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One

 

Letting his hand fall to his side after knocking on the door, Warner wasn’t quite sure what to expect. Being invited out to dinner was one thing, being invited to someone’s home for dinner was something altogether different.

Given that Daria had seen no futures of Jenny up to this point, it had set their group into a bit of a mad dash to learn what they could.

Madison the Troll mostly kept Maya company while Bodil, Aelia, Daria, and Warner had combed the internet, called people, and used abilities.

Not a hint, whisper, or tinge. Neither fate, future, nor wyrd revealed itself to any of them pushing on this.

This was all compounded by the fact that Daria still hadn’t seen Jenny in any of their futures. She could see nothing of the woman in any way, shape, or form.

At least that was true until this morning, seven days after the invitation had been sent.

With a clack, the door unlocked and swung inward.

Jenny stood in the doorway. She was a local news reporter who had apparently figured out who he was.

Not only that, but she had also taken an active role in trying to help preserve his identity. She had apparently deleted some footage of him being where he shouldn’t be.

Even going so far as to look into Aelia, his armorer and personal illegal gunrunner, and offering a reminder to check what information was publicly available on her.

Her short black hair was hanging freely, making a lovely dark frame around her face. Her eyes were a very vibrant brown and looked quite appealing.

She was dressed in street clothes that weren’t completely unappealing, but neither were they flattering to her. Not what she would likely wear every day at work or around those who expected her to be “on” regardless of location.

If he had to label it, he’d call it “comfortable”.

“Good evening, Warner. I was rather surprised at how quickly you’d responded,” Jenny said, putting her hands behind her back and giving him a wide smile.

“We were watching your news piece as you did it,” Warner admitted with a chuckle.

“Oh? Warner James, are you perhaps tuning in just to see me?” asked the reporter, her head slowly tilting to one side as she watched him.

Daria had warned him about this privately in the bedroom when he woke up. She’d finally seen what futures lay in wait for them with Jenny now that the dinner date had arrived.

She had found that quite a bit had changed overnight. A great deal of what she’d learned had shaken up the futures they had in front of them, but only in one particular way.

Warner had to be extremely careful or he’d end up drawing Jenny into their harem as a member. If she did join, they’d lose Bodil in the future. The two women’s personalities, or maybe just who they were as people, would grate on one another. Bodil would leave before Jenny would.

The group as a whole would gain little through the addition of Jenny. She was a nice enough woman, intelligent and bright, but not as useful as Bodil was.

Also, that was the last thing Warner wanted personally.

If he was being completely honest with himself, he was far more attracted to Bodil than Jenny.

Ugly thought or not, there it is.

Other than that, his week had mostly been spent trying to get rid of Madison. Leading him to a conclusion on that front he hadn’t expected in the least.

He hadn’t just failed spectacularly at dislodging the Troll and getting rid of her, but he’d been betrayed from the inside by his own people.

They had used his efforts against him without his knowledge.

Both Daria and Aelia had worked against him.

They’d acted deliberately in concert to counter his efforts and draw Madison ever closer and deeper into the harem.  With every push he made, they pulled at her harder and harder.

All the while, the Troll was more than happy to join and become one of them. The prospect of being in a group of people who wanted her so badly that they would countermand Yellow Eyes himself was part of the draw.

The entire effort had been fully planned out by Daria and Aelia. Bodil, on the other hand, had mostly ignored it and let it run its course.

 “Maya likes to watch your station,” Warner admitted with a shrug of his shoulders. “You carry all the Yellow Eyes news. She’s interested in it. Very interested.”

That… should be a confirmation of sorts, right? She can leave it at that.

Jenny laughed and then nodded her head. Stepping to one side, she gestured into her home.

“Please, do come in. I’d love to have a chat with you. Off the record, of course,” Jenny said.

Halting a sigh as it started, Warner forced himself into her home.

“Just head down the hall and turn right. I already have dinner ready and set up. It’s very not-fancy and very not-exceptional. This is just what I normally eat by myself,” explained Jenny after closing the door. He could hear her directly behind him as he went along. “I figured it’d be easier this way while we talked about what you’ve been up to.”

With a nod of his head, Warner entered the dining room as instructed.

A table with two plates was there along with pre-filled glasses of water. Between the two place settings were what looked like a baked chicken, mashed potatoes, and green beans.

“And before you think I did anything extra, I really didn’t,” Jenny proclaimed. “You just season the chicken and dump it in the oven. Mashed potatoes are just as easy and green beans from the can taste better to me. Fresh ones are just… not right.”

Pushing his thoughts around, far more than he normally would, Warner focused on what he’d been told.

Don’t discuss anything outside of the facts. 

Keep the conversation mundane.

Don’t comment on the dinner.

Don’t comment on her clothes.

Don’t comment on her news pieces.

Don’t compliment her at all.

Anything positive at all runs the risk of pulling her in.

And I don’t want that.

If I have to choose, I choose… I choose Bodil, not Jenny.

Get in, talk about Yellow Eyes, hear her, and get out.

Repeating Daria’s commands in his head, Warner was determined to not screw this up. He’d had a very long talk with Daria about Bodil and she’d confirmed all that he’d suspected.

All those one-way conversations between Daria and Bodil were often about where she was likely to end up with Warner.

“So what can I do for you, Jenny?” Warner asked, moving over to what he assumed would be his own seat.

“Well! If I’m being honest here, it isn’t about what you can do for me,” Jenny admitted, gesturing to the seat he was standing next to. “It’s what I can do for you.”

Smiling, Warner took the seat and wondered how she’d like to proceed with this.

“I’m really good at digging through things,” said Jenny, not jumping to her point directly. He got the impression she was going to work around it. Build up to what she wanted from him.

Without a word from him, Jenny picked up a plate and served it full with some of everything that was on the table. Then she set it down in front of him.

“I know for a fact that you have a young woman living with you by the name of Tarja,” continued Jenny, working at filling her own plate now. “Though her alias of Daria has far more paperwork than her real name. In addition to Daria, a second woman by the name of Bodil lives with you. She doesn’t have a record or anything that I could dig up. That isn’t that surprising except her grandfather has a record. Accused several times of murder but never convicted. Attempted murder in six cases, never convicted.”

Warner didn’t know that. Raising his eyebrows, he waited for her to continue.

Bodil’s grandfather had nothing to do with her.

“The most recent addition is a young woman that I… can’t find anything on yet,” murmured Jenny with a shrug. Then she laughed. “But given Aelia and what she’s about, I imagine I’ll find some information on this new girl relatively soon.”

“That’ll probably be tomorrow. It’ll all show up roughly at the same time. Processing it too quickly would have been worse than having no paperwork at all,” offered Warner. “At least, that’s what Aelia said and I trust her.”

He did trust her, too. It wasn’t just lip service.

His Poltergeist armorer and lover had thrown in completely with him.

“Oh?” Jenny asked curiously, watching him as she started in on her dinner.

“Yeah. Troll, female, born local, offense as a minor, sealed record,” Warner supplied.

“Troll,” repeated Jenny, the fork with chicken on it slowly descending back to her plate. “Hm. Tell me about all this? How it all started? You putting on the mask of Yellow Eyes.”

Letting out a slow breath, Warner leaned his head back and stared up at Jenny’s roof.

How it all started.

“Maya was hit by a car as you know. Officer Pattin,” Warner murmured, his thoughts moving backward.

“Yes. And… this all started with that?” she prompted, not giving him enough time to sort out his thoughts.

“Somewhat. Realistically, it started when I shot some punk in the head when he tried to carjack me,” Warner admitted, looking at Jenny before looking upward again. “He reeked of injustice. There was no way I could let him live.”

The feelings of rightness with his actions were stirring. Once more, the sublime feeling of balancing the scales was echoing through his mind.

“Ah…? I had no idea,” said Jenny, her fork now resting on the plate entirely.

“After him… I didn’t really do much. Kind of let it lie for a time,” Warner mused aloud, his focus still on the ceiling. “Ended up killing my neighbor across the street. Was a Werewolf. I let the other one live. The Werewolf reeked of intentions most foul.”

The upwelling of joy was rising higher in him as he spoke of his victories.

A call to battle having been made and satisfied with the blood of the wicked. Warner had challenged a Werewolf and won in melee combat.

Glancing at his dinner host, he found her watching him.

Watching him with an unrepentant stare. Jenny said nothing, her eyes locked on his face.

“That was probably the first time that I really felt it. What I really was,” remarked Warner. “After that, I saved Daria from a foul spirit of malevolence.

“It was Daria who made me aware of the fact that I had to go for Jim Goff next with her precognition. And so, I made the choice to eliminate the DA. When Daria said that if I didn’t take care of him then, it was unlikely that I’d be able to get him in the future, I believed her.

“My faith in her was truly rewarded when I addressed the evil that he was. In truth, he wasn’t even Human.”

Warner sighed and shook his head.

“Alas, I still don’t know what he exactly was. It wasn’t inherently evil, but I was under the impression it was easier to fall from grace as such a being. Jim changed into something else just before I shot him and thus revealed himself to me. The amount of injustice roiling off this man was… considerable. His scales needed to be righted firmly. Immediately and without any delay.”

Nodding his head at his own words, Warner made a chopping motion with his hand.

“Once that threat was eliminated, I began more regular patrols through the city,” continued Warner, his gaze moving around the room as he spoke. “I freed a trapped young woman from a prison of grief, having died at the hands of a Manticore.”

Speaking of Tammy reminded him that he needed to go check on her to see if she’d met her final rest. He’d promised her he would.

“I… a Manticore,” repeated Jenny.

“Indeed! It was a most ferocious creature. It was the museum assistant. The serial killer,” said Warner with a heavy sigh. “He fooled me with his disguise. I thought almost nothing of him until it was before my very face.

“And thank you for taking care of the evidence I left behind. Very astute and forthright of you. I’m sure it did shift your scales accordingly.”

“Of-of course, Warner that—it was nothing,” mumbled Jenny.

“I did kill the manticore. His eyeteeth rest in my basement. I am contemplating what to do with them. Aelia assures me she could probably sell them to the market. Apparently, a Witch could do a number of things with them.

“I’m not sure. They’re my trophies after all. They must be displayed and recognized.”

Looking back towards Jenny, Warner stared at her.

During his discussion of the manticore, he’d felt the extreme elation of delivering his foe to justice with his own hands. To the point that he felt quite light.

As if he weighed nothing at all.

Slowly, the reporter nodded her head.

“Mm,” Warner said, feeling better that she agreed. He’d already been hounded by Bodil about the teeth several times. She apparently wanted to carve them into runes. That felt like a waste to him. “From there, I took down Pattin himself at the game. He was apparently a similar creature to Goff. I do believe that was why the two malevolent scum assisted one another. They were in cahoots and planning things most foul.

“And that is where I met the Troll. I conquered her and lashed her to my will. She will serve me until she has paid her penance. Then she must decide what to do with herself.”

“I… this… it’s…”

Jenny’s voice faded away into nothing. Her eyes trailing along to the left and right from Warner.

Following her gaze, he found his golden wings were extended outward from each side. They were stretched wide, glowing, and still.

He was ready to fight. To do battle with anything that might rear its head and challenge the status quo of the world. All things must face justice in one form or another, and Warner would be the one to mete it out.

“Ah-ha. Yes, do forgive me,” Warner said, looking back to Jenny. “I’m afraid that when I recount my battles I can sink too far into the mood of it. Nearly reliving the feeling of settling scores and placing people to rights.

“It’s quite a heady feeling, you realize.”

Shaking her head slowly, Jenny released her fork and then held her hands up to her face. Pressing her fingers to her cheeks, she looked like someone who had no idea what to do.

“Werewolves? Manticores? Trolls? Warner… what… what are you talking about?” Jenny asked, her face looking incredibly pale. “And… you have wings. Why do you have wings? Your eyes are actually glowing. It… isn’t a mask or just digital effects, is it?”

Opening his mouth, Warner wasn’t quite sure what to say.

He’d gone and barged right through the whole thing under the assumption that Jenny was aware of the paranormal world at large. That she already knew that everything that went bump in the night was actually real.

Letting out a slow breath, Warner’s mind brought up one of the points Daria had made.

Don’t discuss anything outside of the facts. 

Keep them mundane.

And by keep them mundane, she meant don’t discuss the paranormal world. But she phrased it the way she did to try and keep me from changing the future.

But it seems I’ve somehow gone and messed that up.

He felt it when his powers receded back into himself. To the point that he was no different than any other Human out there.

That he wasn’t “Angelic” as Bodil had called him.

“Because it’s all real, Jenny,” murmured Warner. “Everything is real. Vampires, Werewolves, Trolls, Ghosts, necromancers. I had no idea that it was real either, by the way. Not until the incident with Maya.

“I had to learn quickly after I killed the Werewolf. That and saved Daria. And met Bodil.”

Shaking her head back and forth slowly, Jenny clearly didn’t know what to say or do.

Closing his eyes, Warner turned his head away and took in a short, ugly breath.

Then he let it out in a quick blast.

“Well! Sounds like maybe I’ll be answering more questions than I expected,” Warner said and then scooped up a forkful of mashed potatoes. Sticking them in his mouth, he started to chew.

It was actually rather tasty. More so than he expected it to be given he was fairly certain they came out of a box.

Reigning in his desire to give her a compliment, he instead swallowed and gave her a patient smile.

“So, Jenny. Before I begin, what was it you wanted to offer?” Warner asked.

“Uhm. That… uh… I can help you get more information on people. Figure out what’s going on,” Jenny said, her hands slowly coming down from her face. “Maybe help you pick out targets for you to… to… judge.”

“I do not judge them, Jenny. I settle their scales. Judgement is done in the afterlife by the Judge, that is not my bailiwick,” Warner corrected. He wasn’t about to let her get this wrong at the start. “My forte, my specialization, is in meting out justice. To chastise the foul until they’ve been cleansed of their wrongdoing.”

“Cha-chastise them. I see. Okay. And… okay,” repeated the reporter. “I can help keep you out of the news as well. Or at least, out of the news in the ways you don’t want to be known for. Probably help you figure out what’s happening with that investigation that the cops have ongoing for Yellow Eyes.”

Warner nodded at that, because he did indeed want that information in particular.

It would be quite helpful for him to know what they knew. He could work with that and plan accordingly.

“We are in accord,” Warner declared, once again feeling that he was channeling his power. “Now… questions for you to ask me. Let us begin.”


Two

 

Leveling the pistol, Warner pulled the trigger.

With a bang, the man’s head became misshapen and he collapsed to the ground. Blood began to rapidly pool around his head and shoulders.

The sense of satisfaction at clearing injustice from the world once again nourished him. Soothed his soul and filled his mind with thoughts of pushing the world back into balance.

“That it?” asked a voice from behind him.

“Yes. Their scales have been righted. They will now be judged in the afterlife, their souls weighed, and punishment meted out,” Warner declared, feeling the golden hum of his triumph circling around inside of him.

Turning his head, he looked at Madison the Troll. She was holding two corpses on her shoulder as if they were as light as bags of apples.

He could see her dark-brown eyes through the ski mask she was wearing. Her short black hair was completely covered, ensuring that anyone looking at her would have no idea of her hair color.

Not to mention, the mask covered her rather attractive looks. Daria and Madison had taken the time to cut, break, and shave at her flesh until it had healed into a new face. A Troll’s regeneration was no joke at all.

Daria had taken to it as if she were shaping clay and kept checking the results against her future sight.

Over the course of two nights, the big Troll had gone from handsome to quite pretty, though most of her features and her general looks remained the same.

“Oh. Okay. Uhm, cool,” she said with a smile in her voice. He couldn’t see her mouth, but it was obvious from her tone.

There was no injustice on her at all anymore. She smelled quite nice, in fact.

“We will need to speak after this,” Warner declared, holding her eyes with her own.

“Uh, oh… ah… okay… Yellow Eyes,” Madison murmured, turning her gaze to the corpse of the man near his feet. Walking over to it, she picked it up with one hand and casually tossed it over her shoulder. “Should we go?”

Letting out a slow breath, Warner looked around the crack house.

Gunshots were a normal occurrence in places like this, but that didn’t mean they should linger. Daria had been quite specific that they didn’t have time to “dilly-dally”.

“Yes, we shall go,” Warner stated and then turned toward the front of the house.

Stepping over several people who were unconscious in the hallway, Warner spared them a hope. He wished that when the police arrived, these individuals would get the care they needed. And that if they had pending warrants, they’d receive the punishment they deserved, but then get treatment for their obvious addictions.

Grimacing at the low likelihood of that happening, Warner opened the front door and stepped out into the darkness of the night. Based on the last time he’d looked at a clock, or knew what time it was, it would put them in the pre-dawn hours. Somewhere around three am.

“I forgot how nice and close the van is,” said Madison happily from behind him and then passed by him at a light trot. “Getting blood all down my back. It’s in my ass crack and I think it’s getting up in my junk now.”

That single statement broke Warner straight out of his deep enjoyment of his actions.

I… uh… ew. That’s kinda awful.

I can’t even imagine that.

“It’s in your… junk,” Warner repeated.

“I mean, I think so? I do get kinda warm down there when you get all golden and stuff. But this doesn’t feel like that,” Madison complained as she reached the back of the van. Shifting to one side she looked like she was moving her hips around. “Okay, yeah, that’s definitely blood on my cooch. Ugh. Disgusting.”

The back doors of the van opened up from the inside and a pair of arms came out to grab one of the corpses.

“Toss those two on the sheet,” said Aelia from inside the van. “You can change after we get them loaded. Daria sent an extra set of clothes and more wipes.”

“She did? I love Daria,” Madison said simply, tossing the other two corpses into the van.

“Trust me, I get that, and agree,” Aelia replied as Warner walked up to the back of the van.

“That makes sense. You’re her girlfriend, after all,” answered Madison before stepping up into the van and moving past Aelia.

The comment wasn’t wrong either.

Daria had stepped up her pursuit of Aelia and had finally cornered the other woman a week ago. Formally and unequivocally getting the other woman to say she was willing to be her girlfriend before promptly sleeping with her.

They were now in an odd, messy, and happy three-way relationship. Where the three of them were dating one another.

Aelia looked at Warner and gave him a crooked smile. Her pale skin practically glowed in the faint moonlight, her dark-brown eyes reflecting the light.

He was once again struck with the thought that they were almost too large to be real and fit in her face in an odd way. They were so dark and large, he felt like he could fall into them. As though he’d have to grab her long blond hair like it was a lifeline to get back out.

Her slender, athletic frame belied the hidden strength she could possess when she wished. Strength Warner couldn’t place but felt like it was born of the fact that she was a Poltergeist. A spirit inhabiting the body she was in that wasn’t originally hers.

Like pushing a control only she had beyond the body’s limits.

“She’s not wrong, I guess. I’m yours and Daria’s girlfriend at the same time, aren’t I?” muttered Aelia.

“Very much so,” answered Warner with a grin. The stink of injustice had fallen away from Aelia the day before yesterday. She smelled faintly, sweetly, of serving justice directly.

Just as Madison did.

All the work they’d put in cleaning up the streets had already paid off.

“You driving?” Aelia asked, putting her hand on the interior of the van doors. Behind her, Madison was already butt naked, wiping at her crotch with the shirt she’d been wearing.

“Ugh, it’s all the way up to my damn bean,” grumbled the Troll.

“Yes. Yes, please,” Warner said, not wanting to get into the back of the van with a naked Troll and three corpses.

Nodding her head as if she’d expected that, Aelia gave him a wide smile and pulled the doors shut.

Moving around to the driver’s side door, Warner opened it and clambered in.

Since he’d met with Jenny nearly a month or two ago, and laid the realities of the world upon her, he’d been working diligently at his “job” as his family called it.

Taking care of a number of individuals who had all deserved death sentences.

Luckily, they’d all been Human and had required no use of his power at all.

Because right now, the last thing he wanted to do was use his powers. The sickness that’d rolled through him after his last usage had put him on the floor.

For days, he’d laid around and done nothing at all.

Thankfully, his daughter now knew about what he was. Explaining why he was so sick was incredibly easier after that.

Pulling the seat belt into place, Warner turned the key in the ignition and pulled away.

This had been a calculated and precise attack.

Aelia had leveraged some of her old contacts to get Warner some new ones.

Now they had several people sympathetic to their cause in the PID as well as the local police agencies in the state.

They were operating with more information now than they ever had before.

 

***

 

Warner stirred as someone repeatedly shook his shoulder. To the point that it was obvious he was being woken up and it wasn’t accidental.

“Uuuungh… what?” groaned Warner, forcing his eyes to open and look at his antagonizer.

Maya was sitting in a wheelchair next to his recliner.

“Dad, time for physical therapy,” she said, giving him a smile as his eyes focused on her.

His daughter shared many features with her mother.

Black hair, dark eyes, petite, and of decidedly Asian heritage.

Thankfully, her hair had finally grown out and the scars across her head were nicely covered up.

“Oh, yeah, okay,” Warner said, his brain stumbling to an active position.

“I offered to take her,” said Bodil from the couch nearby. She was idly carving a piece of wood and her storm-gray eyes lifted from her work to meet his own.

Pale-yellow hair fell unbound behind her shoulders, and she wore street clothes that casually emphasized her extremely attractive and generously proportioned figure.

“You drive almost as bad as Daria does, Bo,” complained Maya.

Snickering at that, Bodil shrugged her shoulders and looked back at the wooden piece in her lap.

“It’s not like I have a driver’s license,” offered Bodil as if it were an explanation.

“What? You failed yesterday?” Warner asked, pulling his feet in. The recliner pinged as it went into an upright position.

“It wasn’t my fault this time. The instructor kept hitting on me so I drove back to the DMV and registered a complaint,” hissed Bodil. “I can test again in two weeks. That’s fine. Until then, I’ll just make sure Madison comes with me so my learner’s permit is valid.”

To Warner, it was almost incomprehensible that Madison had a driver’s license but Bodil didn’t. If he was being generous, Warner could say Madison was one of the most forgetful people he’d ever met.

Though, if he was being honest, she was also incredibly knowledgeable about the things she could remember.

She and Daria had been working on memory techniques and he’d seen a noticeable improvement already in the Troll.

“I’ll drive you, Maya,” Aelia said, walking into the room. “If you don’t mind, that is. I need to stop off at the store real quick and buy a few things anyway while you’re working.”

Maya turned and looked at Aelia without responding.

Several seconds passed before she nodded her head once.

“Thanks, Aelia. That’d be nice,” Maya said, turning her wheelchair and scooting over toward the woman.

“It’s my pleasure,” Aelia said with a genuine smile. She’d been working hard to understand Maya, as well as build a friendship with her. The two of them hadn’t clicked as easily as Bodil and Maya had.

Maya and Aelia exited the living room and went to the garage. The sound of car doors unlocking was preceded by Maya going down the ramp they’d put in so she could get into the garage easier.

Aelia paused in the doorway to give him a smile and a wave of her fingers. Warner returned the wave, thankful for her stepping in before she closed the door to the garage.

“That was rather nice of her. She’s really working on the stepmother thing,” Bodil murmured, the tip of her blade digging into the wood and flicking out a small chunk.

