re doing,” said Night Angel. Her aura flickered to a blinding white, and she rose up several feet into the air.
 
   “This ends here,” said Victor. “I’m not going to let you enslave anyone else!”
 
   He shot another fire blast up at her, smaller this time. Night Angel twisted and dodged it easily. With the light from the moon and street lights illuminating her from behind, she looked deserving of the name.
 
   “I’ll kill you if I have to.” Night Angel shot a blast of fire of her own down at him. Victor managed to bind his scarlet aura into the shape of a circular disk in front of him, catching her fireball and scattering the flames to either side of him.
 
   Victor realized almost immediately that he was using up his energy quicker than she was. If the fight went on for an extended period of time, she’d win by default. Several people had come out of their houses to watch, and Victor had a second major realization.
 
   People are going to get hurt if we fight here! I need to somehow get her away from here.
 
   Terrance’s car roared to life from the driveway in the back of the house. Victor and Night Angel both heard it at the same time, and an instant later, it screeched out onto the street. 
 
   “No!” Night Angel readied a fire blast that looked capable of flattening an entire house. She pulled back her arm and launched it forward. Victor was already moving before it had left her hand.
 
   He threw himself in front of Night Angel and bound his scarlet aura around himself, creating a sheath of fire in front of his body that made him look a bit like an outlandish superhero. Night Angel’s blast struck him, and he felt like he’d just thrown open the door to the hottest oven in existence, and then taken a hit to the stomach from a sledgehammer.
 
   Victor was still in the air when his aura fell. He slammed down on the pavement hard, landing directly in front of a curious family who’d come out onto their porch to witness the commotion.
 
   “Get… back.” The side of his face was painful, but he didn’t know if it was from road rash or the fire. Night Angel landed a few feet away from him, and out of the corner of Victor’s eye, he could see her frowning.
 
   “This isn’t any of your concern,” she said. “Why must you get in my way?”
 
   “What you’ve done… is unforgivable?”
 
   “Is it? Truly?” Night Angel sighed and shook her head. “I’m not evil. I’m not what you think I am. After tonight, I was planning to leave and never come back. To never have to see this godforsaken city again.”
 
   Victor gritted his teeth. He poured every bit of energy he had left into his scarlet aura, and then bound it to Night Angel.
 
   It took both of his hands to control the blast. He held them forward, palms extended, as though shooting energy out of his hands like an anime character. Night Angel sent out a blast of their own, the color of her flames slightly brighter than his.
 
   They pushed back and forth, doing battle against one another with their wills. The moment could have only lasted a second or two, but it felt like it went on for an eternity. Victor let out an enraged scream and felt his blast break through, slamming into Night Angel and knocking her back.
 
   Keiko Yamazaki flew backward through the air, contorted herself into an elegant backflip, and landed in the grass, her feet sliding back and creating two trails of torn earth through someone’s lawn. She rushed at Victor, and he met her in the street.
 
   This time, she attacked him with her fists, throwing a punch at his face that Victor saw coming and still somehow managed to take full in the jaw. He winced and spun, lashing out with a right cross that missed her face by a fraction of an inch.
 
   Night Angel took a step back and readied the kick that would have ended the fight. Victor didn’t give her the chance. He lunged forward, using his size to his advantage and tackling her to the ground.
 
   “Let me go!” Night Angel’s diamond aura surrounded her body, and with Victor still wrapped around her, she began to rise into the air.
 
   I can’t let her take to the air!
 
   Victor reached into his awareness. His scarlet aura took too much energy for him to use at a high level, and would be virtually useless as an emotion manipulator in a fight. Instead, he bound his onyx aura, and felt something unexpected happen.
 
   It was receptive to the energy he pushed into it, and with his focus on Keiko, it bound to her immediately. Victor saw a bright flash, and in an instant, the world in front of him, the chaos of the fight and aftermath of the flames, disappeared.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   Victor understood. It came on all at once, a sudden intermeshing of who he was, and Keiko Yamazaki. The onyx aura, at the level he’d bound it at, was letting him experience who she was, her emotions and the memories that fueled them.
 
   The way Lucy had described binding the onyx aura at a high level made it sound as though it was a purely chaotic force, designed to be easily abused by people with psychopathic tendencies. Victor had thought that it would be like controlling a marionette and pulling on the strings, and that reading a mind would be like flipping open a newspaper and giving it a scan.
 
   This was different. Victor felt a powerful sense of vertigo, intense enough to make him want to throw up. Sounds and images shocked his senses, and it took him a moment to make any sense of what he was seeing.
 
   This is… what happened to her.
 
   He saw Night Angel, Keiko Yamazaki, as a teenager, younger than he was now. He saw flashes of her growing up in a broken family. Her mother had been a drug addict, and she’d been the oldest of her four siblings, the only one to look out for them all.
 
   She left for college. Victor saw flashes of her settling into her dorm room and going to classes. Victor saw her smiling, and was surprised by how lovely it made her face look, compared to the dark expression he’d seen on her other persona.
 
   Victor saw where it began. She needed money. She was still taking care of her sisters on the weekend, still making sure they had everything they needed. And she needed money.
 
   Victor saw her walking into Heaven’s Galley, blushing fiercely. He saw a flash of her first show and felt her emotions as the men ogled her. She was good at it, good at being sultry, teasing, and flaunting her raw sexuality.
 
    And then Victor saw Terrance Pronto. He was one of her teachers, and after she had begun her career as a stripper, he became one of her patrons. Victor felt Keiko’s reaction the first time she spotted him inside Heaven’s Galley. Victor watched the way he leered at her, and then the way he took advantage of her.
 
   He blackmailed her, threatened to expose her secret.
 
   Victor saw more than he needed to. He saw the inside of Terrance’s house and understood exactly how Night Angel found it so easily. He saw her being degraded, forced to be a slut, a whore. There was another man, and occasionally other women, but the one thing that stayed consistent was Keiko’s subhuman status in their eyes.
 
   Victor saw the day that Keiko’s secret almost got out. Terrance forced her to stay under his desk while he was teaching a class, pleasuring him for the entire period. He routinely reached under to slap her face, or pinch her cheek roughly.
 
   And then Keiko was at a funeral, her youngest sister’s funeral. She’d been forced to miss her weekly visit in order to please Terrance, and something had happened back home. That was when the real change came, when Keiko’s eyes lost the light that they’d once held. The scene went dark, and Victor felt his awareness spinning around him.
 