It landed in the box between her knees which was full of bits of wood and sawdust from her work.

Thinking about that, Warner wasn’t quite sure how to respond.

The conversations he had with Daria about Bodil had become quite frank. In general, the young woman had failed in her attempts to distance herself from him. Under her slightly disagreeable nature was a young woman who was extremely concerned with Warner, and how he felt about her.

The way Daria had phrased it was that Bodil’s inexperience was fouling up her own emotions and wants.

All he had to do was give her time and space. Bodil would “find herself” and go about it in typical Bodil fashion.

Warner wasn't eager to “add to his harem”. Regardless of how attractive she was to him, or choosing her over Jenny, Warner still felt overwhelmed.

Truthfully, he was having issues keeping up with Aelia and Daria alone. Madison was moving on him in her blunt and careless way as well, despite him shooting her down at every turn.

If being pushy and forward with Bodil would knock her off the course she was traveling, Warner was more than willing to make that his goal.

Considering he’d pushed at her here and there to get distance from her and it hadn’t worked, he was more than willing to change up his tactics.

Okay. Here we go then.

“Don’t be like that. We all know Maya would rather you be her stepmother. Even over Daria,” Warner commented. Reaching up, he rubbed at his eyes with the palms of his hands. “Bodil James doesn’t sound awful as a name, either.”

Letting his hands fall back to his lap, he looked at the Rune Reader. She was staring at him flatly now.

“Is there a problem, Bodil James?” Warner asked, hitting the name with some emphasis. Bodil’s eyes narrowed at that, a look of mild distaste on her face.

Ah, that’s working.

“Don’t give me that look, Bodil James. It’s not as if I don’t know how you feel,” said Warner feeling victory within his grasp. “I know exactly how you feel and how you’re fighting it. Know what you want and yet deny.”

Bodil’s eyes widened abruptly, her fingers clutching the knife and the wooden carving. Her skin was paler than even Aelia’s right now. She looked more akin to a Ghost or a piece of fine china.

“I… don’t… I do not—I’m going to my room. Madison and I are going to go practice driving in a short while.” Letting out a breath that sounded strained, Bodil set her woodworking down on the table. Brushing her hands together several times over the box, she stood up and left the room.

Nice. That worked perfectly.

Pulling out his phone, Warner flicked open Daria’s contact listing and waited. He didn’t need to do much more than plan to write out his message to her in his head.

Once he planned what he was going to write, and believed that he would send it, Daria would see it.

In the mundane events of his life, Daria knew all that he did, in every way.

A message popped up.

“Really, Warner? Really? You said what her married name would be in triplicate. Then told her you knew how she felt. In triplicate.”

Frowning, Warner realized that he wasn’t going to like what Daria was going to say. That maybe this wasn’t the victory he wanted and perhaps he’d actually screwed up.

A second message came in quickly. Daria was clearly typing this out as she went. Last he knew, she was out shopping at the grocery store.

“Are you trying to slam-dunk her into the harem faster than she’s ready for? She’s already writing up a message to me to talk about the fact that you know how she feels. That she’s not sure she can keep it together anymore and will pursue you.

“She’s terrified it’ll ruin her friendship with Aelia and I, as well as Maya. Why do you do this to me?”

With a grimace and a sigh, Warner hung his head over his phone. This was exactly what he didn’t want.

It was the opposite.

The last thing he wanted was more women in his harem, as Daria reminded him often.

Daria didn’t send anything more. Clearly waiting to give him a chance to respond for once.

Which meant she really wanted an answer.

Tapping in his message, he sent it as a very simple statement.

He didn’t want more relationships. Aelia was already one too many.

Another message came through a second after his finger touched the send button.

“Too bad. Bodil is destined to be with us. Even she knows this and was resisting it for the sake of what she believed.

“All you did was speed it up and bring her closer, faster.

“And before you get any other bright ideas, my darling Warner, my shining sword, Madison will join us. Don’t fight it. She already made her choice when you didn’t kill her.

“Do you understand? My love? Please tell me you understand and you’ll stop this nonsense. You’re just hurting people you care about. People you’ll deeply care about soon enough.”

“I understand,” muttered Warner as he began typing in the same words he spoke. “I’m sorry, my Fruitloop. I just don’t think I can handle so many relationships. It’s a lot of work and attention that I don’t think I can invest in them.”

Another response came through instantly after he tapped the button.

“They’re aware! As I’m aware. There will be fights. Disagreements. Resentment about being neglected. Bodil most especially as this’ll be the first relationship she’ll have ever been in.

“You’re not helping it. You’re hindering it. Knock it off.”

Fingers limply holding his phone, he could feel Daria’s anger at his actions seeping through her written words.

He hadn’t just acted in a way that’d pushed Bodil closer, he’d angered Daria.

Upset her.

And that was the last thing he wanted to do.

Another message ticked in before he could begin to write out that response to her.

“I know, my love. I know. But there’s only one way out of this situation. You tell Bodil you aren’t interested, that you want nothing to do with her romantically.

“You’ll have to do the same to Madison. That is the only way you can get out of this situation from happening. And we both know you don’t want to do that. We’ve talked about what each one would do if you told them such a thing.”

Warner didn’t want that at all.

Telling both of those women such a thing would end his friendship with them. Neither woman would be able to stay around as a friend, acquaintance, or an assistant in his goals.

Their pain at being rejected would outweigh their ability to stay around him in any capacity.

Despite not wanting to be in relationships with either woman, Warner couldn’t deny he wanted them around, and that he was indeed attracted to them at the same time.

“Got it. I understand. Sorry. Should… I go apologize to Bodil or something? Tell her exactly why I said what I did?” Warner asked aloud, not bothering to type the message this time.

“Actually, yes. That’d help. She’d feel like she was in control again, would be amused, and even know what you’re thinking. Go do that.

“Thank you, dear. I appreciate you trying to help more than you’d ever know. Oh, and when Bodil starts acting on this later, don’t complain. You did this to yourself.”

Levering himself up from his chair, Warner tucked his phone away in his pocket. He had a Rune Reader to apologize and explain himself to.

Siv flapped out of the corner where it was perched and landed on Warner’s shoulder.

“Warner. Warner, good. Love, Warner,” said the raven, promptly rubbing its beak against his jaw. “Mean. Warner, good. Mean, no. Love, Warner.”

“Yeah. Got it. Don’t be mean to the Rune Reader. She loves me,” Warner grumbled, reaching up to pet the raven.

“Yes. Warner, yes. Yes. Yes.”


Three

 

Knocking with the back of his knuckles on Bodil’s door, Warner felt odd.

Most especially because the raven on his shoulder clearly had a special bond with her owner. He wasn’t quite sure of it, but he was nearly certain that there was communication between the two. At some level, Bodil knew what Siv wanted her to know, and vice versa.

That could very easily mean that Bodil was already aware of his intentions.

“Good, Warner,” Siv said, nuzzling him once again. “Love. Love.”

Smirking, Warner reached up and once again idly rubbed at Siv’s head.

The door inched open and Warner could see a slice of Bodil’s pretty face in the gap.

“What do you want?” she asked in a growl. She was still angry and it seemed that maybe Siv hadn’t told her anything yet.

“Warner, love, Bodil,” Siv said before Warner could fathom how to begin.

Bodil frowned and looked at the raven.

“Come ’ere,” Bodil said, opening the door wider and holding her hand out.

“Bodil, love, Warner,” said Siv, reversing the order of her words. Hopping off Warner’s shoulder, the bird flapped once and then landed on Bodil’s hand. Sidestepping quickly, it moved up to her shoulder. “Daria.”

Siv settled into place on Bodil’s shoulder and then looked at Warner.

“I see,” Bodil murmured, looking at Warner. A slow smile spread across her lips.

“Ah… I need to apologize,” Warner said, wondering if the raven had relayed the information in the moment that Siv and Bodil touched. There was a definite and immediate change in the woman.

Standing there, Bodil continued to smile at him, then she slowly opened the door.

“Do come in then for your apology,” said the Rune Reader.

Warner hadn’t been in this room since he’d “rented” it out to Bodil.

Looking through the doorway, he found the bedroom had been transformed. Numerous wooden carvings were placed along the walls.

Interspersed with those hung necklaces, medallions, and pendants. Some were made from precious metals, others were wooden.

A queen-sized bed was wedged into the corner and a desk sat off to the side of it. A laptop was in the middle of the desk and it looked as if Bodil had just been sitting there.

The closet had been filled to bursting with clothes, as well as having a wardrobe crammed into it.

He had the sudden feeling that stepping into Bodil’s bedroom was going to give her a great deal of power over him. As if he were once again the fly, flying right into the spider’s web.

Entering the room, Warner walked over to stand beside the bed and the desk.

Closing the door, Bodil went and sat down on the edge of her bed. Crossing one leg over the other, she gave him an arch look and a wide grin.

“You may begin,” she commanded.

Siv made a soft croaking noise, hopped off Bodil’s arm, and flapped over to the far corner of the room. A wooden stand with a number of perches was the clear destination.

“Right… I’ll apologize first, then explain my reasons,” began Warner. “And so… I’m sorry for pushing at you, Bodil. I did it in triplicate in an attempt to knock you… away… from me. So to speak.

“Because I do know how you might be feeling. I’ve spoken with Daria about it at great length. And about what will likely happen in the future between all of us. And no, Daria didn’t offer me anything that I didn’t already suspect. You’re not exactly subtle and neither is Siv.”

“Love, Warner. Good, Warner,” Siv replied immediately.

“Exactly,” Warner said, glancing at the raven and then back to Bodil.

The smile that’d been on her face faded slightly, but she still looked rather amused.

“Yes. I’m afraid Siv is… more direct than I am,” allowed Bodil. “I’m sure Daria would use the phrase, ‘more honest’ and likely be correct.

“And I wish I could tell you exactly how I feel, but even I’m unsure. But… what I do know… is that however hard I fight, I end up getting pulled closer.”

Standing there, looking at the beautiful Rune Reader, Warner really wasn’t sure what to say.

“Well, I wanted to push you away from me. Because honestly, I don’t think I can keep up with Daria and Aelia, let alone adding someone like you into the mix.”

“Someone like me?” Bodil asked, her eyebrows and tone going up dangerously.

“You’re a beautiful woman who deserves far more attention than I’d ever be able to give you, Bodil. That doesn’t even take into account the fact that my time is already split between Aelia and Daria,” Warner said quickly, realizing he’d stuck his foot in his mouth and he had to get it out quickly.

“Ah… I see. Thank you,” she said, the smile growing wider once more. “And you forgot Maddy. She still believes that she’s yours to do with as you please sexually. No matter how hard Daria and Aelia try to push that memory out of her head. It seems she’s latched onto it. Made it her own. On purpose.”

Grimacing at the thought, Warner could only nod his head.

“Daria, Aelia, Madison, and Maya. Then there’s my job. The amount of attention I can give out is very limited. I was trying to get you to back up so I wouldn’t feel guilty when I didn’t give you what you deserve,” Warner explained.

With a heavy sigh, Bodil leaned back onto her bed and propped herself up on her elbows.

“Yes. I could see how that would bother you. Though I’m afraid this really isn’t your choice,” she murmured. “When you said what you did, in triplicate, I felt it. As if someone had struck the thread of my life. As though the Norns themselves had plucked it like a guitar string to be played. And it rang true. Absolutely true.”

Bodil’s words had a heavy import to them. As if she were speaking of things even she only barely understood. Her eyes went partially unfocused as though she was staring through Warner’s face.

“It… vibrated within me, Warner James. You named me,” she continued, her voice coming to a near whisper. “I am to be Bodil James and mother to Maya and others. No matter how hard I fight or resist, that is my fate. The Rune-Mother is my naming in this fate.

“To deny the ring of truth from the Norns pulling at me personally, to deny their naming, would be done at my own peril. You say you wished to push me away with it, but I’m afraid all you did was convince me of my wyrd and seal it.”

“Ah…I’m sorry,” Warner lied. He felt it as soon as he said it. “Err, never mind. No, I’m not sorry. I don’t want to harm you. I worry that I won’t be able to give you the attention you deserve, but… it’s not as if I’m not attracted to you.”

Blinking twice, Bodil finally saw him once again. Her eyes focused on him as her smile grew wider and much warmer.

“I’m aware. You like to watch me. Just as I watch you,” admitted Bodil and then gestured to her walls. “These aren’t just for show, Warner James.”

Glancing toward where she was pointing, he found that a considerable number of her carvings were all glowing brightly. More than ninety percent of them, in fact, were all picking up a golden glow that increased by the second.

“An Angelic. Carrying the divine spark of the Originator. Destined for greatness,” Bodil said in a breathy voice. “Do not fret so, Warner. Most of these carvings just tell me what you’re about. What you’re doing. Sometimes a hint of what you’re feeling or thinking. Your past decisions and what choices you made.

“My future-facing and present-time runes do not work very well with you. Too much is in flux and constantly changing to get any reading.”

“I’m not an Angel. My parents were quite ordinary. Very boring,” muttered Warner. He hadn’t thought about his parents in a while.

While he did love them, as they were his parents, he also had never felt much from them. There was always an oddly stilted heaviness to them.

An otherworldly blankness that he could never figure out.

Only his aunt, his father’s sister-in-law, had ever really shown him any warmth.

I’ll call her after this.

“Your heritage doesn’t come from your parents. It isn’t something you genetically inherited,” corrected Bodil. “It’s… a part of you in a way that can’t be measured. It’s in your soul, but it isn’t your soul itself.”

“Now that’s just confusing,” Warner said with a chuckle, looking back at Bodil.

“Isn’t it, though? That’s as much as I can tell through my readings and rune-work. Sorry,” she said with a laugh. “Now… you’ll need to leave. I’ve received your apology, I’ve heard your intentions, and I understand my wyrd much better for it.

“You’ll not be allowed to re-enter my bedroom until we have formally settled a bride-price for me. And that can’t be settled until… well… until my family will speak with me again.”

“Bride-price?” Warner asked. He honestly had never heard the term before.

“A tradition my family firmly believes in. You must pay my family for my hand in marriage,” said Bodil with a shrug of their shoulders. “After all, this would be an alliance of our families, but in the same breath, they will be deprived of my abilities once I’m gone.”

Uh… that… sounds really weird.

“Don’t fret over it. Now… you need to leave,” Bodil said again.

“Love, Warner. Warner, Bodil, love,” Siv said. She sounded like she was getting agitated. “Bed, love. Bed, bed, love, bed, bed.”

Bed. I—oh. Bodil isn’t… as calm, cool, and collected as she lets on.

Got it.

Nodding his head once to Bodil, Warner beat a hasty retreat and closed the door to her bedroom behind himself.

There was a vibration in his pocket from his cell phone as soon as the door clicked shut.

Pulling it out, he looked at the screen.

“Good job! That went so well! Bodil is very happy and very secure now. So, so, so far outside my expectations.

“She’s really going to work hard to be the Rune-Mother.”

Clicking his teeth together lightly, Warner considered that title. That title and what it could mean for his future.

“Don’t ask. I won’t tell, regardless of what you promise. Neither will Bodil. Not until it happens,” sent Daria in another message. “Just know that it’s a good thing and Maya will be very happy. Now, go call your aunt. You’ve been putting that off long enough.”

Standing there with his phone in his hand, Warner waited only a second.

Then he flicked the screen to his contacts and started moving back to the living room. By the time he got back to his recliner, the line was ringing.

By the third ring, he’d turned on the TV and had it running in the background.

“Warner!” said an enthusiastic voice on the other end of the line. “I was just thinking about you. How are you?”

Smirking, Warner leaned back in his recliner. His aunt had always been excited to hear from him or talk to him. She’d been one of the few sources of support to him.

The relationship he had with her was one he valued, even if they went a little while without talking. Her job and her husband always seemed to keep her on the move.

“I’m good,” he started to say, and then realized he was lying. Lying and to the one person he promised he’d never lie to. “Actually, no. I’m not doing that well.”

“What? Why? How come?” asked his aunt, her tone rapidly switching to an intensity he knew well. Her interest in and involvement with him was more like a mother at times.

“Maya got hurt in a hit and run accident,” said Warner, wondering how to get through the whole story. Then just decided to go for it. “By a police officer, no less. We got a massive settlement out of it. She’s set for life.”

“I’ll kill them,” growled his aunt. Maya was the only person more special to his aunt than Warner.

“I already did,” answered Warner truthfully. “And the DA who wouldn’t process the case. They weren’t Human. Some type of… creature… that was almost like a shadow. But that was after I killed a Werewolf.

“I also killed a Manticore from the Abyssid Empire. Oh, and a black blob made out of evil that could melt skin. I’ve gunned down a number of evil people and have personally balanced as much of the world as I can so far.

“I grow golden wings and use a power that practically turns me into another person.

“Oh, and before I forget, I’m also now dating a Poltergeist and a psychic who can see the future. Chances are, I’ll be dating a Troll and a Rune Reader very soon, as well.”

He hadn’t expected to lay everything out like that in one outpouring but once he’d started, he’d found it impossible to stop.

“A Manticore? That’s very impressive, Warner! How’d you do it?” asked his aunt, sounding incredibly interested.

“Sword and a pistol. I took his eyeteeth as trophies,” Warner said, realizing at that moment that not only did his aunt believe him, but she already knew of the other world.

“That’s amazing. Templars would have had a problem with one. I think I might be able to take one on by myself, but I’m not sure. Not something I’d want to risk either,” his aunt said with a laugh.

Templar… she does know.

“Auntie… Auntie Decima, I had… no idea about any of this until Maya was hurt,” tried Warner, not quite sure how to dig into this.

“Mm. I can’t deny I was surprised when you suddenly brought it up, but it’s not the first time you’ve seen such things, you know,” Decima said with a chuckle and then sighed. “I’m sure when you don’t want to, you remember a car trip from hell with your uncle, cousin, and me. As well as a few others.”

Warner was staring through the TV now as if it didn’t exist.

His mind had been violently flung back into his past. To a long car ride with his aunt, his uncle, his cousin, and several family friends.

The sharp retort of gunfire echoed in his mind as well as screams. Some his own and some others, as they raced across empty plains and roads.

It was the clearest he’d ever remembered it. Every time his mind had drifted toward it in the past, it’d partially blanked itself out.

“Yes,” Warner said simply, dredging his thoughts back from the edge.

“Well, your cousin Hillary isn’t Human. She’s a Doppelganger and also your aunt, really. I’m technically a golem and your uncle is an Incubus. All your other cousins aren’t Human either. Alex was asking about you by the way. He’d like to stop by sometime and say hi,” Decima said.

“A golem?” Warner asked, now feeling incredibly out of his depth.

“Yes. I’m actually a Witch-Hunter from… a long time ago. Sam brought me back to life and married me the same day. I have to have your other aunts put a spell or two on me so I look old whenever I see you. I’m probably physically younger than you are.”

“Witch-Hunter,” mumbled Warner. “Spells?”

“That’s right. Irene, Wren, Caer, Jes, or Stacia usually take care of it for me. My spellwork has always been trash,” said Decima with a sigh. “Now… you said you weren’t doing well. Is Maya okay, now? Has she healed?”

“Oh! Yes, Maya is recovering. She’s in physical therapy now to try to get back to whatever normalcy she can,” Warner said, his mind skipping back to the subject as a whole. “As to… me, I guess I’m the problem. Every time I use my powers, I end up throwing up blood. Except it’s often bright gold then turns into a bloody color. Or brown.”

“Gold?” mused his aunt, sounding like she was leaning back in her chair. “I can ask Sam and see what he thinks. He’s had more dealings with Angelics than I have, but that’s what it sounds like to me. An Angel’s power backfiring in you. You’re Human, sweetie. Through and through. You using an angelic power is definitely going to cause a backlash.”

Letting his eyes drop to the ground, Warner found himself agreeing with her statement. It matched up with what he thought of the situation and what he’d learned from Daria and Bodil.

An angelic power in a human body.

“It’s like trying to force a two-liter bottle into a soda can. Going to rip apart the can to make it happen, and even then, a lot is going to spill over,” explained Decima. “Try… not to use the power if you can. It’s probably killing you.”

“I… alright. I understand,” Warner said. “I can’t promise that because… because I need to keep righting the scales. There’s so much injustice in the world.”

Laughing, Decima seemed to find that incredibly funny.

“I’m aware. I’m very aware. I’ll see if I and your other aunts can’t come out and take a look at you. See if they can’t help. Your Aunt Stacia is very good at dealing with magical ailments, you know,” Decima offered. “Caer, too, really.”

Warner liked his other aunts well enough. They were all very kind to him.

But none of them were like Decima to him. He couldn’t explain it, but he had a closeness with her he didn’t share with anyone else.

“I’ll try to be there regardless of them coming though. I’d love to see Maya. Though, I’m not going to bother to put on the ‘look old’ magical glamour. No point in that,” warned Decima. “You’ll need to let Maya know about that before we just show up.”

“Sure thing, Auntie,” Warner said immediately.

“Good, good. Now, you said you’re dating. I hope this isn’t anyone like Asa? She was never right for you. If I didn’t know better, I’d have sworn she was a Succubus,” complained Decima. “But being married to an Incubus and now that I know so many Succubi, that’d be an insult to them. Jes is nothing like Asa.”

“Asa’s Human?” Warner asked, now incredibly curious. “Wait, Aunt Jes is a Succubus?”

“Yes to both. Rather amusing, considering I’m a Witch-Hunter. Though you’d never believe what your Aunt Irene and Caer are, they—”

Warner’s attention was on the TV as it suddenly flipped away from whatever was playing on the local station to the news.

“Hold on, Decima,” Warner murmured, interrupting her. “The news just flipped on.”

“What? Hm.”

Picking up the remote, Warner unmuted it.

“—has been assassinated. The entire building has been locked down now and they’re looking for suspects,” said the anchor.

The text-crawl across the bottom read out the part Warner had missed.

Sara Newbin, the presumptive winner of the next presidential election, had just been assassinated.

What?


Four

 

“Hey, I gotta go,” Warner said. He had a gut feeling he was going to get a call from Althea and maybe Jennifer. Both of them would likely be asking him what he was up to.

And if he happened to be close to wherever Sara Newbin had just been killed.

“Not a problem. We’ll need to make some plans to have a visit,” Decima said, then hung up. She was a decisive woman and never hesitated.

Warner was not like her though. He was now hesitating as he contemplated what to do.

There wasn’t a single doubt in his mind that some people would believe Yellow Eyes was involved. That the vigilante had gone completely off the rails. Yellow Eyes had gone and done something unthinkable and killed a presidential candidate.

One who had been likely to win, no less.

Shaking his head, he picked up his phone and called Althea directly. Rather than beat around the bush with her, he’d just jump right into it.

Warner had already had his fill of not being direct and to the point with her.

I mean, she did ghost me pretty hard while working the new job. However, that doesn’t excuse that I wasn’t exactly the best boyfriend, either.

In the end… I wasn’t ready for someone like Althea and the needs of her career.

Hell, I’m certainly not ready for Daria.

Not going to stop me though.

Ready or not, I’m not going to let my little Fruitloop go.

“Should I be expecting a problem?” asked Althea immediately as the line picked up.