    
 
    
 
   “You’re awake.”              
 
   Victor blinked. His eyes had been open for the last couple of seconds. He was in a bed, in a cold, dark room. He lifted his head up and looked to his side to see Night Angel, leaning against the wall, watching him.
 
   “What…” He shook his head. “How am I alive right now?”
 
   “You used the onyx aura on me,” said Night Angel. “I’m not sure whether to be flattered or offended.”
 
   “I…” Victor slowly put things together. “I saw everything, Keiko. I know what happened.”
 
   She looked at him for a long moment.
 
   “It goes both ways,” she said. “I saw what happened to you, too. All of it.”
 
   Victor felt his heart skip a beat.
 
   “Why haven’t you killed me yet?” he asked.
 
   “I told you, Victor. I… saw all of it.” Night Angel shook her head and let out a pained sigh. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   Victor forced himself up and out of the bed, feeling his injuries protesting every movement. Night Angel’s words were confusing to him, as though she was pointing out something that he was and would always be in a blind spot.
 
   I know what she saw. But I don’t understand why she’d react this way.
 
   “Where are we?” Victor looked around the room, and as he did, Night Angel walked over and turned flipped a switch on the wall.
 
   The floor was old white tile. Blankets and posters hung on the walls, which in reality were open and lined with industrial piping. A single outlet had a lamp and a power strip plugged into it, and a laptop computer and mini fridge had been plugged into that.
 
   “My hideout,” said Night Angel, or rather, Keiko. She’d taken her disguise off, and wore plain jeans and a tight pink t-shirt. “It’s one of the maintenance rooms in the old abandoned subway.”
 
   More questions swam through Victor’s head, but most of them were of the intangible, impossible to word variety. He stared at Keiko, and for the first time, really noticed her.
 
   “It happened to me, too, the first time I tried to touch someone’s mind,” she said. “It gets easier with time.”
 
   Victor forced himself to remember what he was there to do.
 
   “I understand why you wanted to kill Terrance. But those other men… Why did you think it was okay?”
 
   “Rapists,” said Keiko. “Every single one of them. One would even come into Heaven’s Gallery to taunt his victims regularly.”
 
   Victor didn’t say anything. Keiko took a step forward, and then another. It wasn’t until she was standing within arms reach that Victor saw the look in her eyes.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   She smiled at him.
 
   “What I saw in you…” Keiko shook her head slightly. “…was scary, and intriguing, and depressing, and so many other things at once.”
 
   She reached her hand out and put it on Victor’s chest.
 
   “You’re like me,” whispered Keiko.
 
   Her aura flickered to life, a faint red hue surrounding her body. Victor, had he not gotten a sense of her, would have assumed that it was an attack and reacted immediately. Instead, he hesitated and felt a new emotion bursting to life inside of him.
 
   She… just flared my arousal!
 
   Victor blinked, and for the briefest of seconds, his eyes settled on Keiko’s soft, shapely breasts. His cock sprouted into an erection so fast that it caught against the inside of his pant leg.
 
   “What are you doing?” He shook his head, and despite himself, stepped in closer to her.
 
   “You can do it to me, too,” Keiko whispered. “Here.”
 
   She took Victor’s hand and pulled it to her breast. It was soft and far more compelling than it had any right to be. Without thinking twice, Victor flared his scarlet aura, pushing Keiko’s arousal up a notch. She opened her mouth slightly and then pushed herself against him.
 
   The two of them fell onto the bed. Victor brought his lips to meet Keiko’s and felt an electric thrill shoot through them as they shared a passionate kiss. They began grinding against each other, even as they fumbled with each other’s clothing.
 
   Keiko unbuttoned his dress shirt and planted three kisses in quick succession on his chest. Victor all but ripped off her top, groping at her breasts through the black bra she wore as soon as he had access.
 
   “Oh…” Keiko rolled, twisting so that Victor was underneath her, and then rubbed one of her thighs across his hard cock. Victor fumbled with the button and zipper of her jeans and felt her flare her scarlet aura on his emotions a second time.
 
   “Jesus!” Victor leaned his head back, feeling himself on the verge of cumming early from the excitement. Keiko ran her hand across his bulge, and then slowly wiggled out of her pants, leaving on only her underwear.
 
   “Victor…” she whispered. “We don’t have to be afraid of what we can do.”
 
   Victor pulled his pants off, leaning up on one arm as he watched Keiko crawl back onto the bed like a cat in heat. The two of them slammed together in what was half wrestling and half horny, passionate embrace. 
 
   He pushed his rock hard erection against her and kissed her neck. Keiko slipped a hand into his boxers and wrapped her soft, hot hand around the shaft of his dick. Both of them were making soft noises of pleasure and arousal.
 
   “Keiko!” Victor could still see what it had been like inside her memories. He knew how many men had drooled over her, and the way she’d managed to wrap most of them around her finger.
 
   She could be doing the same thing to me.
 
   Keiko flared her scarlet aura, as though sensing what was going on in his head. Victor locked eyes with her, half expecting to see betrayal staring back at him. Instead, he saw something else, something fragile, exposed, and horny.
 
   He flared his scarlet aura, and Keiko bit her lip and let out a squeal. She began wiggling out of her panties with cute, girlish movements. Victor unclasped her bra with both hands and pulled his cock out of his boxers.
 
   They kissed again, their tongues swirling together as their bodies locked into the position of passion. Victor pressed the head of his erection into her cunt and felt the hot, wet heat awaiting him inside.
 
   “Do it,” whispered Keiko. “Please.”
 
   Victor pushed forward. It was almost like diving into a pool of warm water, except more pleasurable and fulfilling and indescribably beautiful. Keiko gasped, and he felt the inside of her pussy rubbing along his hard shaft.
 
   There was nothing he could compare it too. The kind of regular sex that Victor had experienced with ordinary women, even his former girlfriend, Ella, was basic and immature compared to the depth of what he was now immersed in.
 
   Keiko ran a hand through his hair and moved her body to meet his as he thrust up into her. His cock went deeper and deeper, until he’d pushed it so far into her that her back arched, and her eyes slipped shut from the pleasure.
 
   “Oh god!” moaned Keiko.
 
   Victor thrust again, and again, and again. It felt a bit like tapping his foot, where once his muscles adjusted to the movement, they began to build momentum that kept it going on its own. Except here, every thrust rewarded him with more pleasure than the last.
 
   The mattress springs creaked underneath them and bounced Keiko up and down. Victor groped at her soft breasts, kissing at the nipple of one and pinching the nipple of the other. Keiko’s fingernails scraped lightly across his chest, digging in a little deeper on each down stroke of his cock.
 
   This is incredible.
 
   Victor took her by the waist and began pumping his cock into her as though it was the only thing he knew how to do. Keiko’s butt was small and toned, and he took it in two handfuls and used it to give himself more leverage.
 
   It was animalistic sex, the type that scratches the deepest, most primal itch. Keiko was crying out in pleasure, and Victor was growling without realizing it. She was his for the taking, not for Terrance, or for the patrons Heaven’s Gallery. She was his.
 
   His cock slapped into her, making lewd rhythmic noises. Victor’s pace somehow continued to intensify, moving his body against hers with faster strokes and thrusts. Keiko’s cunt would tense up against his shaft every few seconds, and the velvety outer lips stroked off the skin of his shaft like soft, pleasurable vacuum skirts.
 
   “Look at me,” she whispered. “Victor, look at me.”
 
   He met her eyes, and saw in them so much of what he felt in himself. Even over just the past few days, discovering his new abilities had left Victor with a confusing mixture of power and temptation. This could be his outlet. She could be his whore.
 
   Keiko glanced down at her naked breasts and then blushed slightly. She let her legs wrap around Victor, and for a moment, locked him in a tight hug with surprising strength. He was too horny to remain pulled against her for long and broke her grip as though breaking out of a submission hold.
 
   Keiko laughed and then let out a sultry moan. Victor began building speed again, his cock pulsing with horny, erotic energy. Keiko’s body was soft against him. She was a young goddess, still coming into her potential, and Victor was fucking her.
 
   “Oh fuck!” Victor felt the pleasure building, pushing up against his crotch and chest like magma readying itself to blow out of a volcano. Keiko kissed him and ran a hand through his hair. She bit his lip gently as they parted and then let out a passionate cry.
 
   Keiko’s entire body tensed up and shivered as a powerful orgasm overtook her. She arched her back and pushed her pussy up at an angle that allowed Victor’s sexual onslaught to go even further.
 
   He pumped his cock into her as hard as he could, the sound of their bodies mashing against each other echoing out, like a hard slap against a naked buttock. Victor felt the intensity of his primal impulses peak, and then let out a cry as his cock exploded, blasting seed deep inside Keiko’s hot, wet cunt.
 
   “Oh man…” Victor collapsed forward as his dick erupted. Keiko was regaining lucidity after her own climax and slowly ran her hands over his back, hugging him to her. The pleasure was unbelievable, overwhelming, and fleetingly cruel.
 
   “Thank you,” said Keiko.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For that.” She smiled at him. “I feel like it cleaned my slate.”
 
   Neither of them said anything else for a while. Keiko was the first one to get up. She collected her clothes from where they’d been scattered around the room and began getting dressed. Victor didn’t say anything, not until he saw her reach her hand behind the tiny mini fridge, and bring it back up holding a gun.
 
   “Keiko…” He shook his head, feeling a wave of shock rush over him. “No!”
 
   “If I left right now, to kill Terrance… would you try to stop me?”
 
   Victor blinked, and took a second to consider her question.
 
   Could I stop her, if I tried? Does it matter if I could or not?
 
   He gritted his teeth in frustration.
 
   “Let’s go to the police,” said Victor. “There are other ways to do this. You can tell them what he did to you.”
 
   “Even if I had the evidence to prove it, Monteiro runs everything in this town.” Keiko smiled sadly. “Besides, I’ve already done more than enough for them to justify arresting me.”
 
   “Keiko, listen to me,” said Victor. “What he did was wrong. Maybe he even deserves to die, but you don’t deserve to have to live with that on your conscience.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have to, Victor,” she said. “That’s what you’re not understanding.”
 
   “Hold on, please. Don’t do this!”
 
   “I don’t want to fight you, Victor.”
 
   Keiko turned to him and smiled. Her expression was frozen for a second, a mask of hidden pain and lost innocence. She brought the barrel of the gun to her head and pulled the trigger.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   The ringing in Victor’s ears was enough to keep him from hearing his own shouting. Keiko was on the floor in front of him. She was dead.
 
   “Fuck! God fucking damn it!” He slammed his hands against his head and felt hot, angry tears dripping down his face. “Not now! Not fucking now, not after everything!”
 
   Victor took a deep, shaky breath, and started getting dressed. He couldn’t stay there. He had to leave, he had to go, he had to get away from what had just happened.
 
   “Why…?” He shook his head and felt a strange, contradictory smile creep onto his face. “Just… why?”
 
   The next few minutes went by in a walking daze. He had his clothes back on, his father’s dress shirt and dress pants and dress shoes. He was walking through a pitch black subway tunnel, binding his onyx aura at a low level so he could see.
 
   She’s gone. I knew her better than I’ve ever known anyone, from those few seconds of being in her mind. And she’s gone.
 
   The memory of sharing Keiko’s experience were forever burned into Victor’s mind, like a tattoo inked into the fabric of his psyche. It made it even more painful to think about the little time they’d shared together, and how he’d known deep down inside that she was broken enough to do what she’d done in the end.
 
   She said that I was like her.
 
   “Vic... Victor?” A voice that he recognized crackled to life in his ear, Kronenberg’s voice. “Can you hear me, Victor?”
 
   “Yeah. I can here you.”
 
   “Jesus Christ, what the fuck happened? Were you unconscious, or underground, or something? Hold on, let me get Lucy.”
 
   Victor started walking faster, intention crystallizing in his mind as he came to terms with what he had to do.
 
   She died because of him. I should have just let it happen.
 
   “Victor,” said Lucy. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “What’s the status on Night Angel?” Lucy’s voice was authoritative, but he could still pick out a sliver of concern hidden within it.
 
   “She’s dead, Lucy,” said Victor. “She… wasn’t a bad person.”
 
   The other end of the line was silent. Victor reached the end of the tunnel and walked up a long flight of dusty, abandoned stairs. They exited out into an old industrial park on the outskirts of the northern edge of the city.
 