“Actually, it’s the opposite. I’m at home, sitting in my recliner, watching the news. Very interesting news, I admit, but still news to me,” Warner said, trying to be as deliberate and vague as he could at the same time.

The silence on the other end of the line was like a drawn pistol.

“Here, one second,” Warner said and then got up out of his chair. Moving over to the TV, he stood in front of it.

Tapping through several screens and options Warner got the camera function open on his phone. Then he took a photo of himself standing in front of his TV, in his living room, with the news on. Making sure the photo had more than enough for Althea to identify the room correctly, he then sent it to her.

“There,” he said moving over to the recliner and sitting back down.

There was a shuffling noise that sounded like Althea pulled the phone from her ear. Warner imagined she was opening up her message box and looking at what he’d just sent her.

“I see. Well. That certainly does answer things, doesn’t it?” Althea murmured. “I’m… glad to know that you’re just relaxing.”

“Taking it easy. Not doing much of anything,” Warner said, trying to pacify any concern she had. “Maya’s at physical therapy, and I was just talking to my aunt when the news broke.”

“Oh. Oh, I… good. She’s… Maya’s doing okay?” Althea asked, her tone changing rapidly.

“For the most part, I guess. She’s taking it pretty hard that she’s not already up and around. Apparently, she somehow expected that she’d be walking already,” Warner said with a bit of amusement. “I’ve never seen her so motivated before to do something. I’m glad she’s so intent on pushing to get back out there.”

“She’s a strong one. I think she’ll be fine so long as she doesn’t overdo it.”

“Agreed, agreed. But we’ll just see how it all goes. Now that I’ve got full custody, she doesn’t have to go back to Asa’s ever again.”

“Considering she has a few warrants for her arrest, I imagine that hearing went pretty easily and quickly. Did she ever show up? To the court or otherwise?” Althea asked, sounding much more relaxed now.

She believes me. Thank goodness.

“Once. At the house. We chased her off. Told her to not come back, basically,” admitted Warner. His mind dipped into how Bodil had helped him out with that.

Then straight into what she was wearing at the time and how it had hung on her.

Clearing his throat, Warner sat up in his recliner, forcing his mind back to the present.

“Hasn’t shown up since. Hopefully, she’ll never come back. It’d be rather awful for her to show up and get dragged off in handcuffs. Better if that happened far, far away from Maya.”

“Very true,” Althea agreed.

A slow gradual silence built between them.

It wasn’t uncomfortable to Warner. It was a silence they’d often shared. One based on comfort in the other’s presence.

They didn’t need to fill the void with words.

“I miss… us,” Althea muttered.

Surprised, Warner wasn’t really sure how to respond. Or if he even wanted to.

His love life was incredibly packed full at the moment and he didn’t really want to add anything more to it. Doubly so when he considered the fact that he’d been told to expect Madison to remain.

Daria, Aelia, Bodil, Madison. That’s… four? Oh my fuck, that’s three too many.

“I do, too,” admitted Warner. He didn’t want to lie to her. “But we both went our own directions. Didn’t we?”

“We did,” agreed Althea. “We did. I went toward my career, and you went toward someone who could… be there… for you.”

Regardless of it sounding rather weird to be said aloud, it was the absolute truth.

“Is she—they… making you happy?” Althea asked in a ragged tone.

“Yes. They’re making me very happy. How’s the career? Moving up as fast as I expect you to?”

“I guess. It’ll probably be a few years before I can move up again. I sort of got caught up in the newness of it. I just look like the over-enthusiastic rookie right now.”

“That’ll work out in time, I’m sure.”

Once more the silence grew. The strange comfort of it was something Warner had never experienced with anyone else before or after.

“I’ve got to go. I’m really glad you called, though. I won’t lie that I’d heard the news nearly at the same time you did and I thought exactly what I’m sure you thought I did.”

“Yeah, I figured. I’m sure others will, too.”

“Mmhmm. Exactly that. You’ll need to take it easy and rest. Help Maya out and not do anything too strenuous,” Althea said in an easy way.

Warner understood what she meant. He wasn’t a fool.

They were likely already building a task force to run down Yellow Eyes. Bring him into custody and see what he said about the assassination.

“Bye, Warner. Take care,” Althea said, then hung up before he could respond.

Nodding his head at how she ended the call, he pulled the phone down and started digging through his contacts. He had another person to call and make sure she was aware he had nothing to do with this.

That call would be considerably easier and with a lot less baggage.

 

***

 

The clack and pop of a door being opened and a kick stop being pulled down brought Warner up out of his cell phone. For the last couple of hours, he had been doing little more than surfing the news on his phone, while listening to it on the TV.

“I’m home,” Daria declared long before Warner could see her. “I’m assuming you saw the news? I couldn’t see if you did it or not, but did you call Althea and Jenny?”

“Yeah. I did. Talked to both. They’re now aware that we didn’t have anything to do with it,” answered Warner.

Daria was his partner in this. In all things.

While he would never be comfortable with how she drove, in every other way, he put his faith in her. The only exception was his love life and even then, that doubt might have stopped today.

Daria walked into view.

Fashionably dressed and wearing artful makeup, with gray eyes and pale-blond hair, Daria was the picture of a pretty woman.

Between Aelia and Daria, Warner felt like an ugly little toad. An undeserving man who had somehow conned two beautiful women into being with him.

However, coming over to stand in front of him now was his psychic girlfriend.

His psychic girlfriend for whom he’d already bought a ring. He was just waiting for a good moment to surprise her with it so she wouldn’t see it coming.

So long as he acted completely randomly and without thought, he could keep things interesting for her.

“Fantastic. Good job. You’re handling your work really well,” said Daria, giving him her dazzling smile. Then she leaned over him and gave him a kiss, wrapping her arms around him in a tight hug. “Thank you for providing for our family. You’re doing great. I sold off all those watches and rings you collected. We’re well ahead of what we spent this month.”

Every time she said something like that, Warner felt a deep, molten heat inside. Deep in the center of who he was.

He didn’t just feel the appreciation in her words, but knew it as actual truth. Daria always made him feel worthy and appreciated.

Holding onto him for a moment longer, Daria eventually let him go and leaned away.

“Well! I suppose we’ll just need to figure out what to do next. If we can lay low, we probably should,” mused Daria, putting one hand across her middle and resting her elbow on the top of it. Then she put her chin in her hand and tilted it to one side. “I can’t really see anything in the future being a problem, but you’re always such a question mark, dear. Oh, and what you did with Bodil is getting even better since we spoke last about it.

“Apparently, she spring-boarded from your conversation to some sort of insight that spurred her on. She’s incredibly optimistic, confident, and ready for her role now. More than I could have ever helped her reach.”

“Really?” Warner asked, surprised.

“Mm! Very much so. She ended up calling Aelia and chatting with her after you left. They had a very nice conversation about you,” said Daria, putting her hands on her hips with a smile. “They’ll be going out for a drive later today with Madison.”

Hm. I’m not going to like this, am I?

“No. You won’t. But you’ll also understand in the fullness of time that it’s because of what you did. So it’s your own fault. Amusingly, by pushing so hard against her, you inadvertently set yourself up to welcome her openly,” Daria said with a giggle. “It’s kinda sweet in a way. Now, we should probably—”

Warner’s phone rang, unexpectedly cutting Daria off.

The psychic looked confused and unsure at the same time, staring at Warner’s phone. Looking at it as well, Warner found it was Maya calling him.

“I… don’t know what’s going on,” murmured Daria in an uncertain tone.

Tapping the accept button, Warner lifted it and put it to his ear.

“Maya? What’s up?” Warner asked.

“Dad! I’m so glad you picked up. We’re on our way home. I was talking to Lauren and-and—” his daughter said in a bit of a rush. It sounded like she’d lost track of her thoughts. “Then she heard something and went and looked. She said people were breaking into her house and then the line went dead. She won’t pick up!”

“Uh. Okay. I… did you call the police yet?” Warner asked.

“No, I called you. You can go help Lauren, right, Dad?” Maya asked.

Grimacing, Warner lifted his free hand and pressed his thumb and forefinger to the bridge of his nose. Pressing tightly, he closed his eyes and thought.

“Call the police, honey. Tell them exactly what you told me,” directed Warner. “They have a lot more resources at their disposal and can run this down faster than I could. They probably have a police officer a lot closer to her house than I am as well.”

“But—”

“I’ll look into it, as well,” Warner said, cutting his daughter off. “I’ll have Bodil and Daria start digging around and see what they can. I’ll ask Aelia to see what she can find out as well.”

“Aelia’s already asking around. I’ll call the police,” said Maya.

“Maya?” Warner tried even as she hung up. “Ugh.”

Letting the phone drop into his lap, he looked up to Daria.

“Maya’s friend, Lauren, just called her. Apparently, someone was breaking into her house and the phone died,” explained Warner.

“Ah. Sounds like I should go have a talk with Bodil. Between the two of us, we might as well be the Fates,” said the psychic with a wide grin. “She and I can see quite further into the past between the two of us, and she helps me focus my visions looking forward.”

“Norns. Fates are Greek,” Warner countered without thinking.

“Oh! Yes. Norns,” said Daria, sticking her tongue out to one side while still smiling at him. “What are you going to do?”

“Go to Lauren’s,” Warner said with a chuckle. “Doesn’t hurt just to drive by and see what I can see. Maybe I can pick up a trail and get ahead of this.”

“If you were going to do that, won’t it be harder with the police there?” Daria asked, looking confused now.

“Yep,” agreed Warner, finishing up entering Lauren’s address. He’d had it saved in his shipping addresses. Maya had often sent her birthday presents directly from online shopping.

“Then… why did you tell Maya to call the cops?”

“Because it’d look suspicious otherwise. The cops will definitely check Lauren’s phone records, then find Maya,” Warner said, putting his phone in his pocket as it started to read directions out loud. “And the last thing we need is suspicion of any type. But honestly, that’s more for my sake, than hers.”

Daria slowly nodded at that.

There was a part of him that didn’t want to get involved in this.

He knew he really needed to heed Althea and Jenny—who had mirrored Althea’s concern—and lay low. He needed to stay under the radar and not make any waves.

But that wasn’t possible.

Lauren was Maya’s best friend and had been good to his daughter. She had always tried to steer Maya in the right direction regardless of what was happening.

Stood by her even during the worst of Maya’s rebellious outbursts.

Warner wasn’t going to sit idly by.

 

***

 

Up ahead, Warner could see several police cars in front of Lauren’s house. They hadn’t blocked the street off, but with so many cop cars, there wasn’t much room to get by.

Three cop cars seemed like more than enough police officers to handle the situation, but he could see a fourth car racing up behind him.

They found something they don’t know what to do with.

Didn’t they?

That means they’ll end up calling Althea’s department.

The Paranormal Investigations Department.

Trying to keep his face curious yet neutral, Warner kept driving towards the home. He needed to show the right look for a man passing by a strange scene.

The police car that’d been behind him went zipping past. Practically coming to a brake-screeching stop, the car bounced once against the curb.

Two more police officers got out of the car and jogged up to the home, passing by a police officer who was posted at the front door.

Those looked like normal cops.

But I’m pretty sure some actually wear uniforms.

There was a chime noise that came from his phone sitting in the cup holder.

Glancing down at it, he saw it was a message from Aelia.

He wasn’t about to attempt to read it while driving by so many cops, though. That was just asking for them to pay attention to him. Busy or not.

Slowly, right at the speed limit, Warner cruised by Lauren’s home. It was under so much police attention that he felt like he was driving past something that would definitely make the news.

Warner smelt it just as he passed beyond the limits of the house.

A faint and foul order.

One that reeked of indeterminate injustice. Strongly so.

Ah. We’ve got something.

Warner lost the smell of it almost as quickly as he’d picked it up. The problem was he couldn’t quite follow it given he was driving. He might be able to pull it off if he was just a passenger, but there was no guarantee on that either.

Coming to a choice, and one that he wasn’t very happy about, Warner pulled his car into the next intersection and turned away.

Immediately following that turn, he pulled his car up to the curb, put it in park, and picked up his phone.

Flicking it open he found Aelia’s message was simple.

“Child abduction. A number of state-wide alerts are about to go out.”

“Okay, that makes a little more sense, I guess,” muttered Warner, not quite sold completely on that. A child abduction wouldn’t need that many police. Nor more of them arriving.

A new message flashed into his inbox before he could respond.

“There must be more, though. There’s a lot of radio chatter on the scanner. It’s all being shushed quickly and people are using code words and phrases.”

“Agreed,” Warner mumbled. “But… what do I do then?”

Picking up his phone, he typed in a rather lengthy message to Aelia.

“I’m going to need a hand here. I’ve gotten a scent but it’s not something I can follow by myself. I need someone else to drive as I track it. There’s also a lot of police here, so we’ll need to be discreet about this. They might find a clue that could send them following a similar trail to what I found.

“I’ll need someone to drive my car back, as well. So I guess I’ll need at least two people to help me out.”

Reaching up, Warner turned the key in the ignition and killed the engine.

Even if Aelia jumped in a car and raced off to his position, it would still take her at least ten minutes.

He saw no reason to waste gas.

His phone vibrated in his hand and caught his attention.

Another message arrived.

“Okay. Madison, myself, Bodil, and Daria are coming. Daria and Madison will go with you in your car. Bodil and I will drive the other car back. It’ll give her some more practice and act as a good excuse if someone pulls us over and gets nosey.”

Warner couldn’t think of another way of doing it. Aelia’s idea would perfectly utilize their resources.

Since he’d started including Madison and Aelia in his outings, he’d found he enjoyed his job more. He didn’t just look forward to the feeling of completion from his work, but the work itself. He had companions he could trust and rely on completely.

Companions who believed as he did and worked with him toward a common goal.

Now if we could just get Maddy to stop calling herself my best-sex-friend.

Grimacing at the thought, and how often she introduced herself like that, Warner shook his head.

No matter how they went about it, Madison refused to stop calling herself that. Which meant she either truly believed she was his best-sex-friend… or she was—quite literally—Trolling them.


Five

 

The van they used to transport corpses rolled past Warner and stopped in front of him.

On the back of it was a new license plate, courtesy of Aelia. Additionally, the paint job that’d been white was now brown.

Between Aelia being able to acquire new license plates and Bodil being able to change the color with a simple rune, they could use the van several more times. Then they’d be forced to ditch it, steal a new vehicle, and start all over.

Madison stepped out of the van and lifted her arms above her head, stretching.

Unable to help himself, Warner’s eyes flicked over her tall, broad, athletic form. From what he’d seen of Madison, she was almost entirely toned and shaped muscle. The only place she had any fat at all was her chest and rear end.

Trolls are strange creatures.

Looking toward him, Madison gave him a big smile and then moved over to the passenger side door of his car and bent down.

Rolling the window down, Warner looked at her.

“Hello, Warner! You said you wanted to talk about me so let’s get in the back seat and talk,” Madison said loudly while still smiling.

Could you have said that any louder?

Aelia was standing near the back of the van and started chuckling— clearly at what Madison had said.

Most likely, because he and Aelia had experimented not long ago in the back seat.

They’d found it rather uncomfortable. Doubly so when Warner somehow managed to land his knee on the seat buckle at just the right angle and Aelia nearly slid off the seat when he got atop her.

It always seemed so much easier in movies.

Standing up, Madison opened the rear passenger-side door and then got into the vehicle.

To be fair, though, I never did talk to her after the outing. I went to sleep early and today we’ve been busy.

Nodding his head as Aelia, Bodil, and Daria spoke at the back of the van, Warner got up out of the seat, then went to the back of the car.

After opening the door, he found Madison right there. Apparently, she had slid over.

“Oh, you can just go over me,” said the Troll. Reaching up, she grabbed him by the front of his clothes and pulled him down into the car. Sliding him over her lap and against her front, she pushed him over onto the other side of the rear bench.

With a grunt, Warner righted himself and got into a seated position as Madison pulled the car door shut.

“Now, you said you wanted to talk about us,” the Troll said, turning to look to him once again. “We can talk now! And Maya isn’t around, so it should be easier than at home.

“Though everything should get easier once Daria buys the neighbor’s house. Then we can talk there and that’s where I’ll live. I don’t mind the couch, but I think I broke it the other day. I’m too big for it.”

Buys… the neighbor’s house?

Looking out the front windshield, Warner saw Daria at the driver’s side door, one hand in the stop pose on the window. The other in front of her mouth.

“Oh, I wasn’t supposed to tell you that,” said Madison with a sad tone. She was looking at Daria as well. “But you’re my best-sex-friend. We share our secrets and stuff. I tell you everything, and you tell me everything.”

Turning his attention to Daria, Warner couldn’t help but feel annoyed.

His darling little Fruitloop always acted with his best interests at heart, but she had an annoying tendency to forget to tell him things. Or deliberately not tell him things.

“Speaking of, I’m starting to spot. If we wanna do best-sex-friend stuff, it’ll get messy,” apologized Madison, looking back to him. “I bet baby wipes would work to clean it up quick afterward though if you wanted to anyway.”

The Troll was apparently completely on his side without reservation, and without hiding anything. Even if it was likely to be maddeningly embarrassing for everyone.

On his side alone, without a concern for anyone else.

With that thought, he decided on something out of nowhere and was going to follow it through.

“You know what, Maddy? You really are my best-sex-friend,” Warner said, watching Daria who had gone back to talking with Bodil and Aelia. “We’ll do whatever you want for dinner and afterward. Whatever you think will be fun. Spotting or not, as well, if you want.”

“Ha. I knew it. You were just teasing me this whole time,” Madison said with a chuckle, then wrapped an arm around Warner’s shoulders. Dragging him to the middle of the bench seat, she kept him there. “I knew I was your best-sex-friend. And yeah, let’s do pizza again for dinner. Then we’ll have sex. I’m horny. All that talk of being in a three-way again with you has been bothering my dreams.

“If we’re best-sex-friends, we should be having a lot more sex. We haven’t had any, Warner. Not at all. Not since the three-way.”

Daria had slowly turned her head and was watching Warner now. As were Bodil and Aelia.

He imagined Daria knew what was happening, but the other two were probably just curious and unsure what was going on.

“Sure, Maddy. We can do that,” agreed Warner.

“Great. You don’t need a condom and I’m clean,” Madison said, squeezing him with the arm around his shoulders. “I’ve only had one boyfriend and we were both virgins when we did it.”

“Fantastic. I guess that answers what I wanted to talk about,” muttered Warner. “You’re completely clear of injustice now by the way.”

“Okay. That’s nice. I never really cared though,” Madison said. “Oh, can we save a pizza for when we’re done? I want to watch a movie with you after we finish up being best-sex-friends. And then maybe have sex again after that pizza.”

“Yep, no worries,” Warner agreed once more.

Daria had her eyebrows raised as she turned back to the other two women. She said something that was short and made a hand-chop motion. The other two nodded their heads and got back into the van.

In seconds, Daria got in, started the car, turned it back around, and got them rolling.

“I’m surprised,” Daria said from the front seat as they headed back toward Lauren’s home.

“What are you surprised by, Daria?” Madison asked.

“Oh… never mind, Maddy. I’m just being silly,” Daria replied when Warner didn’t say anything. “I’m buying the house next to ours. We need more room and Madison really can’t keep sleeping on the couch.”

“Alright,” Warner said. He didn’t disagree with the sentiment.

“Not angry?” asked his psychic Fruitloop.

“Nope, not at all,” he said and meant it. He wasn’t angry at her. She always did what was best for him. It just annoyed him when he wasn’t consulted or at least told. “Think we could connect the two via a tunnel through the basements?”

“Mayb—yes, we can. I’ll have Aelia hire it out when we get back. Just need some below-board contractors. Okay, there’s Lauren’s house,” Daria said.

Looking ahead, Warner found that it looked just as it had when he’d gone by it.

Though there were two more cop cars now.

What in the hell?

Driving past it slowly, Warner scooted to the far side of the bench, moving away from Madison.

Holding the mechanism down, Warner lowered the window. Leaning into the opening, he laid his head on the frame of the window.

“Ha. I thought I’d done something wrong. I thought we felt good next to each other. I forgot. We’re here to work,” Madison said almost to herself.

She’s always so… Madison.

As they rolled past the house, Warner caught the same stink of injustice. Though it was fainter now. It was definitely something that wouldn’t be sticking around terribly long.

“Got it,” Warner said quietly as they kept moving down the street. “Straight ahead.”

“Sure, no pr—oh! I see. Just keep it in your head that you’ll tell me which way to go as you figure it out. I can look ahead that way,” said Daria with some excitement. “This’ll be rather exciting. I’ve never gone out with you like this.”

“You haven’t?” asked Madison, leaning toward Daria from behind. “That’s surprising.”

“I mean, really Maddy, do I seem like I have any experience that’d be useful? Half the time, I can’t even see the event he’s working on,” explained Daria.

“I guess that’s true. You’re more like a housewife,” declared Madison.

“Exactly. And I’m perfectly fine with my role,” assured Daria.

When they reached the intersection, Warner was about to say they needed to turn left.

He didn’t have to. Daria was already making the turn.

Right. Okay. Here we go.

 

***

 

“No,” Warner said, looking at the building. “No. No, no, no. No.”

“I don’t think it’s called ‘No’, Warner,” replied Madison, looking at the same location. “Apparently, it’s called the Winged Horn?”

“It’s a bar,” said Daria who was slowly shaking her head. “And… I want… nothing to do with this place. I almost lost my life just around the corner. I’ll just stay in the car. I can’t see anything anyway. I wouldn’t be of any use.”

“Okay. We can go in and get a beer or two,” Madison said with enthusiasm, her face turning toward Warner with that big smile of hers.

“No… I think he should probably go in by himself, Maddy,” countered Daria. “There are a few people in there with an extreme interest in Warner. If he actually needs information from someone in there, his chances to get it are better if he’s alone.”

“Mmm. In other words, if his best-sex-friend is there with him, they’ll think they can’t make a move on him,” summarized Madison. “Then they wouldn’t help him.”

“Exactly,” Daria agreed, turning around in her seat to look at the two of them.

“That makes perfect sense. It’s a shame, though, if that was the goal, we really should have dressed him up and did his hair,” complained the Troll, looking Warner over speculatively. “Then again, you do have that simple and unstyled charm to you. All it needs is—”

Madison stopped talking to reach up and lightly brush his hair around with her fingers. Moving it to lay in a different way on his head.

“That’s better,” Madison said almost under her breath. Her hand came up to brush her fingers through his hair once more.

Her touch left a tickling prickle against his scalp. One that ran down the back of his head, neck, and along his spine.

Then, straight into his pants and it quickly reminded him that Madison was very attractive to him.

Madison’s nostrils flared for a second and her eyes moved down from his hair to his eyes.

“Oh, I can smell your interest in me. I’ll take care of that later. Now, trust your best-sex-friend, go in there, and get that information. If they want to have sex, make sure you use a condom,” declared Madison and promptly leaned over him. She opened the door and then unbuckled his seat belt. “Out you go.”

“Ah, Maddy he—”

No sooner than he was clear of the door after being pushed out by Madison, she yanked it shut. Waving at him for a second, she then turned and looked at Daria and started up a conversation.