   “Just… head back to Monteiro Tower,” said Lucy. “It’s okay. Whatever happened, it’s over now.”
 
   “I’m coming back,” said Victor. “Terrance is the reason all of this happened. He created what she was, pushed her to do what she did.”
 
   Anger began to seep into Victor’s voice. His grief manifested itself as a heavy, furious need for revenge.
 
   “Terrance is in the hospital, Victor,” said Lucy. “You can talk to the police about him and they’ll-“
 
   “No!” he shouted. “That’s what I said to her, before I really understood. There’s nothing they can do, or will do.”
 
   “God damn it Victor, you can’t kill him!” Lucy’s voice was angrier than he’d ever heard it before. “You don’t understand!”
 
   “I understand all that I need to.”
 
   Victor didn’t know if there was a way to stop the nanites from transmitting a signal, but he tuned out as Lucy continued to shout at him over the connection. She stopped after a couple of minutes of him ignoring her.
 
   “Hey buddy…” Kronenberg took over for her. “I realize that whatever happened has left an impact on you, but there’s more going on here than you can see.”
 
   Victor didn’t say anything.
 
   “Did she tell you where she got the… stop, Lucy, we have to tell him!” There were sounds of a light struggle, and Victor could hear Kronenberg arguing with Lucy in hushed tones.
 
   “Fine.” Lucy swore under her breath. “Victor, do you remember the place where I first found you when you came back to Undercliff City?”
 
   Victor hesitated for a moment before answering.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “It was near-“
 
   “Meet me there in ten minutes!” Lucy cut him off with enough urgency for him to get the point.
 
   “…Fine.”
 
   It was on the way to the hospital, anyway. Victor didn’t think there was anything Lucy could say to him that would change his mind about what needed to be done, but he felt like he owed it to her to listen to what she had to say.
 
   She’s done me at least a few favors. Even more if I take into account her watching out for me back when I was a kid.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Victor arrived at the alleyway. Lucy was already there, wearing a heavy wool coat over her business casual blouse and tight skirt. She did a double take when she saw him.
 
   “That’s… your father’s suit.” She smirked at him. “It looks good on you.”
 
   Victor stared at her for a few seconds.
 
   “Well?” he asked. “What’s this about?”
 
   Lucy nodded to him and started walking down the street. Victor followed her, and they made their way into the tavern, which was minutes away from last call. She nodded to Sammy, who seemed to recognize her, and a moment later they each had a frothy beer in front of them.
 
   “What I’m about to tell you isn’t something that I can talk about openly.” She gave Victor a serious look. “Never on the phone, or inside Monteiro Tower. Not even in my apartment.” 
 
   “Okay,” he said. “What’s this about?”
 
   “Monteiro is corrupt.”
 
   Victor shrugged.
 
   “I know that much already,” he said. “I’ve known that ever since they forced my dad out.”
 
   “You don’t understand.” Lucy spoke through gritted teeth. “This goes beyond the low-level corruption you see in most billion dollar corporations. I… I don’t know how to describe it to you so that you’d really understand.”
 
   Lucy took a sip of her beer, and Victor did likewise.
 
   “I’ve already seen the type of person Terrance is, Lucy,” he said. “I’ve seen the kind of things he’s capable of.”
 
   “Did you find out how Night Angel ended up with the nanites?” There was a hint of excitement in Lucy’s voice. Victor frowned and shook his head.
 
   “No… I didn’t.” Saying it out loud made him aware of how strange it was, for that critical part of her memory to be absent.
 
   “Victor, the technology Monteiro develops, the technology I work with and your father devoted his life to, is being abused by people within the company.” Lucy took a deep breath. “I’m not sure how deep it goes yet, but I know Terrance has something to do with it. He’s one of the lynchpins that ties it all together.”
 
   “…What?”
 
   “Kronenberg and I, along with a few other people, are working to gather evidence and make sense of it all,” said Lucy. “I know for a fact that at least some of the murders and disappearances tie back to what’s going on behind the scenes at Monteiro.”
 
   Victor leaned back on his stool and thought about what she was saying.
 
   She’s right. Keiko didn’t kill all of those people.
 
   “That’s all the more reason for me to get to Terrance now and-“
 
   “We need him!” hissed Lucy. “Terrance isn’t the only one involved. He’s a disgusting scumbag, but he trusts me, and eventually I think I can use him to get the bigger picture.”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?” Victor shook his head. “You don’t understand Lucy! He blackmailed and raped her. I can’t just smile and nod at him the next time I see him.”
 
   “No, Victor,” said Lucy. “You don’t understand. I want your help on this, but in your current mental state, you’re only going to fuck things up.”
 
   Victor didn’t say anything. Lucy finished her beer and turned to meet his eye.
 
   “I’m going to make sure you’re taken care of,” she said. “I’ve already found a place for you to stay. And soon enough, the other member of our team will be back in town, and she can help you learn to control your auras.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say,” said Victor. “I can’t just pretend like I don’t know what I know.”
 
   “Victor…” Lucy spoke in a soft voice. “This is what your father would have wanted for you.”
 
   Victor’s mouth tightened into a scornful smile.
 
   That’s one more thing that I’ll have to address eventually. She deserves to know the truth.
 
   “Alright,” he said. “I’ll leave it be. For now.”
 
   Lucy reached her hand over and set it on his shoulder. It felt warm.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   The neighborhood Lucy brought him to was within walking distance of Sammy’s Place. It was on the edge of the city, closest to the highest part of the cliffs, and a small park with a nature path leading up along them was only a few streets down.
 
   The two of them stopped in front of a house that was a mixture of the two contrasting themes of Undercliff City. It was an old building, only a single level and probably first built in the early 20th century, but it had been recently renovated and looked well enough maintained.
 
   There was no car out front, which was odd, given there was off street parking. A massive apple tree grew on the front lawn of one side of the yard, and a fire pit that looked like it had never been lit stood a good distance away on the other.
 
   “I think you’ll find your new roommate to be rather accommodating.” Lucy knocked gently on the front door. Victor heard a mechanism trigger, and then surprisingly, it opened on its own.
 
   “Hey, Kronenberg,” called Lucy. “Is your drone back yet, or still at the office.”
 
   “It’s on the way.” The entire house spoke, and for a moment, an irrational childhood fear of ghosts reared its ugly head in the back of Victor’s mind.
 