Looking at him almost helplessly, Daria gave him a small shrug with a smile.

I mean, I do have to go in. Regardless of anything else.

Whatever.

It’s fine. It’s just an overly-aggressive bar girl and bar owner.

Sticking his hands into his pockets, Warner headed toward the bar. By the time he reached the door, he wanted to be inside. This time of year, the weather tended to get chilly as soon as the sun set.

Huddling into his jacket, Warner pulled open the door to the bar and stepped inside.

Didn’t Tammy say the old owner was Deena? Before Dianne, that is.

Standing in the doorway, Warner looked around and tried to identify the source of injustice he felt.

Given how many people were here, it was a bit difficult to pick up the trail by itself. It was mixed and intermingled with the injustice, large and small, of everyone in the bar.

A few people gave him a single glance and then returned to whatever they were doing. Warner wasn’t anyone of interest and he blended in quite easily here.

Pulling his hands out of his pockets to get his coat off, Warner wandered up to the bar, pushing at the feeling of injustice he was tracking and trying to keep it at the forefront. He wanted it above everything else that was going on around him.

Getting up to the bar, Warner felt a lot less awkward. The bartop wasn’t unfamiliar, nor were the decorations or entertainment on hand. He even knew where the bathrooms were.

Setting his coat down, he wondered how to proceed.

Now if we could just shake Laurie and Dianne that’d be great. I just need a little time to—

As if summoned by magic, fate, or his very thoughts, Laurie materialized to the side of his view and was heading his way.

Her short brown hair—which fell no lower than her jaw—was drawn back toward her ears. Warm brown eyes, which locked and held his, drew his initial attention away from her clothes. The skimpy tank top was paired with a very short skirt that barely made it to her thighs. Her clothes fit her well and did a fantastic job of showing off what her parents had handed down to her.

Walking past a number of people who had clearly been waiting before he arrived, she stopped directly in front of him.

“Warner, you’re back,” said the bartender. Her eyes flicked to those around him and then behind him. “And you came alone.”

“Ah, yeah,” admitted Warner, leaning up against the bartop. He rested one arm against the wooden surface. He was slowly starting to get a feel for the currents of injustice around him. Things were starting to make sense to him.

“I’m so glad to hear it,” Laure said, putting her elbows to the bartop and then leaning aggressively toward him. “Won’t your… girlfriend be angry, though?”

Warner finally realized he had the opportunity to end Laurie’s infatuation with him. A nice, easy, pushback that’d bump her off his case and maybe give him some space.

“Which one?” Warner asked with a grin.

Laurie’s smile turned predatory. Her hands came out to lay on his forearm as it rested on the bartop. Her warm fingers felt odd against his skin and he could feel her nails curling into his arm.

“Which one? How delightful,” purred the bartender. “That means not only do I have a chance, but one of those girlfriends already said you should take me home with you.

“Did you come here to do that? Get what was easy and on tap? Just waiting for you?”

Okay. That’s… a whole different level of aggression from her.

She’s not even pretending to help out other customers.

“And just so it’s said, this is only for you. I don’t act like this to anyone else. For any reason,” continued Laurie. She was leaning so far forward at this point, that she couldn’t come closer.

Warner also finally noticed she seemed to have a death grip on his arm.

“Bar’s closed, everyone out!” shouted a voice from somewhere to the side. “Packing it up early tonight. So you’re packing it in. Get out. Out!”

Warner felt like he knew that voice. Knew it and very much wanted to get out right now.

Pulling at his arm, Warner confirmed that Laurie did indeed have a death grip on him. One that he wasn’t going to break free from without making a show of himself. That or trying to jerk the young woman’s arms out of her shoulders.

“Don’t you worry now, Warner. Nothing’s wrong,” whispered Laurie, her eyes still staring into him as if they were searchlights. “Nothing’s wrong at all. Dianne just really wants to talk to you before you take me home. Then you can show me a few things. Your things.”

There was a growing tension in her words. Like building blocks being stacked higher and higher.

A need for someone to slam them down and kick their way through the aftermath once she was done.

It also had a strange vibration to it that resonated in him. That called to his desire for absolute justice.

Laurie was some type of kindred spirit.

“Yes, you can feel it. I feel it, too. It’s there. I know it,” Laure crooned, pulling at his arm now. Drawing him over the bartop and closer to her. “Dianne won’t ever believe it. She can’t. She wants you to be him, but you’re not. But I can feel it. Even if she can’t, I can.”

Realizing this was exactly what he didn’t want, Warner brought up power from inside of himself. In less than a breath, he’d channeled it up from inside, through his limbs, and empowered them with strength.

More than enough strength to jerk himself back from Laurie and get out the door.

A firm hand fell on his shoulder.

“Don’t,” stated a cold voice.

Warner had the impression there was a promise of violence in that command. Implied and guaranteed that if he did anything with the power he had right now, he wouldn’t live past that moment.

Laurie reacted in the opposite fashion to the person behind him, who was very likely Dianne.

The bartender’s eyes were wide.

Wide and staring through Warner as if he were both there and not there. Gazing into what felt like the pit of his soul.

The pupils of her eyes had become a strange, disconcerting pale blue. Marking her as anything but Human. She was part of the world he had jumped into.

A clack sounded behind Warner, followed by Dianne saying something. Warner missed what was said, though.

He was involved in a staring contest with Laurie right now. Her pale-blue pupils had slowly been growing in brightness. Until they felt like they were laser pointers.

Digging and burrowing through him.

The feeling was growing. As if the walls were closing in around him.

Unable to contain himself, to stand there and allow Laurie to hold him down while Dianne threatened him, Warner acted.

With a roar, he threw their hands off as if they weren’t there at all. Spreading his arms out to his sides, he called up the full extent of his power. Something he hadn’t done in a long while.

He could feel his golden wings spring out behind him, the shift in his thoughts becoming complete. Taking a firm hold in his mind with their strange demand for honor and glory in combat.

“You shall not hold me if I deign to leave,” declared Warner, taking a step to the side and backward.

A number of women were standing around the bar— blondes, brunettes, and redheads. From bronze-skinned, statuesque women who didn’t belong in a bar like this to lithe, athletic Asian women who looked like they should be on a stage or on TV.

All of them were staring at Warner in the same way Laurie had been. Staring at him with those laser-like blue pupils.

All of them trying to dig and scour into him.

I am overrun!

To battle then!

A call to battle! To Arms!

“I shall slay all those who dare to stand before me. To lay my enemies low before me! In His name, I shall end you all if you choose to stand in my path,” Warner promised. “I am on a righteous path that shall mete out justice. Pure and cleanly to those who must be chastised. Dare you all to stand before me so brazenly?”

Lifting up his right hand, Warner summoned forth a blade from his power. Shaping it to match the one he had left at home.

“Who would taste my blade first? Or have you all learned the error in attempting to assault me? I will let bygones be bygones should you wish to parley. To negotiate a truce,” offered Warner, moving into a combat-ready position.

“Retribution?” asked a voice.

Turning his head, Warner looked toward the door.

Dianne was standing there. She looked like she was in her late twenties, and she was incredibly lovely. More so than anyone he’d ever met before.

Her brown hair was still as short as he remembered, though part of it was pinned above her ears. Her ears each had several piercings, but this time, each ear had a sapphire stud.

Sky-blue eyes regarded him curiously and with what felt like murderous intent. As if she would kill him.

Flowing out behind her were faint blue wings. Wings that looked almost ephemeral compared to the roiling golden light that was his own.

“Yes. I do hand out retribution to all who need it. Though you do not reek of injustice,” stated Warner, holding the point of his blade out toward what was apparently an Angelic.

Just like him.

“Should you stand in my way, I will end you,” Warner guaranteed.

A pale-blue blade appeared in Dianne’s hand.

“Then cross swords with me,” said Dianne as she moved toward him with determination in her glowing blue eyes.


Six

 

Before Warner could think about what was happening, the Angelic Dianne closed on him.

She swung her sword around in a flat arc at him.

Acting without any mental coordination behind it, Warner backstepped. Using the movement, he repositioned his blade and darted forward in a lunge. 

A flicker of surprise showed on Dianne’s face as she brought her blade up and to the side parrying his attack away.

Flicking her wrist, the tip of her weapon arced down in a neat swipe from the same position.

Long before she’d made the attack, Warner had moved with the deflection of his blade, taking a step to the side and putting him out of her attack range.

Not wanting to move away fully, he instead went to slam the hilt of his sword into her chest.

The pommel of a blade could cause an injury just as easily as the blade.

Except the sword he held was made of energy. It had no mass or weight to it.

His palm thudded into Dianne’s chest.

Or more accurately, her breast.

Staring at the woman from a foot away, with his hand on her chest, he was able to acutely witness the deep, angry red that filled Dianne’s face. Her eyes flashed wildly and her left hand flew out to slap him across the face.

The flesh made contact and only just barely made Warner’s jaw move. He was considerably stronger and faster when his power was present.

So much so, that her hand had stopped dead in its tracks against his face, rather than moving by.

Which left the two of them staring at each other, Dianne’s hand on his cheek, and his hand on her chest.

Growling, Dianne took a step away from him and then brought her sword up in front of herself.

“You’re not Warin,” she rumbled. A look of disappointment, as well as annoyance, crossed her features.

“My name is Warner,” he replied, holding his sword up in the same way Dianne did. “I never claimed it otherwise or as anything else. Now, do you forfeit, or shall we speak with our blades once more? I could hear your sword sing as we fought, Dayine, though I don’t think you heard my own blade.”

Dianne’s head twitched fractionally, her nostrils flaring.

She lifted her chin up and her spine straightened.

“How do you know my name?” she asked. “You will—”

Warner couldn’t answer her as he wasn’t sure why he’d called her what he did. Instead, he stepped forward, shifting towards Dianne’s right side.

Reaching Dianne, Warner stamped his feet to the ground and immediately slid out to his right, instead of his left as he’d feinted to.

Looking shocked and surprised, Dianne’s weapon had started to move toward her right but had altered course to the left before Warner had finished moving.

As if she’d known what he was going to do before he did it.

It wasn’t enough, though, Warner knew that this was the moment he could finish this fight. Almost before it had truly begun in fact. 

Lashing out with a slashing attack with both hands, Warner could feel a massive grin on his face. It was almost stretched to the point that it hurt the sides of his mouth.

Practically blurring with the amount of strength and power he put into the blade, his sword flicked out, leaving behind a golden trail of magic.

Dianne’s shocked face would be the last expression she ever made before her head left her body.

“No!” shouted a voice even as the weapon sped toward Dianne’s neck.

Before his blade met flesh, Warner was knocked off his feet. He felt his blade vanish in his hand as his feet left the ground and his concentration was completely broken.

Landing on the ground, Warner found himself looking up at the glowing pupils of Laurie’s eyes. She was sitting atop his waist, her hands coming down to press against the sides of his face.

“Forgive Dayine, Warner. She’s foolish. She always has been,” pleaded the bartender as she held his gaze with her own. “Just forgive her and forget her. My sisters and I are ready to serve you, focus on that. We were always ready to serve you.

“You were just too hard to find. Too hard to track down. No one was ever able to get to your plane without you inviting them.”

Laurie’s hands stroked and caressed his face as she spoke. Gazing down into his eyes like a crazed person staring at things only they could see.

“Your power is so crisp. So warm. It-it’s all part of justice. All of it,” said a busty, beautiful redhead who had edged up next to him. She was gazing down at him in the same way Laurie was.

“I want to bathe in it,” said a lovely Asian woman who appeared behind Laurie and looked over the other woman’s shoulder at him.

The beautiful dark-skinned woman he’d seen earlier dropped down on her knees next to Warner’s head and leaned in over him.

“I am Eydis. Let me join you. Be part of your domain,” asked the woman, her laser-like pupils boring down at his face. “Let me join and then command me. Tell me to slay Dayine and I will, regardless of what Laurel says.

“Just say it. Eydis, be part of my domain and slay Dayine.”

Warner’s eyes had focused in on the dark-skinned woman who had offered him a way out.

“I’m Inger!” said the Asian woman. “Take me, force me. Make me bow to you and command me!”

“Ylva!” proclaimed the redhead, dropping down next to Eydis and laying a hand on Warner’s chest. “To join and be commanded, that is my wish. I am Ylva.”

“Dayine, I think you should go a—”

Warner didn’t hear what else Laurie had to say as his mind leapt to the idea of what they’d offered him. The combative and demanding presence in his head would allow this to go on no further.

“I then declare you all to be mine! Mine and mine alone! You are all chained to me for eternity! To join you to me against or with your will regardless of which it may be!” shouted Warner, projecting his power into his voice, and into the barroom itself. “You are all joined, now I command you to take Dayine into custody and secure the building!”

The blue-pupils of every woman he could see shifted in a flash to gold. A color that matched his wings and power.

Each one of those women’s heads snapped to the side. To the place where Warner had last seen Dianne.

Laurie’s eyes held their blue color for a second longer than anyone else, before also becoming a bright golden hue. Brighter than all the others he’d seen.

Rather than turn her head, she leapt off him with a force he didn’t expect. Golden wings flashing out behind her as she went.

Following the movement, Warner watched as Laurie landed next to Dianne and whipped a flaming golden sword summoned from air at her. Before the blow had traveled a few inches, Laurie was completely encased in shining golden armor.

Dianne stumbled backward and away from the attack. She tripped over a barstool and turned around. As Laurie finished her attack, seven more golden-winged women with yellow glowing pupils launched themselves at Dianne.

The bar owner slammed two of the newly created blades away before she broke free of the press of bodies. Glowing blue blood was flowing down her side from a slash that’d caught her shoulder.

“Capture her without harm!” commanded Laurie, pointing her sword at Dianne. “Warner wishes her to be taken into custody, not injured!”

At that moment, Dianne’s wings became a brighter color and she dove forward toward the door.

It exploded outward in a spray of wooden debris and splinters.

Dianne escaped and vanished into the night.

The explosiveness of the door’s destruction snapped Warner out of his thoughts.

“Hold! Hold, let her-let her go,” commanded Warner, getting to his feet.

A room full of golden-winged, golden-armed and armored women turned helmeted heads toward him. One and all, they looked like something out of a fantasy movie.

What had Bodil called them? Valk… Valkir… it wasn’t Valkyries, but it sounded like it.

Laurie came to stand in front of Warner. Eydis, Inger, and Ylva flanked her on each side, as well as a fourth woman who Warner hadn’t caught the name of.

“What shall we do now, Host Lord?” asked Laurie, the sword vanishing from her hand and materializing at her hip. As if it’d been sheathed there.

“Host Lord?” Warner asked, feeling the power inside of him draining away.

“You command a host of our kind,” Ylva offered, pulling her helmet off her head and settling it on the hilt of her sword. “You are therefore a host lord. A title worthy of you, Host Lord.”

“We have not had our powers since the fall of our pantheon to the church,” Inger said in a strange whisper. Her hands flexed around what looked like a long spear that was at least three times her size. “We are all whole. I have my equipment and abilities restored.”

“We’re all restored,” declared Eydis, a very large, heavy axe resting on her shoulder. “We have chosen rightly to serve and be bound.”

The more he looked, the more Warner found that they didn’t look as he had first guessed. They were not dressed in the arms and armor that would fit in medieval Europe.

Instead, they were all equipped more akin to something he’d seen recently on a streaming service. A rather lengthy series about the Scandinavian and Nordic regions. He’d begun watching it with Madison out of curiosity in the middle of the night. They’d both been unable to sleep. Warner had come out for a snack and Madison had been awake on the couch.

After that, though, it had slowly turned more into an expectation. They often watched late-night movies or television shows together.

All around him, though, were women in arms and armor that might as well have been part of those shows. As if they’d all fallen directly out of the religious beliefs of the Norse lands themselves.

I… should ask Bodil. She’s… part of this, right?

Isn’t she Norse in belief?

“I, Laurel, claim leadership of this host to serve him,” Laurie stated firmly, looking around to all the women around and behind her. “If any should wish to challenge me, I will accept.”

Ylva, Eydis, and Inger looked like they were considering doing that. Though, they said nothing.

“I see no challengers. I then name Ylva, Eydis, Inger, and Kari as my seconds,” declared Laurie, who turned back to Warner. “Now… what is it you command of your host?”

Letting out a slow breath, Warner felt completely lost. Lost and without any idea of what to do.

With that breath, he released the hold he had on his power. The thrumming demand of battle that coursed through his veins fading back to nothing.

“I… was hunting someone who came here. Someone who’d abducted a young girl,” Warner murmured. He wasn’t sure about starting with that as his “command”, but it was his current goal. “She is a friend of my daughter. I followed the stink of their injustice here.”

“I can… I can actually smell it,” declared Ylva, turning her head to one side. “I can smell the host lord’s air of justice around him. And… I also feel what he was chasing. Almost taste it.”

The fourth of the group around Laurie, who Warner assumed was Kari, pulled off her helmet. She had short curly brown hair and a magnificently lovely face.

“We truly pursue injustice and fight for the scales! We are blessed to join a domain that is our own. To be servants to him and his goals,” intoned the woman in a devoted voice. “I can sense the trail you followed, Host Lord. I will track it.”

“Do it, Kari,” commanded Laurie, not looking at the other woman. “Ylva, Inger, you’re with me for the time being. You’ll serve our host lord directly. Eydis, capture Dayine.”

With a motion of Kari’s hand, the golden armaments she wielded vanished. Her clothes came back into view, showing her to be an athletic, fit, and artfully put-together young woman in her twenties. Dressed in a way that could easily match Daria.

Turning on her heel, she began to slowly make a circuit around the bar.

“You… you don’t have to go after… Dianne,” Warner mumbled. He felt rather guilty about the situation now.

While he didn’t doubt that Dianne likely would have killed him if given the chance, he felt no need or reason to go after her. She didn’t stink of injustice.

“In fact… please contact her if possible and let her know I’m sorry. That… this wasn’t supposed to happen like this,” continued Warner. “Let her know I’ll cover any damages she incurred and that I apologize. I’d like to sit and talk with her if she has time.”

“I… understand, Warner,” Laurie said, finally pulling off her own helmet. The smile she gave him reminded him of the beautiful young bartender who’d hit on him so ferociously. “Thank you for that. She is stubborn, and foolish, but does not mean ill.”

Nodding his head, Warner didn’t respond. That was generally what he got from Dianne as well.

“Eydis, establish contact with Dayine, inform her of our complete departure and the host lord’s wishes,” Laurie ordered, her eyes coming back to Warner. Then she gave him an underwear-melting look and a smile. “Now… Warner, shall we go take care of what’s easy and on tap? Because I know I most certainly would like to.”

Ah. I see.

She hasn’t given up on that part of it.

 

***

 

Daria and Madison were rather surprised, to say the least, when Warner came back to the car with Laurie, Ylva, and Inger.

Getting everyone into the car had become a case of two people sitting in laps, with seat belts being ignored.

On the ride home, he’d filled Daria in. Madison tried to keep up but it was obvious she was already forgetting things when she called Ylva, who was in her lap, Sylvia.

By the time they’d gotten home, Laurie had begun pulling information out of Daria instead. The latter having digested everything he’d given her quickly and without too many questions.

As they got out of the car inside the garage, the door leading into the home opened, revealing Bodil standing in the doorway.

“Well, I suppose I shouldn’t be too surprised,” remarked the Rune Reader, looking at Laurie. “Given how you looked at him, Valkyrja, it was a wonder you waited this long to move.”

“Ah! The girlfriend,” Laurie said, looking at the other woman with a grin. “I wondered where you were this evening.”

Bodil looked like she was initially going to argue with Laurie, before she snorted once.

“That’s right, I’m the girlfriend and soon to be the wife. And ahead of you in his affections,” Bodil said with iron in her voice. “Know this Valkyrja, all of you.”

All three of the women who had come from the bar looked at Bodil now. Each was watching her raptly.

“I, Bodil, was hired thrice to be his partner and teacher, asked by him for my hand in union thrice, named by him thrice as Bodil James, and am the third of his women. You will respect me as your Rune Reader and Seidhr. I see the past primarily, with a smattering of the future and the current.

“Daria is also a Seidhr, she sees all that is to be. I am to her, as an ant is to the sun. Be respectful and courteous to her, for she will know all of you, long before you know anything of yourself.”

The three women turned to look at Daria, appraising her in a different way now.

“You did not mention this,” Laurie said, inclining her head to Daria. “My apologies, Seidhr.”

Clicking her tongue, Daria pointed a hand at Bodil and met her eyes.

“That wasn’t necessary and it’s a hindrance,” said the psychic, staring at Bodil. “I won’t punish you as you wish, though. I’ll not let you clear your guilty little heart. You will live with this and worry for what I might do later. Or what I might not tell you.

“And yes, in three days you’ll realize it. Do not fight it. You’ve been warned. And don’t worry about the door, I’ll fix it later. It’s a minor issue. I just need a screwdriver.”

Everyone stood there wondering what Daria was talking about.

A loud bang, followed by the grinding of a gear, got everyone to look up.

Blinking on and off, the garage door light was signaling systematically. The door itself was stuck a few inches from the ground.

Closing her car door, Daria made a soft humph noise and went inside, passing by Bodil on her way. The Rune Reader wouldn’t meet her eyes.

“Seidhr,” Inger murmured, following Daria with her eyes.

“I’m just a Troll,” Madison announced, laying a big hand on Ylva’s shoulder. “And Warner’s best-sex-friend. We’re gonna go get pizza, have sex, and watch a movie tonight.  Then probably more sex and pizza. You can watch it with us. But not the sex stuff. It’s just us tonight. Though, I think Aelia might get on it next time. We’re in three-ways together. It’ll be her turn in the middle.”

Patting Ylva twice, Madison began heading into the house.

“Hi, Bodil. I like your hair this evening,” Madison said as she passed by Bodil, taking a second to pat the other woman on the upper chest. Right on top of her boob practically. “Your dress, too. Makes your boobs look bigger.”

Madison was a touchy-feely sort as well as being friendly and honest.

“He beds a Jötunn,” murmured Inger, looking at Laurie.

“It’s not really that surprising if you think about it, given what he does. Who he is,” Laurie replied, looking to her subordinate. She’d been a curious blend of the hyper-aggressive bar girl and loyal servant to him since they got in the car. “It’s one of the reasons I wanted to bed him. He’s handsome, to begin with, and his personality is a plus. At least, to me it is.”

“Really, Dad? More?”

Looking at the owner of the voice, Warner found Maya sitting in her wheelchair in the doorway.

“No. They’re not girlfriends of your father,” Bodil said. “They work for him.”

“Uh-huh, says the self-proclaimed third girlfriend and soon-to-be wife,” Maya argued, looking at Bodil.

Bodil grinned back at the little girl and shrugged her shoulders once.

“You’re not unhappy about that,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

Maya stared at the older woman for several more seconds before looking back at Laurie. She didn’t address Bodil’s response at all.

Which was telling in and of itself.

“You must be his daughter. You really are as lovely as he said. It matches your name. I’m Laurie,” Laurie said, meeting Maya’s gaze. “And… I think I might be his girlfriend very soon. Just not yet. I’m sure I’ll talk him into a one-night stand to start, but I’ll just keep that going until he gives in.