   “Did your helper get the guest room set up, like I asked?”
 
   “I hope you understand how lucky you are for having me as an employee,” said Kronenberg, with a sigh. “Welcome to your new home, Victor.”
 
   Lucy led him forward. The house was simple and tiny, consisting of a large room that managed to be a kitchen, dining room, and living room all in one, and three doors on the opposite wall. She gestured to the door on the right. 
 
   “That one’s yours. The other one is Kronenberg's.” She nodded to Victor and then headed for the door. “I’ll be in touch.”
 
   Victor watched her leave, and then walked over to the door on the right. He opened it to find that it was a bedroom set up to provide palliative care. Lying on a small bed, with several wires and monitors attached to his body, was Kronenberg.
 
   “It’s nice to finally meet you in person.” His mouth didn’t move, and the room spoke for him, but Victor could tell from Kronenberg’s eyes that it was him. “I apologize for not getting up to greet you. It’s been a long day.”
 
   “Yeah.” Victor smiled. “For you and me, both.”
 
    
 
    
 
   END
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FREE EXCERPT FROM THE TEACHER AND THE WEREWOLF
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   The woman was at least ten years older than Kato, probably closer to fifteen. That hadn’t factored into his decision making process when it came to picking her up for the night, but as the two of them walked along the street toward his apartment, he was strangely excited by the age gap. She was tall, almost as tall as him, and had no trouble keeping up with his long strides.
 
   “Just one drink, and that’s all!” said the woman. Bailey, her name was Bailey, Kato reminded himself.
 
   “Of course, we’ll be quick about it. My place is right up here.” He gestured to an ungated condominium complex ahead of them. His was on the second floor, on the end closest to the street, and he led her up to it.
 
   Kato had found Bailey outside of one of the few clubs in Westbrook. It was a little past 2 AM, and all of the people out for the night had started to head home. He had flirted with Bailey, grabbing her attention as she walked by him, and fate had taken it from there.
 
   It had been a convenient meeting, the kind that Kato liked. Though he looked mature for his age, at 18 years old, it required subterfuge for him to actually get into clubs. He had a fake ID, but preferred to not use it unless it was necessary, and to instead keep a modest, low profile.
 
   “You live here?” asked the woman. The two stopped right outside his apartment, and Kato unlocked the door with his key. As they stepped into the light of his living room, the woman was able to see the details of his face clearly for the first time.
 
   “You’re so young!” said Bailey. “Jeez, you’re almost the same age as my son! Isn’t it a little past your bedtime?”
 
   Kato smiled. She was at least a little drunk, and now he could make out more of her features, as well. She had nicely sized breasts for her thin frame, and too much makeup on her face.
 
   “Have a seat,” said Kato. “I’ll pour us some wine.”
 
   He shut the door behind them, and then gestured over to his couch. Kato’s apartment was a neat, modern styled one bedroom, the type of place that would better fit a thirty something professional living in Los Angeles or New York.
 
   He pulled a bottle of pinot noir out of the cupboard, along with two long stemmed wine glasses, and then walked over and sat down next to Bailey. She seemed a little confused, as though she was beginning to be unsure of why she was there.
 
   “We are not going to have sex tonight,” she said. “You’re too young! I would feel like some type of prowler.”
 
   “Is that so?” Kato set the glasses and bottle on the polished stone coffee table in front of him, making a small but audible clinking noise that rang out through the room.
 
   He locked eyes with the woman, and brought his hand up to her cheek. Bailey, her name is Bailey, he reminded himself again. She was blushing, and tried to look away at first.
 
   “You’re…so young, though…”
 
   Kato let his thumb rub across her lips, which were soft and full. He leaned in and kissed her, and let his fingers dance underneath the bottom hem of her halter top.
 
   Despite her objections, Bailey responded eagerly as Kato moved the situation forward. Her tongue danced with his as he kissed her more deeply, and she kicked off the high heels that she had been wearing, each of them dropping down onto the polished wood floor.
 
   She smelled nice. It wasn’t just the perfume, either, though Kato did have to concede that she had picked a good one, and wore it better than most women. Bailey smelled clean, and fresh, almost like a virgin nun, newly committed to wearing the habit.
 
   But she was clearly not a nun, and Kato was reminded of that by the way she wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled herself in closer against him. She was older than him, true, but age made no difference to Kato. All he cared about was what a woman could do for him.
 
   He leaned back and pulled his shirt up and over his head, and heard Bailey let out a small gasp as she caught sight of his defined six pack and arm muscles.
 
   “Oh wow…” she said. “Maybe I did make the right choice tonight, after all.”
 
   Kato didn’t waste any time, and pulled her shirt off her in one fluid motion. Underneath it were her breasts, contained only by a small black bra, which Kato tugged down on until her pink nipples popped out above the top.
 
   “You can take that off, you know…”
 
   Kato wasn’t listening. The woman was wearing a tight pair of jeans, and he unzipped them and pulled them off her, holding onto her midriff and using more strength than was actually necessary. His own pants were next, and he moved in a rush. Kato felt himself being taken in by the same intense, animalistic need that had compelled him to go out hunting for a woman in the first place.
 
   “Slow down sailor, we have all night!” Bailey was giving him a bemused look, but Kato didn’t care. This was his favorite part.
 
   He dropped his boxers down, exposing his large, rock hard member. The woman’s eyes locked onto it and widened, clearly expressing a little concern over whether or not his thing would actually fit inside her.
 
   Kato ripped Bailey’s panties off her, and then positioned himself between her legs. He pinned her arms against the couch and placed several quick, passionate kisses on her neck. His cock teased at her entrance, sizing it up and slowly beginning to part her folds for access.
 
   “Oh god…” moaned Bailey. “It’s so big. Oh god!”
 
   She cried out as Kato pushed inside of her. Usually he was gentle at the start when it came to sex, but it was late in the lunar cycle, and his fury was beginning to influence him. He could feel her cunt rapidly beginning to moisten as he jammed his cock deeper into her, having zero qualms about being rough.
 
   Aside from his heavy breathing and the occasional, almost primal sounding grunt, Kato was silent during the sex. He kept her arms pinned down the entire time, though it was clear that there was no need. It was a trait that came out along with his other side, wanting to be savage in the way he fucked, taking women instead of joining with them.
 
   “Kato!” cried the woman. 
 
   The room was full of noise, the sound of her cries and moans mixed with the sound of Kato slamming his rod into her. His couch was large, and he had bought it specifically for that reason. He groped at the woman’s breasts, licking them, and then kissing her face, and biting her lip and neck.
 
   He leaned back, grabbed her by the waist, and then began his sexual onslaught for real. Kato’s endurance knew no limit, and when it came to the rough, powerful emotions of carnal desire, he gave his body permission to use all of his sexual strength and stamina on his partner.
 
   “I’m cumming! Kato, I’m cumming!”
 
   Again, he wasn’t listening. Kato’s selfish, inward focus during sex was only offset by how easy it was for him to get women off, almost as if by accident. He continued pounding away at Bailey’s pussy, letting the pleasure building in his crotch slowly intensify.
 
   She collapsed back into the couch, clearly exhausted, but Kato was far from done. He pulled out of her and brought his cock to her face. Before she could say anything he had slid it into her mouth, taking full advantage of those soft, luscious lips he had noticed earlier. 
 
   He pumped his member in and out, holding her head in his hands and being just as rough as he had been before. It felt incredibly good, and a couple of seconds of it was all it took to set him off. He pulled out and let his hot, sticky seed blast onto the woman’s chest and face, letting out a satisfied growl as he did.
 
   Instantly, Kato felt his desire and fury begin to fade. The sex had been exactly what he needed. He sighed, and then stood up from the couch and walked over to the large window in the front of his living room. The moon hung bright in the sky, only a few slivers away from being full, and he knew it would be time within the next few nights.
 
   “Mmm…that was nice,” said Bailey. “Forget about what I said before. You are all man.”
 
   Kato walked back over and pulled his wallet out of his crumpled pants on the floor. He took out several hundred dollar bills and handed them to the woman.
 
   “Cab fare. You should get going.”
 
   Bailey looked at him, and then at the money, and then back at him. Her eyes narrowed into a glare, and she threw the money on the floor.
 
   “Are you serious? I’m not a fucking prostitute!”
 
   Kato crossed his arms, his face set in a cold, neutral expression.
 
   “It’s not for the sex. It’s for you to forget that you were ever here.”
 
   Once it became clear to the woman that he was being serious, and was not interested in her continued presence, she left, taking the money with her. Kato pulled on his boxer briefs and poured himself a glass of wine. He looked out through the window at the moon again, and caught sight of his own reflection in the glass.
 
   His canine teeth were extended and out, and his eyes had a red, hungry gleam to them, just as they had when he’d woken up that morning. He took a sip of his wine, and then focused in on his breathing, willing the beast within him to relax, and come to a calm state. He looked again, and saw a regular human staring back at him, his tan skin, curly black hair, and brown eyes fitting what he remembered of his profile.
 
   For Kato, it wasn’t just about maintaining the look of a typical person. The urges had become more severe over the course of the last week, even more so than they usually were at that point in the month. It had become difficult for him to live a normal life, and to keep himself under control. 
 
   That was all he wanted, and yet it was also the one thing that managed to always be just out of his reach.  Whenever the beast got the best of him, he would become an animal, fighting and fucking as though it was all that he cared about. It was his struggle to confront, and his alone.
 
   He lifted his wine glass up to his lips, and realized that it was already empty. Instead of pouring another he set it down on the kitchen counter, and then headed into his room. Kato sat down on his bed and stretched out, suddenly feeling very tired. Tomorrow was a new day, a new beginning, and a new chance at the happiness that seemed ever so elusive.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Kato was up early the next morning. The apartment was quiet, which he liked. It was one of the advantages of living alone. He pulled himself out of bed, took a shower, and then dressed with quick and efficient movements.
 
   He had always been much more of a night owl than a morning person, but he also wasn’t the type to begrudge the process of getting up, either. As Kato passed by the full length mirror in his bedroom, he double checked one last time to make sure he wasn’t showing any obvious signs of his transformation, and then headed into the kitchen.
 
   The clothes he had chosen were modest, a clean pair of jeans and a tailored black long sleeve shirt. All of the minor luxuries Kato was able to afford stemmed from his own intelligent handling of his inheritance money, giving him enough passive income through investments to throw thousands of dollars around at whatever he felt like he needed.
 
   Yesterday had been a Sunday, and he’d spent most of it at the gym, followed by a couple of hours getting things ready for the new week. Ingredients for breakfast had already been laid out, and it only took him a couple of minutes to prepare some eggs, bacon, and sausage for himself.
 
   Kato cooked all of his meat before eating it. The few other lycanthropes that he had met, back when he had embraced a vagabond lifestyle that let him be more open about his abilities, had thought it a strange quirk. Kato enjoyed the taste of cooked meat, and abhorred the associations that came with eating it raw. 
 
   He chewed his food slowly, going through one of his breathing exercises as he did. It was always during the base, primal actions that he would lose control. Fighting, eating, and sex, all of them were risky for him to do in public, especially this deep into the month. Kato’s focus, now that he was living among humans as a human, was to keep himself in check. It was challenging in practice, and only became harder in situations where a single slipup would lead to immediate discovery.
 
   Kato finished his meal, and brought his dishes to the sink. Then, after slinging a simple messenger bag over his shoulder, he headed out, locking the door behind him. He walked down the stairs and out of his apartment complex, watching the fall leaves slowly drift down to the ground in front of him as he walked over to his bike.
 
   One of the few possessions of his father that had come down to him, aside from money and vague photos, had been a classic Yamaha XS650 Special motorcycle. He had spent years in his early teens restoring it, and started riding before it was even legal for him to do so.
 
   The black gloss paint had a mirror slick sheen in the sun. He climbed on top of it, disengaged the kick stand, and started it up. It had been rainy for the past few days, and riding was made even more dangerous by the distaste Kato had for the typical motorcycle safety equipment and gear.
 
   He sped down the road, going the speed limit only when trapped behind cars in the same lane, and enjoying the way the cool air whipped at his hair and face. After a couple of minutes, he reached his destination.
 
   Westbrook Union High School was surprisingly large, at least considering the small population of the city it served. It was the only high school in the area, however, and drew in students from many of the neighboring towns and communities.
 
   Kato found a spot for his bike in the student parking lot. It was his first day at WUHS. For most of his life, he had jumped from foster families to group homes, back to foster families, until he finally managed to achieve legal emancipation on his 16th birthday. He had never been at a single school for more than a year or two tops, and though he was new to Westbrook, the area already gave him a certain comfort.
 