“What I can say, Maya, is I’m not here to be your mother or take that place from someone else. You have a lot of women already vying for that position from what I understand. I just don’t think I’d be very good at it. What I’d love to be, though, is your friend. A confidant. An older sister type. Even while I make a play for your dad.”

Maya was looking at the three of them. From one to the other and finally back to Laurie at the end. His daughter was evaluating them in an entirely different way now.

“Is he really that great? He’s kinda just… Dad,” Maya asked in a curious tone.

“Your dad is really quite handsome,” said Inger before Laurie could respond. “Though I must confess, I might want to be more than your friend, Maya. From what I hear, you’re a wonderful young lady and I would be delighted to be your mother. ”

“Yes, he really is very attractive. I’m afraid I’d be terrible as a mother so I must bow out of that goal, as Laurie is. Much like her, I would love to be your friend. I think we could easily get along,” chimed in Ylva. “Oh… and… well, your father has just the right personality to handle someone who… ah… has edges. That’s another reason why he’s such a catch.”

Snorting at that, Maya started to laugh. Slowly, she looked around herself. From Bodil to the Valkyries, and back to Warner.

“Broken edges. Yeah. That’s about right for all of us. Okay, I get it.

“Just don’t be obvious about going for my dad in front of me and I’m sure we can be friends and stuff,” Maya grumbled and turned her wheelchair around. “Come on then, you three. I’ll need to give you the house rules. Daria is busy plotting something right now against Bodil I bet, otherwise, she’d give them to you. Then we’ll see what Dad knows about my friend.”

Walking past him, the three women who could manifest and wield golden armor and weapons entered his home, following Maya as she went into the house.

“Rule number one. Assuming you actually become his girlfriend, no kissing my dad in front of me unless I give you permission,” started Maya. Her voice drifting off as she got deeper into the home. “That’s just gross on so many levels.”

Grinning, Warner closed his car door.

“I’m not surprised. She really did have a hungry look to her when I met her,” said Bodil as Warner walked up to her. She’d waited behind for him even as everyone else walked by her. “The Valkyrja, that is.”

“Right?  I really did all I could to push away from her. Also, I did finally get an answer of sorts about that bar owner. Some sort of Angelic like myself. But she had blue wings,” Warner said as he came to a stop in front of the Rune Reader. “They were transparent, though. Almost as if they didn’t exist.”

“Blue wings? Mm. I’ll ask my grandfather about it. He might respond to that even if he’s ignored the last several letters I’ve sent,” grumped Bodil with a frown. Then she turned to him and eyed him for a second. “Well, she’s not here, so I’m not violating any rules.”

“Who’s not here? And what rul—”

Bodil moved in on him and laid a kiss on his lips. Lingering there for several seconds, she rested a hand against his chest.

Breaking it off as quickly as she’d started it, she moved away from him with a grin.

“Welcome home, by the way, Warner James. You’re officially greeted by who you named Bodil James,” she said and then left him standing there, her words ringing in his mind.


Seven

 

Walking into the living room— still feeling a bit dazed from Bodil’s kiss—Warner found the room was a bit crowded.

Daria was in the corner, in a conversation on her phone. Though she did lift a hand to wave and smile at him when he entered.

Laurie, Ylva, and Inger were all crowded around Maya listening to her speak. Bodil had joined them but was standing behind the wheelchair.

Madison and Aelia were fiddling with the TV and switching the channels around from where they sat on the love seat.

Walking over to the open couch, Warner sat down and looked at the TV.

Madison immediately joined him after leaving the love seat, sitting down on his left side. Her right arm came over and slid around his shoulders in an interesting way. Given how much larger she was than him, it didn’t feel that weird, either.

“Okay, Dad, it’s your turn,” Maya called as Madison got comfortable next to him.

“Uh, my turn?” asked Warner, looking questioningly at his daughter.

Laurie broke away from Maya and sat down on the other side of Warner. She picked up his right hand and put it on the inside of her bare thigh, then turned and looked at Maya, as well. As if she’d been there the whole time.

“Yeah. What’d you find out about Lauren?” Maya asked, wheeling her chair over to the recliner.

His daughter despised being on the couch or the love seat now. She would take any opportunity to sit in the recliner, but avoided the other two as if they were aflame.

Given how long she had spent in each of them while in her casts, he wasn’t really surprised at that outcome.

Bodil was quickly at Maya’s side, helping her out of the chair and into the recliner.

“Thanks, Bo,” Maya said, then grabbed Bodil’s hand when the other woman started to move away. Holding onto it tight, she was clearly hoping to prevent Bodil from leaving.

Smiling, Bodil sat down in Maya’s wheelchair and then crossed one leg over the other. Her fingers intertwined themselves with Maya’s at the same time.

“Something definitely happened,” Warner said, watching Bodil and Maya. Those two had gotten considerably closer. As close as Maya was with Daria, in fact.

More than one mother. Just as Daria said.

“Lots of police swarming all over the place. More than you’d think for just a child abduction. Was there anything on the scanner?” Warner asked, looking at Aelia, who’d been joined by Ylva and Inger.

“Nothing on the scanner. I did hear from a few people, though. People asking questions about what was going on,” replied Aelia with a tilt of her head. “Which is very curious, honestly. If the type of people I associated with in the past are asking about it, then something definitely out of the ordinary is happening.”

“This is what you were looking into, Host Lord?” asked Ylva, looking demure and innocent squeezed in on the love seat next to Aelia. The look ran very counter to the woman in armor he’d met in the bar.

“Yeah. The trail I was following led straight to the Winged Horn,” confirmed Warner. Moving his hand off Laurie’s thigh, he held his empty hands palm up in a neutral gesture.  “Couldn’t find anything after that.”

Not waiting for him to lower his hands, Laurie managed to corral his hand back down onto her inner thigh. Using her elbow and sliding her arm around the inside of his own.

Practically placing his hand under her skirt, in fact. Moving it up higher than it had been previously.

Right.

I can make a scene about it or just… let it go for now.

Maya noticed and gave Laurie a stare that lasted a second or two before she looked back towards her father. The bartender had acted despite his daughter’s look, but she didn’t push it any further.

“So… what do we do now, then? We can’t just let it go at that. We have to find Lauren!” implored Maya.

It was in that moment that Warner realized that his daughter was holding everything together inside her head by sheer force of will. That Maya was actually extremely disturbed by what was happening with her friend, but was keeping it in check.

“I have Kari, one of my seconds, following the trail,” Laurie said, her fingernails lightly grazing along the inside of Warner’s forearm. “Now that we are bound to your father, we share in his powers. We can… sense justice and injustice. As if it were a scent.”

“Share in his powers,” Bodil said. “You didn’t have access to yours?”

“Not for many years,” Inger replied with a small shake of her head. “The Church of One and All… once they killed most of our pantheon, our powers failed. We’re immortal, save to violence.”

“Thankfully, your father’s powers overlap with our original abilities,” Ylva added with a warm, radiant smile. “He’s filled us to the brim with a righteous fury to balance the world toward justice. To battle it head-on and wage war against the atrocities of the world. I feel… very normal, again.”

“To be sure, it does feel much like my own powers when I had them. Just… stronger. And with more fury,” Laurie added. “To be a Val-Valkyrie, once again… I never expected it.”

“Speaking of, how many of you are there?” Aelia asked, looking to her left and right.

Daria entered the room and set down a wooden TV tray next to Maya’s left arm. She then placed a cup of water there, along with a sliced apple.

“There’s twenty-six of us left in the world,” Laurie answered. “Warner holds twenty-five of us in thrall. The other… the last one is more or less deceased. They have not awoken in hundreds of years.”

“Thanks, ah… thanks,” Maya said, looking up at Daria’s face. Her voice dropped almost to a whisper and she said something that Warner didn’t pick up.

Whatever was said made Daria break out in a massive smile.

Leaning down, the psychic pressed a kiss to Maya’s brow and lightly ruffled her hair. Then she moved back to the kitchen.

“You’re saying almost the entirety of your kind is now… bound to Warner?” Aelia pushed.

“Yes. He took us all forcibly. Though to be fair, we asked him to,” Ylva answered.

“Yes. It was quite forceful and enjoyable,” added Inger. “I was dominated in less than a second. It wasn’t even a fight. He crushed me, bound me, and took me. Laurel lasted a second or two, but she was also conquered swiftly in the end. As were we all.”

“Anyway,” Maya said with a wave of one hand, holding an apple slice in it at the same time. “So… someone is tracking Lauren down?”

“That’s right,” Laurie said, still pressed up against Warner’s side. Her hand held his arm firmly, keeping his hand on her inner thigh. “She’s going to get back to me once she has some information. Then I’ll let everyone else know.”

Maya was chewing on the apple slice she’d been holding as she stared back at Laurie.

“Okay. Thank you. Lauren’s my best friend. She’s… she was there when no one else was. Other than Dad, that is,” Maya said quickly, her eyes darting to Warner.

Daria stepped back into the room and put her hands on her hips.

Everyone in the room turned her way and fell silent.

“Well. With that being said, I suppose all we can do is wait,” declared the psychic. “Laurie, Ylva, Inger, I’ve placed some blow-up mattresses for you in the basement living room. You can sleep there tonight.

“Though, I have to ask what your long-term plans are. I can see some of it, I think, but a good bit of it is clouded to me.”

“You really can see some of it?” Inger asked.

Daria turned and put the full force of her blank stare onto the Asian woman.

“Don’t do that,” Daria said as if answering a question. “Yes, you would. Very likely so. Two or three without being safe about it. She wouldn’t, no. A few years. Yes, they’d mistake you that way and she’d like it.”

Inger’s eyebrows shot upward and she turned pale, staring at Daria in a strange way.

“It’s just how she is. She wasn’t after you personally. She doesn’t even know what it feels like when she does that,” Bodil said in clear defense of Daria. “You should not invite her to look at your threads like that unless you want her to strum them all at the same time. As if they were little more than a harp to be played.”

Inger looked down to the ground in front of her and hunched her shoulders, clearly not wanting to look at Daria for a second longer.

“I’m sorry, Seidhr Daria,” murmured the Valkyrie.

“Just Daria will do fine. Though I think I understand more of your plans since Inger volunteered,” said Daria, looking at Laurie. “You’ve been planning this a while. Move ahead with your first phase. I’ve already spoken to Dianne. I relayed to her everything that Warner wanted to be said. As well as the fact that all of you Valkyries will be coming to apologize to her in person, one by one. Which you will do.

“Warner will apologize to her at another time, once she feels more secure about the situation.”

“I… we… what?” Ylva asked, looking to Daria.

“You’ll be apologizing to Dianne,” Daria said, turning her gaze on Ylva. “You all knew what could happen. Especially when one of you suggested to Warner to do what he did.

“And that goes double for you, Warner James. You will call Dianne and apologize to her on the phone tomorrow, then apologize to her in person at another time when she’s ready for it.”

“She attacked me first,” argued Warner, feeling his brows draw down.

Daria turned her gaze on him and held it.

There was a soft vibration that started inside his head and seemed to run down and into his soul.

What? What is that?

“Me,” Daria said.

You? You’re in my head?

“Yes and no.”

You’re seeing all futures. And in some, I ask the questions out loud?

“That’s right.”

The feeling of vibration was growing in power with every microsecond. To the point that it felt like random questions were tumbling out of his thoughts.

Can we have kids soon?

“If you want, as soon as tomorrow with an extra push.”

Do you know how much I love you?

“Very. It burns bright in the pathways. All the pathways. Incredibly so.”

I need to apologize to her?

“Yes. You do. For our future. All is dark around it, otherwise,” Daria said, then blinked and turned her face toward Maya. “Now, young lady, finish up your late-night snack. We need to get you to bed a little early tonight. We have a long day tomorrow if we’re getting you ready next week. You’re going back to school after all.”

“Okay. Thank you for helping me,” said Maya, a small smile curling her lips, meeting Daria’s look head-on.

“Of course, dear,” said Daria, walking over to Maya.

Warner was left staring at the coffee table between everyone.

He now understood why everyone felt unnerved by Daria at times.

Like having my mind played like a harp.

Just as Bodil said.

Maya, Daria, and Bodil left quietly. Exiting the room.

“Your Seidhr wife is powerful,” muttered Laurie. “I felt her search your threads just by sitting next to you.”

“Right? Ha!” Madison said and then pulled on Warner’s shoulder. “Okay. Come on. Date night for us. Food, sex, movie, food, sex, and more food. Then probably sex again.”

Standing up, Madison stretched her arms above her head and then sighed, looking at Aelia.

“Oh, that’s right. You’re my best-sex-friend, too, Aelia. Will you come have sex with us again soon? Not tonight, I want Warner to myself tonight,” Madison asked.

But… we never had sex.

Unless…unless she’s still confused about the story we made her memorize?

“I… Maddy, we—”

“It’s okay. You can take turns on me again just like last time even if it is your turn. But I want you to let me take a turn on your face at least once, even if I’m in the middle.

“Warner and I will take turns on you next time. You’re so pretty after all. Beautiful, even,” Madison said with a wide smile for Aelia. “Yes? Next time? We’re best-sex-friends after all. We need to have sex and be best friends. A lot. Me, you, and Warner. We need more sex together.”

“I… I suppose—yes. I’m your best-sex-friend, Madison. I’ll join next time and… and we can do what you said,” Aelia said, looking somewhat surprised, but willing to accept the idea.

 

***

 

Warner was feeling somewhat bruised.

Both in ego and physically.

Madison had needs he hadn’t expected. Needs that he’d managed to fulfill, but it had definitely been a challenge. Not to mention, she was far rougher than he’d ever thought she would be.

It hadn’t been unpleasant in the least.

Just rough and tiring.

Switching off the scanner, Warner turned to the side and looked at his work desk.

Sitting on it were Tammy’s tears and the Manticore teeth.

Need to go visit Tammy’s grave. Make sure she’s gone.

“Warner?”

Looking toward the doorway, he found Laurie standing there.

Dressed in very similar clothes to what she’d worn the day before, she looked rather pleased with herself.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Good morning. But, uh… what’s up?” he asked, wondering what she needed. “You look like you have a question or something.”

“I’m going to be leaving in just a bit. I just stopped in to work some things out with Seidhr Daria,” said Laurie as she came over to stand at the edge of his desk. She lifted a finger and ran it along the tooth. Then lightly touched the crystallized tears. “I wouldn’t be able to defeat a Manticore… you’re a lot stronger than I expected, Warner. Though, I can certainly see why you never took me home. Despite my many offers.”

Shrugging his shoulders, Warner leaned back in his chair with a soft huff.

“I was interested in it. Taking you home, that is. Very. Just… too much going on and already had a girlfriend,” admitted Warner.

“That’s fair. I’m glad you were interested,” Laurie said, turning her eyes to him. Then she sat down in his lap and laid a hand on his arm. “Do remember that all those offers are still available. I plan to make a great deal more of them to you, Warner… now that I know all your secrets. You can’t escape me. I’m your commanding Valkyrie.”

“Bodil calls you a Valkyrja. Is that just the same thing but a different name?” asked Warner in an attempt to not focus on Laurie’s rear end pressing against his crotch.

“I… yes. Similar thing, different name. Your Rune Reader is much more aware of things than I thought,” said Laurie with a grin. Then she leaned down and gave him a soft kiss on the lips. “My band and I will be away for a time. There’s much for us to finish and put to rights before we can truly become your host. We also must abide by what Seidhr Daria commanded us to do.

“It shouldn’t be too long, but likely at least a month. You won’t forget your lonely bar girl Valkyrie, will you? Maybe it’s too much information, too soon, but I was working almost every day on a twelve-hour shift just to be able to see you again. Even a glimpse.”

Warner couldn’t see a lie in Laurie’s eyes. Nor did it feel like she was trying to manipulate him or anything else. Her words felt genuine, if a bit strange.

“Why?” he asked, finally voicing what had been echoing through his thoughts since he met her. “Why be interested in me at all? Even before you knew what I was.”

A delicate frown wormed its way up from somewhere inside Laurie. Her eyes slid off of him as she clearly considered the question.

“You were handsome. Or I thought so. Your attitude and the way you carried yourself were interesting. After working a bartop for so long, I’m a very good judge of character,” she said, her eyes moving back to his face. “And when you politely, though warmly, refused me, I knew you were someone I could have fun with. Except after that, there was more to it. The longer you were around, the more I saw you, the more I knew you were different. You felt… right. Right is the only word I can give it.

“I was interested in you as a man, whom I saw first, and then interested in you because of what you did as a job. Unfortunately, I do have to go despite having finally caught you. Don’t forget me? Don’t forget your lonely bar-girl?”

“I never did. Rather difficult to do so,” grumbled Warner as he looked up at the Valkyrie.

“Oh? Perfect. I thought I’d lost a long time ago when you came in with Bodil. She really is far too gorgeous,” Laurie said, then stood up, getting off of his lap. “Kari will likely call you soon with information and contact details. I told her to just report everything straight to you, rather than me. I’ll probably be busy.”

Nodding his head, Warner gave her a smile.

“Thanks, Laurel,” said Warner, trying Laurie’s real name out. Then an odd thought struck him. One that he was tempted to try but knew he’d likely annoy Daria in doing it. “Laurel, I ask you to return to me. To return to me as soon as you’re able to do so, Laurel. You must return to me, Laurel, and remain by my side as my Valkyrja.”

Laurie’s eyes slowly widened and a flicker of golden light sparked to life in her pupils. It grew until it became a glowing dot that was unmistakable as her tapping into her power.

Or perhaps the power tapped into her.

“I… by the Norns, that rang true,” mumbled Laurie, gazing at him. “The Rune Reader said the exact truth. When you speak in triples, it’s as if the world pauses to listen. Just… don’t… name me as anything.  I don’t think I’m ready for that. I already feel beyond compelled to sprint back to you and I haven’t even left yet.”

As if the world listened.

Why? Why would the world listen to my desires? Why respond to anything I say in threes?

“In other words, don’t name you as I did Bodil?” Warner asked, wanting to make sure he understood what she meant. “Don’t want to be Laurel James, Laurel James?”

He’d named her twice in rapid succession, just to push a bit.

“No! Please… please don’t name me for anything, Warner. I wouldn’t be able to resist it. Not yet, please,” Laurie said with a quick shake of her head and an edge to her voice. “And I don’t think you want me to be here right now without free will. So that wouldn’t work out for either of us.”

“That’s… fair. I’m sorry. I couldn’t resist myself. There’s a part of me that wants to name you and pull you hard into my clutches.

“So… get going. Before I do something stupid. Do what you must,” Warner said, holding his hands up in front of himself.

There was a part of him, likely the same part his power came from, that wanted to dominate her. To push and pull Laurie around and enjoy her.

In every way.

Laurie gave him a strange smile and then left quickly, though he could tell she felt his desire coming off of him.

Sitting there, Warner continued to consider what’d just happened. What he’d been able to do by stating something three times.

Is it because she believes in such a thing? It worked for Bodil, too.

Would it work for anyone? Or just them.

Reaching up, Warner idly rubbed his fingers against his chin in thought. About what to do with the Valkyries. How to handle them.

“Don’t even consider it, Warner James,” Daria called from elsewhere. “I’ll punish you and you won’t like it. Leave them alone. They fit in the pieces I have seen in the future and their arrival also cleared up some things I didn’t understand previously. We need them.”

Daria came over and stuck her head in through the doorway. “You understand me?”

“Yes, dear. I understand,” said Warner, meeting her eyes. Deciding to go after her on a whim, he gave her a grin. “And by the way, you’re looking awfully pretty today, my little Fruitloop. Maya’s at physical therapy and I’m pretty sure we’re home alone… is there any chance I could sweet-talk you into the bedroom, my darling Tarja?”

Slowly turning dark red, Daria nodded her head once.

“After… you take that call, I’ll be waiting. Do be swift to come get me when you’re done,” she said, then walked away.

On cue, his phone began ringing. It wasn’t a number he knew.

Picking it up, he answered the call.

“Hello?” he said.

“Host Lord? It’s Kari. I believe I’ve found the trail and know what individual you were following, do you have time?” asked the Valkyrie.

“I… definitely have time,” Warner agreed and spun in his chair back toward his desk. Picking up the pen to one side, he got ready. “Give it to me.”


Eight

 

“It took a lot of back and forth, but I finally figured it out,” Kari said. It sounded like she was somewhere with a good deal of wind. “You followed the trail backward. They met up at the bar and then left from there, to the house.”

I… oh. That makes sense. Makes a lot more sense, really.

Was rather difficult to figure out why an abductor would go to a bar after taking a hostage.

Maya made it sound like Lauren said there was more than one person breaking in, too.

“Okay. That makes a lot more sense after I think about it,” Warner said, voicing his thoughts.

“It most certainly does. I wish I could tell you I realized it quickly, but I followed the trail back far enough that it started to vanish back the way I’d come. Then I knew what was happening,” Kari said over the sound of the wind. “From there, I tracked it all the way forward to the house. From there, they went over the backyard fence, through a neighbor’s yard, and across the street. They fled on foot. They never had a vehicle.”

On foot? Couldn’t have been Human then.

“I believe they were Weres. Of what type, I’m not certain,” continued Kari. “Given that I’m nearly certain that the girl’s parents were Vampires, I would assume Werewolves. I couldn’t quite tell as the bodies had been removed from the home. But the amount of blood, and damage to the walls, made it look as if it were a battle between Weres and Vampires.”

“Are you sure they’re dead?” asked Warner.

“Yes. The imprints of injustice left behind are from a wrongful death. Two wrongful deaths. Besides, the Wolf clans and Vampires have never made peace. The Wolf clans have never forgotten the fall of their Empire,” finished Kari.

“Err, I’m sorry, Kari, but I don’t know much about the Para world. I’m new to it,” apologized Warner. “Werewolves and Vampires hate each other?”

“For the most part, yes. Though Vampires don’t care that much anymore. Most of them are fledglings here. They don’t have the old memories and cultures that their sire’s sires did,” explained Kari as the wind suddenly died away. “Werewolves on the other hand… they inherit almost all their memories from their sires. A difference in the way their bite changes their victim compared to a Vampire.”

“Got it… so… Lauren’s parents were Vampires,” murmured Warner. “I never… noticed anything odd about them. Or Lauren, for that matter. Are they allowed to be in the sun? She was always out and about with Maya when they were children.”

“Vampires have benefited greatly from technology. You wouldn’t even be able to tell them apart from humans anymore. Sunlight isn’t an issue these days,” Kari answered. “Now, these Werewolves took the girl and fled down the street. I followed it into a part of the city that was run-down. To a homeless shelter.”

“That’s interesting,” said Warner, leaning back in his chair.

“For both Werewolves and Vampires, it’s easier for them to feed on those who are forgotten. Those who can cease to exist without their disappearance ever being noticed,” lamented Kari with a note of disdain. “Vampires typically will just feed and release the Human back into the population. The Werewolf clans who view humans as food… don’t. They cannot. A Human with a missing arm is more remarkable than a Human who simply disappears.”

Wait, if they took Lauren, does that mean… they’re going to eat her?