   He dismounted from his bike, slipped his helmet into the locking saddlebag that he had specially ordered and installed, and then walked towards the main entrance. Students were flocking in from every direction, laughing and talking to each other. Kato smiled at the gentle naivety of it all, and headed inside.
 
   A couple weeks ago, he had stopped by the main office to officially enroll and get everything set up. The principal was an attractive woman in her mid-forties, and she had been welcoming, but a little nervous. Kato was used to having that effect on people. He was charming, but in a way that revealed nothing. He would choose his words carefully, but say a lot with them.
 
   She had given him a tour of the school and shown him where his homeroom and locker would be, along with a basic class schedule that covered the requirements he had left. Kato walked through the halls, feeling the gazes and glances of the other teenagers as he went by. He stopped at his locker and dropped his bag off in it, ignoring the way most of the people in the hall were paying rapt attention to him out of the corners of their eyes.
 
   His destination was room 214, on the second floor. The bell rang before he had made it more than halfway, and suddenly the halls were empty. Kato didn’t rush, and continued walking at his even, metered pace.
 
   Everyone was sitting down in the room when he came in. A short, attractive, brown haired woman was writing something on the chalkboard. She was wearing a skirt that hung surprisingly high on her thighs and a blouse that was cut surprisingly low. The outfit showed off her nice figure, with big breasts and a bodacious butt.
 
   “It’s poor form to be late on your first day, Mr. Lancer.” She turned and looked at him, and Kato could see a sharp intelligence flowing out of her beautiful green eyes.
 
   “Well it’s as you said,” replied Kato. “It is my first day, Mrs…”
 
   “Ms. Vega,” said the woman. “I’ll be your homeroom teacher.”
 
   She wrote something else on the board, and Kato smiled. She was a pleasant surprise, not at all what he was expecting out of a small town school. Something about her demeanor gave him a sense of great strength within her, but also great vulnerability.
 
   Ms. Vega left him standing awkwardly in front of the class for another minute while she finished putting up a lesson plan on the board. Finally, she turned towards the group of students, about twenty of them total, and cleared her throat.
 
   “Alright class, this is Kato Lancer. He’s an exchange student who is going to be joining us for the rest of the year. Kato, would you like to introduce yourself to the class?”
 
   Most of the teenagers in the room were either bored or smiling at him with delinquent mischief on their minds. Kato surveyed the room, and then slowly stepped over to where Ms. Vega was standing. He intentionally positioned himself a little closer to her than he needed to be, and waited for the moment to hang before beginning to speak.
 
   “My name is Kato. My family…has travelled around a lot. Hopefully I end up sticking around here for long enough to get to know some of you.”
 
   Somebody in the back of the room whispered something, and the whole room broke into laughter. Kato caught eyes with the boy who had made the offending remark, a muscular blond fellow, and watched as he spit something onto the empty chair that was clearly meant to be his.
 
   “Alright, enough class,” said Ms. Vega. “Have a seat Kato. I’m sorry about this bunch, they can be a little rambunctious at times.”
 
   “No apology needed, Ms. Vega.” Kato walked over to his desk slowly, letting silence return to the room before he made his move. He met eyes with the muscular boy again, and said nothing for just long enough for everyone in the room to get a sense of what was about to happen. Then, he grabbed onto his chair and pushed it into the floor as he moved it roughly across the tile, making a loud, high pitched screeching noise as he did.
 
   “I see you’ve taken a liking to my chair,” he said, staring at the blond haired boy and furrowing his brow. “How about you switch with me, and get nice and comfy in it?”
 
   The muscular boy seemed surprised, and looked to the other guys to the front and back of him before standing up and jutting out his chin at Kato.
 
   “I like the chair I have just fine,” said the boy. “Is that a problem for you, new guy?”
 
   “Brett! Kato! Both of you have a seat!” Ms. Vega yelled at them in a surprisingly loud voice, but the attention of the room remained glued to the face-off between the two teenagers.
 
   “It doesn’t have to be a problem, if you’d give me your chair,” said Kato. “But otherwise…”
 
   He offered Brett a smile that said far more than any of his words could. The muscular boy turned back to his friends once more, as if drawing the necessary confidence from their presence, and then lunged fist first at Kato.
 
   Kato had known that the attack was going to happen before the boy had even clenched his knuckles. It took more effort for him to keep himself under control and his inner beast restrained than it did to deal with the teenager.
 
   He stepped to the side, dodging the swing with ease, and then spun and twisted his shoulder into Brett. The muscular boy shifted through the air and catapulted over Kato’s desk, landing in a crumpled heap on the ground. From the perspective of almost everyone in the room, it looked as though Kato had just gotten lucky with quick reflexes, and Brett had been unlucky with his angle and approach.
 
   The room broke into laughter, and Kato heard a couple of the boys who had previously been supporting Brett voicing their approval of him. They were all fools in his mind, but they were Kato’s classmates, and in order to live any semblance of a normal life, he knew that he’d need to make nice with him.
 
   “Enough! Brett, are you okay?”
 
   Ms. Vega was making her way down the aisle towards the two of them. The defeated boy’s nose was dripping blood, not a lot, but enough to be visible. What caught Kato’s eye, however, was the expression on his teacher’s face.
 
   She was looking at him skeptically, like an all knowing authority figure that understood that there was more to the situation than meets the eye. Kato tried to play it off by shrugging his shoulders and shaking his head innocently, but Ms. Vega was smart, and clearly not fooled. The bell signaling the end of homeroom and the beginning of first period rang, but Ms. Vega held her hand up and began dictating to the class before anyone could leave.
 
   “Brett, head to the nurse’s office. Kato, why don’t you hang out for a couple of minutes and talk to me about your new situation here at Westbrook High?”
 
   He nodded to her, and leaned against the top of one of the desks as the rest of the students rushed out of the room, leaving him alone with his attractive female teacher, one of the most formidable women he had dealt with in a very long time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Ms. Vega sat behind her desk, and Kato sat in Brett’s chair, the one that had instigated the entire encounter. She was leaned forward just enough to offer him a faraway glimpse of her cleavage, and twirled a pencil between her fingers.
 
   “Kato, you seem like a very smart, capable teenager.” She paused, and took both of her hands and folded them into a steeple.
 
   Kato didn’t say anything, and instead just leaned back and waited for her to continue.
 
   “I want you to understand something. I don’t put up with alpha male, macho bullshit in my homeroom. If you come to school with that kind of attitude, it’s going to lead you into serious trouble.” Ms. Vega shot him a severe look, and Kato got the feeling that she was giving him a lecture that she had rehearsed many times over on other students.
 
   Kato had also heard similar lectures before, throughout middle school and what little bit of early high school he had stuck around for, back when he was in the foster system. He found it amusing and slightly nostalgic to hear his new cute, young, rather intelligent teacher going through the motions with him, and not realizing just what lie behind his unassuming brown eyes.
 
   “Ms. Vega, I don’t go looking for trouble,” he replied. “Usually it finds me on its own.”
 
   She smiled at his response, in a self-amused, slightly condescending way. Kato wrinkled his brow and smiled right back at her.
 
   “Kato, Westbrook might seem like a small, peaceful city to you, but it’s not as though people don’t get hurt.” There was emotion in her voice, and suddenly she sounded very serious. “Even take Brett as an example. He seems like a punk, but he knows people. People that you don’t want to get on the bad side of.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll definitely take that into consideration, Ms. Vega.” Kato stood up from his desk, and with his usual slow, confident gait, started for the door.
 
   “Why is it that you transferred midyear? It’s already November, doesn’t that seem a little late to be switching schools?” Ms. Vega looked at him and started up with her questions as he passed by her desk. He turned towards her, letting his eyes really meet hers, and seeing both the curiosity and mild apprehension on the tiny woman’s face.
 
   “It was time for something new,” said Kato.
 
   “Where did you go to school before this?” asked Ms. Vega.
 
   “Somewhere far away from Westbrook.”
 
   His quick and vague responses seemed to be having the opposite effect. His teacher was tapping a pencil on her desk and biting her lip, and she looked at him as though he was worthy of all her attention and then some. Kato stepped closer to her desk, and the smell of her flower scented perfume floated into his awareness. She was beautiful, and the more he talked to her, the warmer the room began to feel. 
 
   “Tell me about your family, Kato.” Ms. Vega didn’t ask, but still managed to seem polite, and genuinely intrigued by the young man standing before her.
 
   “It’s just me, Ms. Vega,” said Kato. “Now, would you mind telling me why exactly you’re so interested, to the point of making me late for my first period class?”
 
   “It’s...I mean, I take an interest in all my students.” Ms. Vega blushed slightly, her cheeks reddening in a fashion that made her look very cute and flustered. “You’re new here, Kato. I need to get to know you if I’m going to help educate you.”
 
   “I’m sure the records and information I gave the principal would give you more than enough to go on,” said Kato. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to get to the gym.”
 
   “I’ll show you the way.” Ms. Vega stood up and walked around her desk before Kato could object. She passed in front of him on her way towards the door, looking right into his eyes, so close that Kato could have grabbed her and pulled her in close against him. His inner beast seemed to well up momentarily, and he had to force himself to take a deep breath, and relax.
 
   He slowly followed behind Ms. Vega, and waited for her to drop her own pace back in order to fall in line with him. He looked over at her and smiled.
 
   “What’s your name, Ms. Vega?” he asked. “Your first name.”
 
   “It’s Kari.” She spoke quietly, with an undertone of embarrassment. “But to you, it’s Ms. Vega.”
 
   “Of course, of course,” said Kato. He continued walking, and then stopped dead in his tracks as they rounded the corner.
 
   They were in one of the wings of the school, off to the side, in a place that Kato hadn’t seen during his tour. His senses had always been more heightened then those of a regular human, and he could smell something on a locker nearby that pulled in his full attention.
 
   Ms. Vega kept walking for another step or two, and then turned and looked back at her student. The look on Kato’s face was intense and foreboding, and after a second he turned towards her and crossed his arms.
 
   “Ms. Vega…do you know whose locker this is?” Kato recognized the general smell of it. It was the smell of a creature he had not encountered in a very long time.
 
   “Hmm…If I remember correctly, it’s Gabriel’s.” She put a finger on her lip and looked upwards. “Yes, actually, I’m sure of it. He’s always there at the end of the day when I head through the halls to the teacher’s lounge. Gabriel Nemas.”
 
   “Gabriel Nemas…” Kato repeated. He smiled, and chuckled to himself. This was a curveball, something from left field that he hadn’t expected, much less bothered to have a plan for.
 
   Gabriel Nemas’s locker smelled like a vampire. Kato’s nose very rarely led him astray, and this time, he was absolutely sure of it.
 
   “I don’t think he’s here today,” said Ms. Vega. “In fact, I haven’t seen him since early last week. Why are you so curious about him?”
 
   Kato turned from the locker and shook his head. The boy was someone he would have to deal with eventually, but there was no use thinking about it until that time came.
 
   “No reason,” he replied. “Come on, let’s keep going.”
 
   The double doors of the gymnasium were at the end of the hall. Kato could hear the sound of sports being played from within.
 
   “Thanks, Ms. Vega.” He turned and started towards the door, and was surprised when his teacher grabbed his arm and held him back.
 
   “Wait. Kato, I can tell that there is something inside you…some memory or experience or burden that you’re carrying. I just want you to know…you can share with me, if you want.”
 
   Kato looked at her and smiled. He thought about the mysterious deaths of his parents, back when he was still a child, too young to understand what was going on. He thought about his experiences in foster care, all of the times that he’d fought with other kids, and run away, and been picked back up. He thought about all of the mental and physical abuse that he had endured, all the while smiling that same smile.
 
   “I appreciate your concern, Ms. Vega, but it’s really none of your goddamn business.”
 
   He pulled his hand away from his teacher, watching as her face shifted into a crestfallen heap, and then stepped back towards the door. Kato wasn’t heartless, and a tiny part of him mirrored the emotions that Ms. Vega was feeling. But he knew that there was no other way.
 
   “I’m your teacher!” Ms. Vega yelled at him, her voice wavering with emotion. Kato was glad that it was just the two of them in the hall. “Kato, I’m going to help you!”
 
   He just shrugged, and shook his head.
 
   “I’ll see you later, Ms. Vega….Kari.” He watched her face scrunch up as he used her first name, and then turned and pushed his way through the gym doors before she could say anything else.
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