“Did you find a corpse?” Warner asked, jumping straight to the concern he now felt.

“No. I don’t think they plan on eating her. If she’s a Vampire, that’d be the last thing they would wish,” argued Kari. “It’d be as if you suddenly decided one day you craved rat poison as breakfast, noble Host Lord.”

Rolling his eyes at the title, Warner ignored it.

“Alright. What else did you find?” he asked instead.

“Nothing. The trail ended there for me. I’ll send you a text message after the call with the address it stopped at. I’m sorry. I could not enter. I… do not belong there in any fashion. I would stand out quite terribly,” apologized Kari. “I already stuck out quite badly merely walking along the sidewalk in front of the shelter.”

Given how beautiful and attractive all the Valkyries were, that was likely an understatement. She’d probably turned every head there and then some. There would be no possible way for her to go back without attracting attention.

For any of the Valkyries, in fact.

“That is my report, Host Lord. What do you wish of me next?” asked Kari.

“Uh… well… first off, what are you doing right now?” Warner asked.

“I am resting on a building top. The view is quite splendid this day. Having spent the night previous and the morning on the work of my host lord was most enjoyable,” said Kari in a formal and firm tone. “To feel my full power set as if it had never left… and yet it isn’t even mine, is… heaven-sent. It is your portfolio, though. It isn’t even from my own pantheon. The overlap is full and complete. I am whole, my Host Lord.”

Of all the Valkyries, Laurie still spoke like a Human. The rest of them seemed to have an odd cadence that wasn’t quite modern. It wasn’t always there, but it often crept in as they spoke.

Warner wondered if it had to do with how his own voice tended to change.

“Right. What were your next orders from Laurie?” Warner asked, leaning back slowly in his chair.

“To put my business in order, finalize everything, then present myself to you. That will take some time for me, as I will need to return home. It is a fair distance away,” Kari grumbled. It was obvious she was resentful at having to leave. “But Commander Laurel is correct. We must all rectify our business and put ourselves to your use. And that can only be done by eliminating everything else.”

“Okay. Do that then and come back,” Warner commanded.

“I… I understand and will do so,” said Kari, a strange hesitation in her voice. “Could… could you repeat the order? Just to make sure I understand it? Use my name as well?”

She wants me to say it in triplicate.

Testing it.

I wonder if she spoke to Laurie?

“Kari, I command you to attend to your business and return to me. To put to finality all your lingering concerns and attend me, Kari. You will tie up all your loose ends, Kari, and serve me personally at my side in all ways,” said Warner, feeling a minor flare-up from the power inside him. As if controlling Kari were correct and expected.

“I obey, Host Lord. Thank you, Host Lord. I am yours to will, Host Lord,” Kari said in a pinched and rapid tone. “May… may I go, Host Lord? I must go. I must attend to, finalize, and sew up my loose ends. Immediately. I must do it quickly.”

“Go, Kari. Return as you can,” Warner said, then hung up on her.

Sitting there, he laid his phone down on his desk. He needed to figure out what to do next.

If Lauren had been taken to the homeless shelter, then that was where he needed to go. That was where the trail went, where Lauren went, so that was where he would be.

Not to mention, if he didn’t act quickly, with determination, there was the distinct possibility he could lose her trail completely. Or that something terrible could happen to her before he got to her.

Vibrating roughly on his desk, his phone’s screen flashed on.

A message had popped through.

Picking up his phone, he flicked the screen open and then tapped into the message. It was from Althea which was surprising.

“I know you’re as interested in Yellow Eyes as I am. Make sure you delete this so it doesn’t come back, though.”

Chewing at the inside of his lower lip, Warner felt like just the first part of the message was already enough to give him pause.

Forcing himself onward, he moved to the next part.

“The PID is literally opening a task force. They’re going to put as much effort into finding Yellow Eyes, as they have the bombings! Even the Fed is getting involved. They desperately want to run him down. They think he’s involved in the Newbin killing.

“That or that he’s influential enough that he’s prompted others to start killing political candidates. Now everything about him is going to be scrutinized to the utmost and dug through. Apparently the next time they get a call about him, they’re going to unleash everything up to the Para National Guard. And maybe even that, if I don’t miss my guess. Isn’t that interesting?”

Closing his eyes as he got to the end of the message, Warner hung his head backward and faced the ceiling.

“Oh, yes. Very interesting. And an extreme problem for me. Because I can’t just let Lauren vanish,” mumbled Warner. “Which means… I’m going to have a run-in with the cops, aren’t I?”

Then he remembered he needed to go get Daria.

Getting up, he pushed thoughts of everything else aside. He could spare a little time to clear his head.

When it came down to it, he was going to find Lauren, one way or another.

Behind him, he heard the sound of his phone vibrating again. Likely with the address of the homeless shelter he’d be visiting soon.

 

***

 

“Are you sure?” Aelia asked.

He, Aelia, and Madison were all in the back of the “work van”. It was parked two turns away from the homeless shelter.

“I don’t like it,” grumbled Madison, reaching out to lay her hand on Warner’s shoulder.

Ever since he’d actually had sex with her, she’d become very open to being touched, and touching him. Touching him often and for extended periods of time, in fact.

“We’re your best-sex-friends. Best-sex-friends shouldn’t let each other go into things like this alone,” argued Madison. “I can put on my mask and go with you. It’ll be fine.”

Shaking his head, Warner didn’t agree with that.

The more he thought about it, the less he wanted Madison or Aelia with him tonight. This was going to be messy. There was the distinct possibility of running into people who could figure out who or what Madison or Aelia were.

Both Bodil and Daria had run tests to see if they could figure out who he was if his power was active. Neither had been able to push through his power in the end.

“I can’t risk either of you,” Warner said simply with a shrug of his shoulders.

Madison’s face took on a severe frown. She truly looked like she was going to argue with him about it.

“I don’t like this. But… as your best-sex-friend, I’ll trust in you,” said Madison with a single nod of her head. “Then when you come back, we can have best friend sex in the van. The three of us. Then go out to eat.”

Aelia looked halfway to disagreeing with Madison before she sighed.

“Mercy me, this is strange to say but… I agree with Maddy,” Aelia said, turning toward Warner again.

“What, the three-way? Or me going into the building alone?” Warner asked, checking his equipment one last time. Aelia had outfitted him with everything he’d need to take on Werewolves.

Having his own personal armorer was working out quite well.

“Ah… both. But we’re not having a three-way in the van, Maddy. We keep corpses there. We can just go home, to a hotel, or to my house,” Aelia said, flicking a hand at Madison as she spoke.

“Good idea. I like that. Warner said I’m rough, so a bed would be good,” said Madison, looking toward Aelia now with a wide smile.

“Okay, I’m going. You two figure whatever you’re doing without me. I’m not so sure we’ll be doing much of anything after this,” Warner countered and then spun on his heel. Opening the back door, he pushed it open and stepped out of the van. Getting his feet under him, he closed the door, adjusted his heavy coat, and started walking away.

Bodil had gone out of her way to disguise him with some rune-magic. Making him look like a nondescript vagrant. One with a face that was nothing like his real one at all.

The disguise wouldn’t last if someone pushed against it hard with actual magic, but it’d be enough to get him close. Close enough that he could engage his powers and go after those who took Lauren.

For once, Warner felt adequately equipped to deal with a para problem. His sword would be more than enough to deal with anything that got close.

His firearms were going to be running rounds that apparently would be more than appropriate to drop a Werewolf with just a few shots. Warner hadn’t asked what that meant, other than if it would affect his aim.

Aelia had promised him it wouldn’t. Though the kickback per round would be higher.

To that end, she’d only prepped him with a pistol and a compact SMG. Neither of which he knew the name of, and didn’t care to know. He knew how to operate them, clear the chamber, replace the magazine, and perform field maintenance.

Beyond that, nothing mattered to him. It was literally why he had Aelia around.

He could see the sun at about the midpoint of the day. They hadn’t waited very long at all to get things rolling. Warner saw no reason to wait and he felt like every minute they delayed was another that could possibly harm Lauren.

Aelia had only needed an hour or so to get everything together for him. Add in an hour of travel and planning and they’d done quite well on getting to their target without overly rushing.

Rushing something like this would get Warner hurt, killed, exposed, or all three. Of those three, exposure was the worst possible concern. That’d involve his daughter and everyone else.

Walking without haste, Warner kept his thoughts on the task at hand as best as he could.

His goal was to pick up the trail and go from there.

If he could run it down and find Lauren, then that was what he would do.

Aelia and Madison would be working in the background for him.

Madison would be listening to a portable scanner to see if anything was being called in. Aelia was going to be driving the van around the homeless shelter and planting cell phone signal jammers. All pointed toward the shelter.

Aelia didn’t think there would be a landline on the premises since they had a tendency of being tapped externally. Burner cell phones, or just regular cell phones, were a far more intelligent way of doing business.

Or so she claimed.

Since she had been a successful gunrunner without an arrest record, he tended to trust her. At least, as much as he could.

Their belief was all predicated on the idea that the Weres were smart enough to think in a parallel line to Aelia.

Standing in front of the shelter, Warner knew he’d found the place.

All around the front of it, across the street, and in the parking lot nearby, were a number of people. All of different ages, races, and with various amounts of packed possessions.

Bikes, shopping carts, a scooter—any manner of things used to hold belongings— were lined up next to owners who sat on curbs or leaned against fences and walls.

I wonder if they’re just waiting for the shelter to start accepting people for the evening.

This’ll work to my advantage, right? I can go inside and see what’s what without having to worry about too many people being around.

Sticking his hands into his pockets, his right hand sliding onto the pistol grip, Warner hunched his shoulders and lowered his gaze. He wanted to look the part of someone down on their luck who was non-confrontational.

Entering the homeless shelter, he found it had an entry area like a doctor’s office.

There was a desk with two chairs behind it, but no people. On that table were a few binders, paperwork, and pens. Off to one side, were a number of cubby-holes and cleaning products.

There was also a distinct impression of injustice.

A great deal of it, in fact.

From a number of people who were working at the shelter and those who were visiting it.

When you live in the streets, you’re far more likely to run across the desperate, the cruel, or the uncaring.

Gritting his teeth, Warner stood there and began sorting through all the various knots of injustice. Trying to find the trail that included Lauren.

But he found nothing at all.

Wincing, Warner realized his mistake immediately.

There was no way they’d take Lauren in the front door. He didn’t even think to ask Kari if the trail she had found had run up to a back door or the front.

As if they’d take a young girl right past all these people.

Stupid. Stupid, Warner.

Doing a full reverse, Warner exited the front door, turned, and went down the street.

Turning into the opening that ran parallel to the shelter, Warner kept his head down. His eyes were locked on the ground. He didn’t want anyone to even notice him at all.

In less than a minute, Warner found himself out behind the buildings. He was in a small alley that was filled with dumpsters, doors, and what looked like electric usage meters.

There were also a number of people back here, but far fewer than those he’d seen out front. Back here, though, seemed to be where the people who didn’t want to be seen had gone.

Including two couples who were actively having sex in the open. Though, to be fair, they had most of their clothes on. Just enough had been shoved out of the way for one person to get into the other.

Kari would blend in back here about as well as a tank on the freeway.

Once again, the feeling of injustice washed over Warner, but it was all muted.

None of it mattered to him.

Amongst all of it was a single trail he’d been looking for.

Wanted, even.

Lauren’s trail. The sense of injustice that’d bled off her captors as they took her from her home after having killed her parents. Carried her off during the middle of the day against her will.

It led straight up to a double set of metal doors. There was no handle, no lock, and no way to open it mechanically.

Next to it was an electronic card swipe.

This would be it then.

And there’s no turning back.

Pulling his hands out of his pocket, Warner wreathed himself in his power. Letting it flow through him fully and completely.

Unsheathing his sword and drawing it free, he watched as the power slid into it. Like water filling up a glass.

Drawing the weapon back, he slashed it down against the door. Right where he assumed the locking mechanism would be.

With a bang, a screech of metal, and a clang, the door opened. Parts of it fell to the ground on both sides.

All around him people ran screaming.

An intense wave of injustice rolled outward and struck Warner. Washing over him and past him. Mixed in all that horribleness was Lauren’s trail.

In response, he felt his golden-hued power flare brightly around him.

The maw has opened and it warns me away.

But in its depths are both my quarry and my charge.

Warner stepped forward.


Nine

 

Standing in a storage room, Warner surveyed his surroundings.

Trash cans lined one side along with trash bags, and on the other were empty shelves.

The sense of injustice was flowing out of a plain door with a simple handle located near the corner of the room. The lock on it looked very basic, like one you’d find on any exterior door.

Exterior lock on an interior door.

Moving over to it, Warner lifted his foot and slammed it into the spot next to the handle. With a groaning pop, the wood splintered away with the doorknob included. At the same time, the door swung inward and away from Warner.

Injustice blasted over him as if it were a wave of heat. Like entering a sauna after being outside in freezing temperatures.

Holding his sword out in front of himself, Warner began descending the stairs.

Reaching the bottom, he found it looked like a basement.

Insulation was partially hanging from the beams above at several points with bare framed walls and support pillars throughout.

There was nothing, however, that would indicate any problem. Nothing illegal or out of the ordinary.

Following the trail, Warner stomped his way over to a framed wall. It looked as if it were buttressed up against dirt. The back of the wall was made of concrete, as if it were holding up the foundation.

Warner knew better though. Knew it was false. There was no way all the injustice he felt could be pouring through it if it were otherwise.

Lifting his blade, Warner slashed down at the wall.

Parting the wood and concrete as if it were little better than paper, Warner could now see a dim light coming through the other side.

It was most certainly a false wall.

A disguised door was a distinct possibility.

Not bothering to look for a door release, Warner took two steps back, then ran forward and leapt at the wall, tucking himself into a ball.

Blasting through it and exiting into the room beyond, Warner lost his footing as he landed. His feet nearly slid out from under himself as the soles of his boots skidded slightly.

Glancing at the ground, Warner found he was in a room with a drain at the center. A significant amount of water was left standing on the ground.

A room to wash and drain things? But not a kill floor.

Odd.

Or maybe at one point, it was the killing floor and it was part of the basement.

Warner had found that recently his own thoughts merged quite easily with the alien ones. As though they weren’t so much alien anymore, as merely different.

Walking forward, he left the room and entered the only hallway that he could see. Turning sharply at one point, Warner found himself at the end.

He stared down into a large, open room. A long line of steps headed down from the point where he stood to the bottom of the floor.

Everything was made out of concrete or wood. This was no small endeavor that’d been carved out of the earth. It would have taken a long-standing plan with focus and determination.

They would have had to work around a great many obstacles that are normally found underneath a city.

Not to mention, keeping up on city affairs so that no one would stumble into this little warren.

This den.

Because that’s what it was—a wolf’s den.

Throughout the space were men and women in everyday clothes. All of them were looking up at him and his glowing sword, as he stood at the top of the stairs.

Tables were set up here and there with people eating at them. Plates filled with what looked like meat and cups with dark liquid filling them.

Near the back, there were also open fires and several modern flat-top stoves.

Along the sides were countless open doorways that Warner couldn’t see into, but he could guess what was likely in them. Based on the injustice alone, he knew what it was.

This was a butcher’s shop and dining hall all in one.

The only thing on the menu, however, was Human.

Holding his blade up above his head, Warner felt his power erupt out of him. Shrieking at what it was feeling all around him. What had likely been done for quite a while in this room and was happening at this very moment.

Murmured commentary coming from below confirmed for him that they all knew who he was. Quite a few were already whispering to whatever gods or beliefs they prayed to.

Others were trying to make plans on how to fight him as a unit.

Lauren, my charge, if you are here, I shall avenge or free you.

“Come forth and be judged! I shall mete out chastisement as I see fit and may He see fit to grant you mercy!” screamed Warner at the top of his lungs. It left his throat feeling raw, but it needed to be stated. “Any who resist shall be counted among the slain and they may seek recompense from the Judge! In His name, I shall smite the unjust with great prejudice!”

Quite a few of the Weres rapidly transformed into their full Werewolf forms.

Simultaneously, another entire group drew firearms, lifted them, and began firing at Warner.

The vibrant golden egg-shaped shell of power around him absorbed all those rounds. It stole the momentum away from them and neatly spat them back out.

A ringing noise—like hard rain falling on a sheet of metal—sounded as the bullets fell out the bottom of the swirling power.

Pulling out his pistol with his left hand, Warner let his sword drop down to his side. Stepping forward with his left foot, Warner held the pistol with one hand, sighted it on the closest Were, and pulled the trigger.

The boom surprised him, but it was also quite rewarding. The Were who was struck went down in a squealing mess as part of their body was blown away.

Feeling a smile bow his lips, Warner sighted the pistol on the downed Were and pulled the trigger again.

This round entered through their neck and neatly separated their head from their shoulders.

Miss Aelia… this is a wondrous thing. I will attribute a great portion of this victory to you.

Warner began to fire off rounds at anyone who had shifted into their Were form, had a weapon raised toward him, or was moving toward him.

Anyone on the ground, hiding against walls or corners, he left alone.

They weren’t showing him aggression or resistance, and those he could judge later accordingly.

A heavier than normal recoil reminded Warner that unlike in action movies, pistols run out of ammo. The slide was open as the last casing had been ejected. There was nothing left in the magazine.

Contemplating the magazine release, Warner looked at those below him. Several Weres were now making their way up the stairs towards him.

Holstering the pistol, he raised his sword.

While he doubted that there would be any individuals worth sparing in this pit of blood and murder, he would still give them all an appropriate opportunity.

All shall be given a fair chance based on their choices.

The sword’s handle reverberated as if in response to that thought. As if it disagreed with the sentiment and felt that all were worthy of death.

Reaching him, the Were in the front slashed out with its large clawed hand at Warner.

Not bothering to step away, he instead brought his sword around and slashed. Aiming the attack at the outstretched wrist joint.

With a meat slicing swish, the clawed hand went spinning off into the room, away from the staircase.

Before the Were could react, Warner took a step back, retracted his blade, and then lunged forward.

He neatly skewered the Were in the chest, the blade tip piercing straight through their torso and ripping their heart apart. Slumping down, the monster slid off the blade and then fell off the side of the stairs.

A new Were took their place. This one held a butcher’s cleaver in their claws.

Not waiting, Warner flicked his sword tip to the side and severed the fingers holding the cleaver at the midpoint. Half of each digit fell away along with the cleaver.

Shrieking, the Were clutched at the bloody stumps with their undamaged hand.

Then it leapt off the side rather than face Warner any longer.

An interesting choice.

I can hardly fault them.

One shouldn’t stand up to the blade of vengeance.

Frowning at that thought, Warner drew his SMG from where it rested, clipped into his harness, and raised it.

Aiming down toward the Weres hesitating on the stairs, he pulled the trigger and held it down for a second. Letting loose a longer than normal burst.

The rounds tore through not only the one in front, but often penetrated straight into the next two targets in line. The gunfire sent more than a few Weres in human and full Were form tumbling off the sides.

I am not vengeance.

And retribution is too… vague.

Absolutes are destined to fail.

I must offer absolution to those who can be redeemed.

A chance to right their own wrongs, rather than forcefully having their scales aligned.

At the foot of the stairs stood a young woman with her hands lifted up in front of herself. Blood was liberally splattered all over her face and torso, making her look like a victimized bystander in a horror novel.

The stink of injustice on her existed because she had willingly participated in what was being done here. She actively partook in what was going on, though not in the darker aspects.

To eat was not wrong.

But the crimes that had been perpetrated against others in the pursuit of eating were the crux of the problem here. These Humans may not have deserved to be turned into a meal, but that was also life.

What they didn’t deserve was the inhumane treatment. The crimes committed upon them before their end. Those crimes ran the gamut from assault and robbery to extortion and rape.

Training the SMG’s barrel on the woman, Warner pulled the trigger.

Or went to pull the trigger.

He stopped a fraction of a fraction’s amount of force from ending her life.

The woman’s injustice was nothing that couldn’t be corrected. Repentance would come easy to her and with little cost.

I am not vengeance. Nor retribution.

“Step to the side, pup, and trouble me not again till I seek you out,” commanded Warner.

Practically diving off the stairs, the young woman stumbled away. Heading straight for the back of the room.

Everyone was gazing up at him now. All of the Weres who had wanted to fight now understood what was to happen.

Yellow Eyes had come for them, and there was no stopping him or escaping while he held the exit as he did.

“Have you foreseen the end?” asked Warner loudly. “This is where you are made to be punished for your crimes! You may come to me one by one and receive proper judgment.

“Or continue to resist, and receive heavy-handed justice. I shall dispense both willingly and gladly. It is your choice on how to receive it. Though I suggest you be quick about it. If anyone has called the police, they will be here soon. They will likely ask more of you than I will.”

Holding up his blood-covered blade, Warner turned it to one side.

“My sentencing is quite quick and with no lingering consequences. Decide. Now!” shouted Warner.

Slowly, every person in the room began lining themselves up. Those on the stairs slowly climbed up toward Warner, most of them not willing to meet his eyes.

The very first person in line was a young man who appeared to be no older than seventeen.

Except that the stink of injustice on him was heavy. It was thick with the grief of others because not only had he beaten, raped, and robbed, but he had delighted in their misery.

Casually as swatting a fly, Warner cut the man’s head off and sent the corpse off the edge of the stairs. Vanishing out of sight.

“Rape, assault, and sadistic tendencies. Death!” said Warner a second after the body thumped loudly as it hit the ground below. Then he held the point of the blood-dripping sword out toward the next person on the stairs. An older man that Warner was already positive would warrant death based on what he could sense from here. “Come forward.”

Unable to break away from his need to stabilize the scales as best as he could, Warner settled in to judge every single Were.

I shall cleanse this den of its rot.

All of it.

 

***

 

Cruelty and disrespect for life ruled in the clan of Dalis. Warner found it staining nearly every single person who stood before him for judgment.

This was just one of their many dens. Or alcoves, as they called them. A stopping point for the hungry or the sadistic. Those who lived for the suffering of others.

And it was also the final resting places of forty-some odd Werewolves.

Of their number, he spared six. Six who had enough humanity left in them that they had a chance to correct their balance. Shift themselves toward the good of the world and its betterment.

He’d interrogated those he could for information.

Unfortunately, he learned very quickly that Lauren wasn’t here.

Children brought to this location were removed within hours.

Dalis clan Weres weren’t squeamish about eating children, but those that came here were different. They weren’t on the menu but were to be transferred to another location.

Having dismissed the last Were, Warner then quickly explored the entirety of the den.

Corpses, slabs of human meat, and various implements to prepare a meal.

Unfortunately, the trail of injustice that had carried Lauren here had also died here.

Those who committed the crime were among the slain.

They’d known nothing other than to take Lauren from her home and bring her back here. Orders from above and little else. Doing what they were told.

Sheathing his sword after completing his last circuit, Warner contemplated what to do next.

He still needed to find Lauren, but the initial trail he’d followed had died here.

His only remaining clue was knowing which clan had been behind it. From there, he’d have to start running things down.

Maybe we can figure out a middle man. Someone that could act as the voice of Yellow Eyes and offer the Dalis clan a way out.

Lest I come for them.

Walking up out of the den, past the cleaning room, and into the basement, Warner found himself staring at a full squad of police officers.

There were at least sixteen of them. All of them with raised firearms and full gear loads.

As if they were expecting a battle waiting for them up ahead.

No sooner than Warner had stepped through the hole, than one of them fired at him.

With but a thought, the golden hue that surrounded him solidified in front of him. Robbing the rounds of their lethality.

Warner watched without moving or saying a word as the individual fired until his magazine ran dry.

“If you’re finished, Officer?” Warner asked, frustrated with the situation. He had a trail to find again. “My duty must carry me from here. I have work to do.”

“Freeze, drop the weapon!” called a second police officer.

“You… you do realize he already shot at me, Officer,” Warner said, gesturing at the policeman who was changing their magazine. “Is it not protocol to say that before you shoot at someone?”

“Drop the weapon!” shouted a different officer.

“If you’ll not engage me in conversation, I suppose there’s nothing to be said otherwise,” proclaimed Warner. “As I will most certainly not drop my weapon, nor will I go anywhere with you. As I stated earlier, I have duties to attend to. But before I go—”

Warner called up his power from within.

It’d been laying low after being allowed to deliver so much justice.

Surging up within him, he felt his wings spread out behind him, and the glow around him increased by a magnitude of six or seven times.

“Do any of you have confessions of injustice to give to me?” asked Warner, taking a step forward. “Do you work with the PID? The Fed? The local police department?”

Looking at their breastplates, he didn’t see an alphabet designation there. Which meant they were either unaffiliated or didn’t wish to be identified as they went in.

“F-Fed, now drop the weapon!” called the second officer again.

“No such possibility of that, Agent,” Warner said, focusing on the officer who had opened fire on him. If there was anyone who was likely to need chastisement, it would be someone who opened fire first.

Except, all Warner found was a shivering young man. Overcome with nerves at having run into Yellow Eyes himself. One who believed in justice, but had fallen into a pool of fear.

Extending his senses to the man’s fellow officers, Warner discovered no concerns or problems.

The injustice he felt from them was all small, petty things. Things that any and every person participated in at some point in their life.

“You are all on the side of justice, and serve her appropriately,” Warner judged and promptly sheathed his sword. He let his power return to a dull roar instead of the inferno it’d been. Turning to look back at the young man who’d fired at him, Warner smiled. “Do not fear me, Trent. I am not here for you, nor will I hold it against you that your worry got the best of you. Hold strong to your cause and belief in righteousness.”

Walking past the officers, Warner headed for the stairs.

“Yellow Eyes! Stop! We have orders-orders to detain you! At all costs!” declared the second officer, speaking up once again.

“I admire your tenacity, and I respect your willingness to do what you believe is correct,” complimented Warner. “But I must decline. I wish you a good day. All those that I killed in the other room were guilty and in need of chastisement. I shall now seek out the rest of their clan, and begin judging them as well.”

Walking up the stairs, Warner found no one else waiting for him. He was able to exit the rear of the shelter before he encountered more Fed agents.

They all had their weapons drawn, watching him, waiting for him to make a move it seemed.

He imagined they were all in contact with those he’d already encountered.

“Good day, agents,” Warner said, coming to the realization that he’d have to fly if he wanted to get away cleanly.

It was something he really didn’t want to do. The last time he’d done so, the sickness that’d come afterward had been quite violent.

No choice. I must quit this place and now.

Spreading his wings out, he knelt down and then launched himself up into the sky. Rapidly gaining altitude, he soared out of sight.


Ten

 

Crouched on the edge of one of the largest buildings in the area, Warner wasn’t quite sure what to do next.

He’d already tried calling Aelia and Madison, but neither had responded.

Either they were within the cell-phone jamming range that they were responsible for, or they were being detained by the Fed.

Thankfully, there was nothing in the van that was actually illegal. As a matter of safety for them, the general rule was that unless they were on the way to an outing, or back from one, the van was to remain clean and legal at all times. That way that if they were pulled over in a normal traffic stop, there’d be very little for them to get in trouble about.

At all other times, all of the equipment that would cause a policeman pause would be on Warner’s person. It was simply the most logical choice since he could disguise his face passively as soon as his power was active.

Staring down at the cars passing back and forth below him, Warner felt decidedly ill at ease.

For the last hour or so, his power had been just that.

Active.

It was far longer than he’d ever had it running before, but he didn’t dare let it drop. He still had things he needed to do and there was no telling how fast a negative reaction would come.

There was the distinct possibility that he’d be immediately laid up the second the power faded away from him.

Contemplating his options, Warner decided he might as well try calling Daria. With any luck, she could give him a lead.

Pulling out his phone, he paused just as he started to scroll to Daria’s phone number.

What about Auntie?

Chewing at the inside of his mouth, he decided to take a chance on her rather than Daria.

She had seemed far more knowledgeable than he’d expected when he spoke to her last.

Picking her name instead of Daria’s from his contact list, he pushed the phone up to his ear.

“Hello, Mitchie! It’s so good to hear from you again so soon,” Aunt Decima said, picking up on the first ring.

Mitchie happened to be a nickname only those in Decima’s circle used for him. He still didn’t quite understand where it came from, but it always felt right when they called him Mitchie.

Or Mitch.

“Aunt Decima, I have gone to war with the Were clan of Dalis. I have exterminated a den of rapists, murderers, and lowlifes,” relayed Warner, not bothering with pleasantries. “I am in pursuit of Maya’s friend, Lauren, who was abducted by them. Her parents were apparently Vampires. I am uncertain if she is one as well, but no child should watch their parents be killed in front of them, and then be abducted by enemies.”

He couldn’t explain it, but the words struck him quite deeply even as he spoke them. As if he could relate to it, even though his parents died in their sleep. A sudden, peaceful passing that seemed almost too soon, but also very gentle.

“I… understand. This is Lauren, Maya’s friend, the one who helped her in middle school? With the bullies?” Decima asked.

Warner sat there thinking for several seconds before he finally understood the question.

Lauren had indeed helped Maya out with a group of older girls who had been bullying her back in middle school.

“Yes, that Lauren,” Warner confirmed.

“Then you’re doing what is right. One cannot leave their allies behind. Where are you?” asked his aunt.

“On top of a building. Resting. I was hoping you could provide me with information on where the Dalis clan head might reside. I will end this with their leader and take Lauren back,” explained Warner.

“Agreed. What building?” Decima asked. It sounded like she was walking quickly.

“Ah… it’s… the IC Health building. Off of Colfax,” Warner said, feeling unsure all of a sudden.

“Great. Send me a text with a picture of the top of the building. I’ll get the information we need for the Dalis clan. See you soon,” Decima said and then hung up.

We? See you soon?

What… is she doing?

Turning partially in place, Warner took a picture of the top of the building and sent it over to Decima dutifully. While he wasn’t sure what she was up to, he knew whatever she was doing was for his benefit.

He would never doubt Decima in any way.

There was a blip on his phone that got his attention.

Checking it, he saw it was a simple “received” message from Decima.

There was nothing else.

Turning back toward the street, Warner watched the cars move past below him. There wasn’t much else he could do other than wait for the information from Decima.

It was perhaps only a minute or two before he heard a crackling behind him. A noise he’d never heard before that sounded a lot like someone taking a sheet of aluminum foil and playing with it.

Standing up, Warner faced the noise and drew his sword, letting his power fill it.

A strange oval opening out of nothing. It seemed to tear through reality itself and open into somewhere else entirely on the other side.

Stepping through it came a woman Warner hadn’t seen in at least five years.

“A-aunt Stacia?” Warner asked, feeling very confused.

Stacia was a woman of medium height who always looked like an athlete to Warner. Her light-green eyes found him and stayed there. Her curly blond hair was cut short, as always.

“Mitchie?” asked the woman.

Aunt Tiffany stepped through the portal next, followed by Decima, after which the portal sealed itself shut into nothing.

“Wow,” Tiffany said, looking at Warner as she stood next to Stacia. Tiffany’s dark-brown—almost black—eyes watched him with interest and amusement. Reaching up, she idly scratched at her head, pushing around her short brown hair.

She was dressed in a combat harness similar to Warner’s though clearly a better grade. She had a shotgun, SMG, pistol, several grenades, and a multitude of magazines around her person.

Tiffany always had a feral edge to her that Warner had never been able to place. One that only ever vanished when she was in the presence of her wife, Stacia, or her husband, Sam.

I suppose I can’t fault their relationship anymore since… I’m in something similar.

Warner then looked at Decima.

Bright green eyes that were always sharp like a scalpel and filled with determination looked rather shocked at the moment. He’d once thought that Decima was probably extremely pretty in her youth, though he only now realized that he’d been wrong.

Her features were beautiful and the curtain of black hair which hung to the sides framed it perfectly.

The last he’d seen of all of them, they’d looked to be in their early fifties.

Now they looked his age.

They used magic to look older. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have felt right.

“Warner…? You really are an Angelic?” asked Decima, dressed in a similar, yet different way as Tiffany. She had a sword at her side as well.

“My Rune Reader has stated so,” Warner confirmed, letting his sword fall to his side. Then he sheathed it. “I feel considerably different when embracing my powers, yet I am, of course, still me. It… it is very good to see all of you.”

Moving forward, he caught Stacia up in a tight hug and held her.

“Oh, Mitchie,” Stacia said with a laugh and then hugged him back. “I’m sorry we haven’t dropped in lately. It’s been so busy with everything going on.”

Then Tiffany stepped in and hugged both of them at the same time.

“And look at you,” said Tiffany with a chuckle. “You’re looking really good. Dec said you even have a few girlfriends? Sam thought it was hilarious.”

“I… yeah, I do. I do,” he admitted while laughing. “You two look great. How are you doing?”

“Well. You’ll have to stop by and see the whole family soon. After we take care of this, though,” Tiffany said and then stepped back. “I brought everything I’d need for wolves. They’re always so stupid when it comes to this. You’d think they could just leave well enough alone.”

Tiffany gave herself a shake and suddenly transformed into something akin to a Werewolf, but not quite.

“Alright, I’m ready to do this. You good, hon?” Tiffany asked, looking to Stacia.

“Of course I am,” Stacia said, smiling at the other woman. Then she leaned in and kissed Tiffany’s furry muzzle. “I’ll open a tiny conduit back to Sam so they can keep an eye on us. It’s a pity we can’t keep a larger portal open. It’d be easier for information relay.

“It’s fine, I can just get updates from my phone with emails or texts,” muttered Tiffany.

Decima took a step toward him and then laid a hand on his shoulder and gave him a smile.

“I, Tiffany, and you are going to work as a group. Stacia is just our gate-keeper and magical backup if we need it. She’ll be on standby unless needed. Her magic tends to leave a trail and we’re trying to avoid that at the moment.

“With that said, let’s go get Lauren. I have an address for us to hit,” said Decima with a wide, aggressive-looking smile. “We’ll drop in on their clan head and see what they have to say.”

Nodding his head, Warner felt a lot better.

 

***

 

Dropping down atop the large building in downtown Larimer, Warner released his hold on Tiffany and Decima.

Stacia had been able to keep herself aloft under her own power.

“It is rather surprising to see how much strength you have, Mitchie,” Decima said, standing up straight and looking around.

“Right? Felt like when Jes or Sam carries me around, except he had you in the other hand,” agreed Tiffany as she pulled her shotgun up in front of herself. “Now, let’s tag and bag some wolves. Dumbasses that they are. Always gotta hit their snouts harder than any other.”

“Aunt Tiff… what are you?” Warner asked, pulling out his SMG and checking the bolt. Then making sure the safety was off.

“Were-Wolverine,” Tiffany said with a predatory grin that showed off her very animal-like teeth. “The best kind of Were. Tough as a Bear but a lot smaller. Faster and more agile. We make everyone else look bad.”

“We get in through the roof access door,” Decima said, walking over to the only door that could be seen. “This whole building is owned by them. It’s where they work and live as far as we could tell. Bottom floor is offices and businesses. Top floors are modified to be apartments and homes but don’t look like it from outside.”

“Very wolf-like,” snorted Tiffany. “Then again, we’re doing pretty much the same thing. So I can’t fault them too much.”

Reaching the door, she tried it with her left hand and found it locked.

“Looks like we kick it in, or shoot it off. Either way, it’ll probably set off an alarm,” said Tiffany, looking at Decima and Stacia. “Preference?”

Decima looked thoughtful as she considered the door.

Warner decided none of this mattered at all.

Especially when he could sense a great deal of injustice wafting up from the bottom of the doorway. So much that he was quite certain that he would be exterminating most of the building’s inhabitants.

“Guard the fire escapes and this exit. Enter as you see fit. I shall go to the front, enter from there and clear my way upward,” proclaimed Warner. “This building shall be cleansed.”

Walking toward the edge of the building, Warner stepped off and sped toward the ground.

Flapping his golden wings once just before he reached the ground, he felt his descent nearly stop entirely. To the point that he landed lightly on the ground as if he were stepping down from a curb.

Unsheathing his sword, he filled it with his power and then walked in through the front door.

Two men with pistols ran toward Warner with the firearms raised.

“Drop your weapons and be spared, mortals,” Warner said, holding his now flaming sword toward them point first. “You do not have the reek of injustice to you. You are also clearly not of this Were den. You may depart now, or not at all.”

One of the guards took that as the point to open fire on Warner. The other individual stood there for a second before he also began firing.

Striking the golden aura that once more surrounded Warner, the rounds were harmless to him.

Dianne’s weapon passed right through my aura.

Mortal weapons do me no harm at all it would seem.

Reaching the two guards, Warner backhanded the closest one. Sending their head towards the ground at rapid speed.

The second guard apparently realized, though too late, that the warning he’d been given was quite real.

“I s—”

Warner launched a stunning hook across that flung the man backward toward a desk. Flipping over it, the man spun, his heels going up over his head, as he vanished behind the furniture.

If they were harmed, that was on them. It had nothing to do with Warner as he’d warned them sufficiently.

Stepping around the security desk, Warner looked toward the panel and found what he wanted.

A set of keys that were marked “elevator”.

Taking them, he walked over to the elevator bay.

Opening them one by one, he moved each elevator into a non-functioning state. Removing many of the potential ways people might escape him.

Once that was completed, Warner went over to the fire escape stairwell. There were two of them, or so the fire escape plan showed.

This one, and another off near the back of the building. The one at the back also had the roof access attached to it.

Opening the door to the fire escape, Warner looked at the staircase directly above himself. Stretching his sword up, he found he could reach the metal support beams that went into the wall.

Pulling his arm back, Warner sliced the blade through the beam.

With an odd pinging noise, the staircase itself didn’t actually move.

Moving forward, he proceeded to cut the next two beams just as easily as the first.

Except now, the staircase from the second floor down detached from the wall. A shrieking groan prompted Warner to get out of the way.

Going so far as to exit the stairwell entirely and pull the door closed behind himself.

No sooner than the door was shut, a sharpened piece of twisted metal slammed through the center of the door.

Hm.

Grabbing the doorknob, Warner tried twisting it to see if it would open.

It wouldn’t.

Nodding his head, he walked over to the other emergency stairwell and then started upward.

Reaching the second-story door, he opened it and stood there. Testing the air to see if there was anyone on this floor that he needed to judge.

Someone to chastise who required his attention.

Waiting, Warner felt nothing that troubled him.

The everyday injustices and squabbles of humans washed over him and left him unconcerned. This was nothing outside of what he expected.

Closing the door, Warner headed up to the next floor.

Then the next, and the next, and the next.

Upward he went, floor by floor, checking to see if there was anyone who needed his services.

Surprisingly, no one did.

Floor by floor by floor, he found nothing that would bother him.

When he reached the last floor, he opened the door and was struck by a strong and foul scent of injustice. The same he’d sensed from the top of the building.

It all stemmed from someone on this floor and this floor alone.

Must be the leader.

Rather than pursuing it immediately, he instead went up to the roof access.

Unlocking the door, he threw it open and found himself staring down the barrel of Tiffany’s shotgun.

“I’ve cleared the building of injustice. Only the top floor—the one just beneath this one—holds anyone who needs to be punished. To face chastisement and righteous retribution,” Warner declared. “I would welcome you at my side during this, Aunts.”

Tiffany, Stacia, and Decima all stood there, staring at him. Each of them with a different look on their face.

Then Tiffany laughed and shrugged her shoulders.

“Lead the way,” she growled. “Makes it easier for all of us if we know the rest of the building is full of innocent cubs.”

Heading back into the stairwell, Warner walked up to the door and then opened it.

Flowing forward at a steady pace Warner kept his sword up and to the side. The quiet crackle of the golden flames as it ran up and down his blade was the only noise he could hear.

Passing by a countless number of doors and rooms, Warner kept marching.

Nothing registered to him at all other than the trail he was following doggedly.

Finally, at the end of the long hall, Warner felt like he’d found what he was looking for. A door that looked like any other, except that the injustice rushing out from under the door was heavy.

Thick with terrible deeds and acts.

Standing there, Warner could feel the awful truth of it.

Forced prostitution, rape, extortion, assault, murder, child endangerment, and a slew of other evils that the world could do without.

Using his sword, Warner cut through the doorknob and lock, then pushed the door open with his free hand.

A loud thump on the other side of the door as the door swung open made it sound like the door had been barred from the inside. As if whoever was here clearly expected trouble.

Perhaps from their own house-mates as well as from outside threats.

“What? Who’s there!” shouted a voice from inside. The second part didn’t quite sound like a question. As if it didn’t matter who it was.

“Justice!” shouted Warner as he entered. “Justice has come!”


Eleven

 

Storming into a living room, Warner found himself staring at a very large, inhuman-looking Werewolf. They were at least eight-feet tall and looked to be built out of muscle and fur. To the point that if they stood completely upright their head came awfully close to the ceiling itself.

Stretching its arms out as Warner entered the room, it looked quite imposing. The creature’s long claws held apart and back from the hand as if it were already considering leaping on him.

It was also the largest Werewolf Warner had seen as of yet.

“Romulus?” Decima asked in a confused tone from behind Warner. It sounded like she knew the individual they were facing.

Snarling, the Werewolf’s head turned to look at Decima over Warner’s shoulder.

“No,” growled the wolf, then it chuckled, a snorting, grunting noise.

“Then w—”

Before Decima could finish speaking, the Werewolf blurred forward. The speed of it was nearly beyond what Warner could track with his eyes.

Nearly.

He could tell it was heading straight for Decima rather than him. The fact that she had believed the Were to be someone else had designated her as the first target.

With a pump of one wing and a side step, Warner got himself in front of the Were. Bringing his sword around in the same motion, Warner was sure he’d strike true.

The Were nearly came to a full stop as soon as it realized it was heading straight into Warner. Its wide paw came up and intercepted the blade of the sword directly.

Clanging as if it had struck steel, the sword bounced to one side.

At the same time, the Were yanked back its hand and glared at Warner. There was no perceptible damage to the creature that he could see.

“I am your opponent, villain. I shall purge you from this world as your foul deeds and evil are too great,” declared Warner. He could feel the battle-lust and desire to balance the world spinning faster inside him.

He was destined to slay this beast and remove its head.

To plant it atop a spike and display it before his home.

A more suitable trophy there has not been!

Taking two steps back, the Were seemed to really look at Warner now.

“R… Retribution?” asked the Were in a worried voice. It hadn’t paid much attention to him before this point. “You… you’re not— no… you’re gone.”

“I am not Retribution, but that is what I shall give you, foul beast,” Warner said, feeling his power swell to a point he’d never felt before.

A second later and a golden pulse of power shot out of Warner. He knew it had gone out in every direction, but he could only see it as it went out in front of him.

A golden-hued bubble that sparkled and glittered as it went.

Washing over the Were, it went through it and beyond.

Everything it touched was cleansed of some of the injustice it held. Much of the Were’s fur began to smolder and smoke afterward.

Letting out a shriek, the Were jumped backward toward the large glass window behind it.

Wide eyes darted around the room—looking at Tiffany and Decima, Warner assumed—before returning to him again.

Before it did anything else, it squatted down low, leaned its head back, and let out a howl. A howl that was basic and primal.

That called out for battle, assistance, and pack loyalty.

“Shit,” Tiffany growled. “That’s going to rile up every single Were in the building. They’re going to—”

The Were in front of Warner slammed his hand through the desk at its side. The clawed hand coming up with a pistol.

Aiming it beyond Warner, it pulled the trigger several times.

Storming forward with his sword already coming out in a swing, Warner launched a new assault on the big Were.

“Ahhh! My tit! Right in the fucking tit!” yelled Tiffany. “My fucking boob, god damnit. Always in the tits.”

Doing nothing to dodge out of the way of Warner, the Were did the opposite. It took a step forward.

Warner had no plan on stopping. Or side-stepping.

He’d been putting a great deal of force into this blow and had planned on bisecting the monster at the midpoint.

Now, though, his swing had been checked by the Were stepping into his space.

Expecting Warner to come to a stop, the Were was using his body as a wall.

That didn’t happen either.

Infused with the roaring torrent of power, Warner barreled right through the Were, picking him up and off his feet. Past where he’d been standing originally, in fact.

And straight through the window.

Even as he fell out of the building, listening to the sound of breaking glass fade behind him, Warner didn’t fear.

Nor did he panic.

He’d fallen greater distance and didn’t think this would be any more problematic. All he would need to do was beat his wings but once or twice and he knew he’d be safe.

It might even eliminate my foe!

Said foe was currently howling in an odd shriek as they plummeted to the street below. Its clawed fingers gripping Warner as if he could somehow prevent it from hitting the pavement.

Warner took a moment to adjust his thinking before acting on the small plan he had to save himself. Then he jerked backward away from the Were as best as he could while spreading his wings.

A crunching, popping noise from the Were was followed by it zipping away from Warner. Falling at the same speed it had been before Warner’s own descent had been partially arrested.

Two pumps of his wings gave Warner more than enough lift to halt his fall.

Pulling his wings inward, he dove down after the Were. His plan now was quite simple.

To land atop the monster after it struck the ground and drive it into the concrete itself if he could manage it.

Even as he considered it, Warner acted. Drawing his sword up, he tucked his shoulders and arrowed down toward his opponent.

The Were hit the ground with a boom, the concrete sidewalk splintering around his shoulders and waist as he struck.

Warner was there in the next second, his sword pushed forward in front of himself.

The tip blasted through the Were’s chest and into the ground beyond it. Smashing into the Were bodily afterward, Warner drove his knees into the creature’s guts even as his shoulders and head slammed into the torso of the beast.

Laying atop the monster, Warner took in two shuddering breaths before he slowly got to his feet. A slow metal-scraping-flesh hiss followed as he withdrew the blade from the Were.

Standing there next to the crater in the ground, Warner looked down at his enemy.

The Were’s eyes suddenly popped open and the big brute got to his feet.

As if he hadn’t just fallen out of a building, landed on concrete, and been stabbed.

Pressing a hand to the point where it’d been stabbed the monster turned its head and looked at Warner. Great shuddering breaths wracked it as it stood there and Warner stared back.

“You may not be Ret-Retribution. But you have…his power,” wheezed the Were. “Did he send you… to find me? I broke my deal… only because Romulus is… acting now.”

“I care not for whatever you speak of, for that has no relation to me or my directive,” announced Warner as he pulled his blade up in front of himself. “I shall take your life, remove your head, and display it as a trophy. You are injustice most foul, monster.

“Now… lay your head down and I shall make this end swift and without malice. Otherwise, I believe this will be a most painful end to you.”

Laughing, the Were shook its head.

Slowly growing in volume, the shoulders of the monster shook with the laughter. Until finally, it leaned its head back in full roaring guffaws.

A glance at his surroundings was all Warner needed to see that quite a few citizens were recording the exchange. Watching what was happening on a city street in full view of the public.

Jenny and Althea won’t like this at all. But I do what I must.

This creature must perish, but I do have another objective.

“I came for something else originally,” Warner declared as the creature continued to laugh. “I would ask you this question before we resume our battle.”

Dying away, the laughter became snorting and chuckling, the Were looking back to Warner now. It seemed to be recovering quickly from its injuries.

Not as fast as Madison healed, but it was certainly noticeable.

“And what question is that, Not-Retribution?” asked the Were.

“A child of Vampires was abducted. I came for her. I lost her trail after I exterminated a den of foul evil,” explained Warner.

“Child… this… this is all because— ugh,” grumbled the Were, actually looking pained. “I have done a great many evils as you have said, but I’m not responsible for the abduction of children. Likely was one of my lieutenants.”

“Oh? Then I shall track them down after I have taken your life, and take theirs as well,” Warner promised. “Then find the child in question. Though… why take her?”

“I don’t know since I didn’t take ’em. But if I had to guess,” mused the Were, his hand dropping away from where Warner had stabbed him. Slowly, he began to rotate his arms, moving his shoulders around. “Kids of Vamps or Weres are far more likely to survive the transformation. Recruits are recruits, ya know.”

Before Warner could respond, the Were leapt at him.

Milliseconds before the attack would land, Warner was already out of the way. His wings carrying him several feet to the side with little more than a light flap.

I am far more agile than I realized.

Lashing out with a one-handed slash aimed at the back of the Were’s thigh, Warner followed the attack in.

Actually slicing into flesh, the blade sent a splatter of blood to the concrete.

With a roar, the Were turned and flung out a kick at the spot where Warner was heading.

Using his free hand, Warner punched out at the ankle of the leg that was heading his way.

His fist landed perfectly at the joint and he was rewarded with a bone-crunching noise.

Shrieking, the Were hopped away on one foot.

“It isn’t like the Vamps are blameless!” shouted the Werewolf. “They do the same to us! They take our pups before we can convert them! It isn’t safe until they’re full grown!”

“Then I’ll pay them a visit after I remove your head from its shoulders,” offered Warner. “Where would their headquarters be?”

Laughing, the Were put its foot back down to the sidewalk. A second later and it seemed like he could put weight on it once again.

“State capitol building,” the Were said, still laughing. “Make sure you kill a lot of those assholes.”

“As I said, once I finish with you, I shall—”

The Were turned on his heels and ran away. Sprinting off on all fours. His arms and legs powering him along just as a wolf would run.

“You dare flee from me!” shouted Warner as he began running after the Were. “You cannot hide, creature most foul!”

Taking several more steps, Warner launched himself into the air and began to fly faster than he could run. Chasing the Were as it bolted along the sidewalk, moving ever deeper into the city.

Keeping himself low to the ground, Warner flew along behind the Were. He had briefly considered going up higher, but that would increase the distance between him and his target.

Technically, he knew he could follow them even if he lost sight of them.

But right now, he wanted to be right atop his quarry. Pushing them onward.

If Warner had any luck, this Were would lead him straight to another location. Another site he could completely work through and chastise it of its wrongdoing.

Glancing over its shoulder, the Were looked behind itself. Turning its head back to the front, it rechecked where it was going, then looked back and upward.

Right at Warner.

Holding the gaze of the Were for several seconds, it slowly came to the realization that it not only hadn’t lost Warner, but it had lost ground.

He was closer to being on top of it than being behind it at all.

Careening wildly to the side, the Were ran into the street.

Warner zipped right past, losing not only his close proximity but all of his momentum if he wanted to turn around.

Bouncing off the side of a parked car, it clambered to the roof, then launched itself into traffic.

Landing atop of a speeding vehicle, the Were sunk its claws in.

Not a second too soon as the driver panicked and slammed the brakes.

Taking a second, the Were bounced off to another car, then another.

All the while, Warner had been working to slow himself and turn around. Unfortunately, he’d been going far too fast to make a hairpin type of turn the same as the Were had.

There was a decided lack of ground friction that the Were had relied on to juke the way he had.

Not waiting, the Were ran into an open parking lot, getting out from the wide-open street and into an area with buildings much closer together.

Trying to limit my flight ability.

Falling in behind the Were again, Warner watched as the monster dipped between two cars, spun a hard left turn, and stormed off. Straight toward an open plaza.

Pulling in one wing and angling it while lifting the other, Warner made a hard turn. One that made him feel like his guts were dropping to his feet.

Before he could complete the turn, the Were had turned again, heading back toward Warner and the direction it’d come from.

Damn him! By the hells!

Gritting his teeth, Warner pulled his wings in completely and hit the ground in a roll.

As soon as he came out of the roll, he spun on his heel. He turned and launched himself back into the air almost before he’d fully come to a complete stop.

The Were was out ahead of him, but not far enough away that Warner couldn’t catch up.

“You shall find no succor or refuge, villain!” shouted Warner as he started to close the distance again. “Your life shall be mine and I will personally align the scales toward justice when I take it!”

“You’re not Retribution! That isn’t your right!” shouted the Were as it ran through and amongst citizens. Quite a few getting in, or out of, cars, or heading to the store not far away.

“It is the duty of all to preserve and protect justice, not just those who are designated to see it through!” screamed back Warner. Lifting his sword up, he got low enough on his flight and then swung mightily at the Were’s back.

Bright gold and silver, the tip of the blade slid across the Were’s furred flesh and exited to the left. A splatter of smoking blood spraying over the concrete.

Roaring in pain, the Were dug his feet in and came to a sudden stop. Warner once more flew right by his target and was forced to loop his way around.

“End this, monster,” Warner shouted as he got himself turned around once again. “For your end is here, you only prolong it and demean yourself!”

Once his eyes landed back on the Were, he now saw what the current tactic was.

The Were had a young child held up in front of themselves. A clawed hand at their throat, the other around their middle.

There would be no way for Warner to attack without going through the child.

On top of that, the implication was clear. The Were would be more than willing to kill their hostage if this situation didn’t play out to their wishes.

Not far away was a mother and a father. Both had been flung to the ground and were now staring at the Were and their child held in its arms.

Dropping down in front of the Were, Warner held up his sword to the side. Smoke wafted up from the blood that was left on the metal.

“You pollute what little honor you had, beast,” Warner said with hatred. The young girl held in the Were’s arms was staring at Warner with wide blue eyes. “You’re no Werewolf. You’re not even a wolf. You’re just a rodent. A rat. No, even a rat would face their end. You’re a field mouse.

“An insignificant little creature without the soul of a man or a wolf. It will be interesting to see what your pack thinks of you after they hear of this pitiful display. You could have at least died with honor.”

“Honor. Honor!” said the Were with a chortle. “I was amongst the first of an empire! My brother and I built one with our own hands. My hard work was stolen from me by someone without honor, and you dare accuse me of being without it?”

“Your brother does not hold prey in front of itself as a shield to hide behind,” said Warner with a shake of his head. “You do, you mouse.”

Shaking his head with a deep feeling of disgust, Warner considered how to handle the situation.

He couldn’t allow this monster to escape. It would only wreak more havoc upon the world. It wouldn’t be just one child’s life at stake. Warner had no doubt that this person would do far more evil upon the world if it was allowed to leave.

Not to mention, if this tactic worked, the beast would simply repeat it. Or make it far worse the next time.

I must end this today. If I can do it without harming the child, that would be ideal.

But her life being lost is acceptable.

Blinking at that sudden and tragic thought, Warner felt his mind come to a halt.

Her losing her life is not acceptable. Not at all.

I cannot let this villain escape, but I cannot let the child perish either.

Slamming his sword into its sheath, Warner drew his pistol and then held it up. Sighting it on the Were’s forehead.

“I will do all I can to save your child,” Warner said to the parents who weren’t far away. While he had no intention of acting in a way that would endanger the child, that didn’t mean the Were knew that. “Though this beast must be put down regardless of anything else. His foul existence has come to an end today. He merely is unaccepting of that fate.”

Glaring at Warner, the Were had the look of someone who had been deeply insulted.

Insulted, slapped, and then told that they didn’t matter.

“You’ll… go to the Vampires after this?” asked the Were, its clawed fingers flexing against the child’s throat.

“Indeed. Though I must find the child first. Then I’ll go to the vamps and do the same that I’ve done to your clan,” Warner promised.

“Child is probably being held at a farm on the outskirts of Bennett. In the east. Exit ramp is going to just be a truck stop with a single fast-food joint. Follow the road, you’ll end up at a farm if you keep going and never turn off. Go there and get your child,” the Were said and then let go of the girl in his arms. “Then go end the Vampires for me. Because that’s a—”

Warner pulled the trigger as soon as the girl had gotten clear.

The back of the Were’s head blew out and his eyes popped clean out of their sockets. They hung against its furry cheeks by some stringy, fleshy material.

Marching up to the downed Were, Warner aimed the pistol at its chest and began unloading into what was likely its heart and lungs.

He kept firing right up until the magazine went empty and the slide clacked open.

He had somewhere else to be, though. A farm to the east.

This would be the second time he’d found something of interest to him in that area.

I should look into Bennett.

Standing there, Warner let himself enjoy the moment for several seconds.

Justice had been wrought.

A truly mighty and good justice. One that felt as if a great deal of wrong in the world had been righted.

Staring into the sky, Warner soaked it in.

Not far off, the parents and their child held one another.

Out of nowhere, from head to toe, Warner felt an incredible shiver run its way through him. As if something had taken hold of his spine and were bending him one way, and then another.

Something was wrong, but he couldn’t stop now.


Twelve

 

Looking toward the building he’d fallen out of, Warner was fairly certain Decima and Tiffany were still in there. That seemed especially true when he saw Stacia was no longer on the rooftop.

Flying lower, he could peer straight in through the shattered window.

Stacia, Tiffany, and Decima were all standing around the destroyed room.

Banking hard, Warner glided in through the window and came to an easy stop. Tucking his wings in, he planted his feet firmly to the ground.

Decima had her sword out and was standing near the doorway. Tiffany had a strange look on her face but looked to be well.

All around them were corpses.

Standing amongst the largest pile was Stacia. Around her was a glowing red blanket of energy flowing over the bodies.

“The villain is dead and I have a location where my charge might be,” Warner declared. He felt extremely tired and worn, but his job wasn’t over yet.

His duty had yet to be ended.

Decima, Stacia, and Tiffany all looked at him.

“Oh, good,” Stacia said, then closed her hand into a fist. There was a disgusting wet splut as blood was launched from the corpses. Like a truck backing up over a juice box.

It formed itself into a ball and then began condensing itself.

“Even after you took Remus away, they went wild,” Decima explained as Warner’s eyes swept over the corpses. “We gave them as much quarter as we could, but they just wouldn’t stop. It’s a pity for the lives wasted, it’s no one’s fault but Remus.”

“Remus,” Warner repeated the name, his brows drawing down slightly. “Remus. Why do I know this name?”

“Started the Roman empire with his brother,” said Tiffany. “Just… you know… one of the strongest Weres probably in existence. Other than me or Romulus.”

Looking at Tiffany, Warner was surprised at that statement.

He hadn’t considered Tiffany to be that strong. She’d been forced to use a shotgun to deal with Werewolves. That didn’t seem particularly powerful.

“Trust me. If I did a full transformation I probably could have brought Remus to an end. I just… don’t like doing it. I lose a bit of myself every time,” said Tiffany. Her left hand came up to push at the side of her breasts. “Then again, maybe that would have been better than getting shot in the tits again. Always in the damn tits. Always.”

Stacia made a flick of her hand and the ball of blood shrunk down, a great deal of water pouring out of it and onto the floor. After several seconds, it looked like nothing more than a gumball in size and solidity.

Plucking the red ball from the air, Stacia casually put it into a pouch just behind her hip. He hadn’t noticed it before.

“Well, with that done, what do we do next?” Stacia asked, looking at Warner with a smile. “I couldn’t leave my little Mitchie like this after all. And after this, I really would like to see Maya. It’s been far too long.”

Maya… it’s—

Warner felt the thought zip through his mind as if it were completely alien to him. That it didn’t belong. Except it did belong.

It was his thought after all.

“Yes. After this, we should have as many of you, my dear aunts, over as possible. I’m sure Maya could use her family at this juncture. She’s healing well enough, but it’s still tough for her,” Warner said definitively.

“We might even be able to help her,” Decima said and then sheathed her sword. “Though I’m not positive on that. The magic our group practices always had issues with Maya. She often saw right through it. It’s why we had to be so careful with her.”

That was a surprise to Warner.

When he put his mind to it, he could remember several times where Maya had said things that didn’t match up. He’d chalked it up to complimentary girl talk, but now it made more sense.

If Maya saw them as they were, and Warner saw them as old, that’d explain the mismatch.

“Give me five minutes and we can get moving,” said Stacia. “I can form a simple platform for us to ride and we can be there quickly.”

Warner wanted to agree with that, but he felt it was wrong.

He didn’t feel like he had much time at all.

His thoughts felt weird, his body almost sluggish, and the power inside him seemed to be growing even as he felt weaker.

“I must away. Now. I have no time. Forgive me, Aunts. I will contact you as soon as I can,” Warner said and then reached behind himself. Pulling free the severed head of Remus from where he’d tied it to his belt he held it in front of himself. Then dropped it to the ground with a heavy thud. “Please hang on to my trophy. I have no suitable place to mount it at this moment and, as I said, I have no time.”

A strange look passed across the faces of all three women.

Before they could say anything, Warner took two steps backward and fell out the window.

Crossing his arms in front of himself, staring up at the sky as he fell, Warner pulled his wings out.

Turning as he fell, Warner expanded his wings and then beat them to level out his descent. Another beat and he was moving forward and gaining altitude.

Swiftly, he rose up into the sky.

I’ll need to be careful.

Going to end up crossing over Lowry. The Air Force could be an issue for me.

Pulling harder with his wings, Warner started to truly cut through the air. His legs sliding back behind him due to the force of it and giving him a better aerodynamic shape.

Letting him go even faster.

Onward, to Lauren.

 

 

***

 

Not bothering to drop down in altitude, Warner followed the directions he’d been given while looking down at the distant ground below.

Following the road with his eyes, he could actually see what looked like a farm in the distance.

It wasn’t actually the same location where he’d found Tammy’s car, but it wasn’t that far away from it. There was definitely something else going on in this little farming community.

Faster than he could think about it, or perhaps because it was becoming harder and harder to keep hold of his thoughts, Warner was above the farm.

Below him, he could see a number of people around the farmhouse with weapons out. Looking as if they were on guard. From this height, he also could tell that there was a systematic layout to the guards.

Even what clearly looked like patrols that walked from one point to another. The path looked well-worn with multiple passes.

This must be the place. Hopefully, I can find Lauren and… and then let the power go. I need to let it go.

I can’t… hold it much longer.

Blinking, Warner slowly let his eyes drift over to the large building that looked more akin to a barn. There were more guards there.

Far more guards.

Can’t I hold onto the power as long as I want?

It’s my power.

Mine.

I can keep it for as long as I wish. As much as I want.

I don’t need to let go of it at all, in fact.

There’s nothing preventing me from holding onto it indefinitely.

I’m being childish.

Shaking his head, Warner managed to break some of those thoughts free of his mind.

They’d quickly crowded his original thoughts out and were rapidly replacing them.

No. That’s… the power talking, isn’t it?

That’s the power. It wants to be used. To fulfill its purpose.

But I’m not the power and the longer I use it, the sicker I get.

I have to— I have to let it go. Soon. Very soon.

Perhaps… now, in fact.

Sliding his wings in close to his back, Warner dove down from the heavens.

Pulling his SMG free, he held it against his chest.

As much as he wanted to use his sword—and the sword itself wanted to be used—he couldn’t waste time with it. He needed to take down everyone as quickly as possible and force this situation along.

Apparently, Warner was making some sort of noise in his rapid descent, as several of the guards looked up toward him.

Shit.

With a sharp pop, his wings snapped out and stalled Warner almost completely.

Lifting the SMG, he lined it up on a guard and pulled the trigger.

He wasn’t quite in range but he felt like he was close enough to get this shot off. He’d been practicing often enough with Aelia that he felt reasonably comfortable at this range.

The guard was struck and knocked off his feet. His body was sent tumbling to the ground where he laid unmoving. Not wanting to be in the same airspace, Warner let himself fall for a second before flapping one wing and curving the other.

It moved him laterally and allowed him to line up another guard and drop him to the ground. Then another. And a third, before he let himself start falling again.

Changing his directions, picking his shots, Warner hit the ground safely and had already eliminated eight of the guards.

There were at least seven more outside and however many inside as well.

Right now though, he was making distinct progress. His enemies were fewer in number and he’d attacked in such a way that would probably send them all into mass confusion.

Likely watching the sky, expecting him to show up again and gun down more of them.

Which meant that at this point, Warner would best be served to move on foot.

Even before his first step landed, Warner felt sick and dizzy. As though his legs were about to go out from under him. So strong was it, he felt that he should lay down immediately and close his eyes.

Possibly let the world stop spinning and give him a moment to recover.

Golden sparkles flooded his vision and followed even as he turned his head. Almost as if they were the floaters he experienced when he stared at a screen too long.

Just like bright gold glitter floating by.

Something’s… wrong. I need to finish this now.

Gritting his teeth, Warner didn’t bother going to find the other guards. They would likely come to find him. There was, after all, only one possible thing for him to be after here.

The children.

Going toward the oversized barn, Warner found a door set in the side.

Grabbing it, he turned the handle but found that it didn’t budge.

Not wasting time contemplating how to get it open, he simply lifted up his foot and put his boot through the door. The wood shattered and broke off the hinges.

He ended up collapsing partially atop the door. He was now wearing the broken door as if it were an anklet.

A grunt and a yank of his foot got his boot back, but also broke the door cleanly in half at the midpoint. The wood was no longer stable after his kick.

Lifting his head up, he looked into the interior of the barn.

This building wasn’t anything that he expected. Not in the least.

It wasn’t a barn interior.

Nor was it filled with cages or cells. 

Not a hint of hay, animals, or even dirt.

As far as he could see, it looked more like an apartment hallway with what appeared to be a shared common room at the end. It had been set up to look as if it were an entry lobby.

There was even a wall with mailboxes to one side.

Each had a name and number listed for it as one would find at any normal apartment building. The slots in each were about the right size for someone to push letters and mail into.

It isn’t just for looks, is it?

But… would they even let you send mail? Probably means they’re very internet and wireless restricted out here. Likely no cell phones, either.

Beyond the hallway and the mailboxes, there was a stairwell sign above a closed door to one side.

Given that there were no higher floors, it could only lead down into the depths.

Given the den I found, this would be just like that. Digging down and forming an entire setup beneath the earth.

And with this being in front of me… it’s just as the Were leader said then.

Someone is trying to raise children and convert them to their own Were clan. Rather than whatever family they had come from previously.

Not to eat them, kill them, or hold them hostage for a ransom.

To steal them away from their family and replace it with another.

This… is not… it’s not good… or fair… in any way.

Injustice incarnate would be what this is. To steal someone from their home, to kill their family, and replace it with a false surrogate?

Fraudulent!

Unjust!

Nodding his head, Warner knew that he wasn’t just on the right course of action for Lauren, but more than likely everyone else in this place. The problem that his mind came up with right now, though, was that there were very likely those who had been here long enough to now sympathize with the Weres.

People who had been converted to their cause and become a new generation of soldiers and leaders. Never being able to deviate from that path or likely being eliminated quickly if they tried.

Warner knew there was a mental disorder that was actually named for this situation, but right now he couldn’t recall it. In fact, he could barely recall the name of the girl he was trying to find.

His thoughts were slowing down faster and faster. Coming to him more like stones falling down a well.

Clattering off the walls and sending off echoes that reverberated hollowly.

I… Lauren. Lauren!

I’m here for… Lauren.

Lifting up his head, Warner took into a deep breath.

“I have come to claim all the children stolen by the Dalis clan!” shouted Warner at the top of his lungs. “Should anyone challenge me in this endeavor, I will end them and send them off for His Judge to pass sentence! Flee now with your lives, or face your end!

“To all you children who had families previously, come forth, for we shall return you to what family we can!”

And… what… Lauren has no parents. What… then?

Ah… I’ll set up a fund for her. I can help her pay… for this.

Yes.

I just can’t give her a family. Can I?

I could take her in.

But there are others, too.

I… I don’t know… what… things are wrong.

I need to— I have… I have to—

Warner slowly tipped to one side until he ended up leaning against the doorframe.

Standing there for several seconds, Warner just took slow deep breaths. Trying to calm himself and get things under control.

The golden hue around him was growing in brightness and density. Getting more powerful by the second even as Warner felt ever weaker.

Unable to help himself, Warner began panting, his breathing rapidly spiraling out of his control. He could also feel a cold sweat rolling off him.

He was more akin to a rain cloud right now as sweat began to run down his back in rivulets.

“I… I’m here for the children,” muttered Warner, pushing off the door frame. “Here for… Lauren, here for Lauren.”

Collecting his wits, Warner took in another deep breath.

Then let it out in a whoosh unable to hold onto it.

Behind him, he heard the crunch of boots on grass that was dormant. Brittle and crunchy to a degree, especially under a heavy foot.

Turning, Warner lifted the SMG, sighted the target, and pulled the trigger.

A burst of rounds struck the Were who was holding a rifle and knocked them to the ground. Collapsing in a heap of chewed-up flesh and fur, they moved no more.

Far stronger than I thought it would be. Whatever Aelia packed into these is absolutely wrecking them.

Lifting the SMG, Warner pulled it up into his shoulder and left the barn.

Identifying targets as they appeared Warner began to shoot at each one. It only took a few trigger pulls for each, hosing them down in bursts of fire.

His foes were, of course, returning fire at him. Shooting from cover, moving from space to space, or even in the open. Firing at him just as he fired at them.

Warner brazenly stood in the open without attempting to seek cover. His mind was locked into its choice to stand and fight here and now.

He was struck several times, the rounds hitting him. The impacts were heavy upon him and forced him back several steps.

Shit, I’m shot. Th-they shot me.

But I have to finish. I can’t… die yet.

Working the weapon back and forth, Warner kept firing, picking targets, and pulling the trigger.

Slowly, he lost track of what he was doing. What he was thinking.

Everything became a blur of action and ringing thoughts.

Screams and shouts, people yelling, and bullets.

The world became a golden field of bright yellow and blotted out his awareness entirely.

Warner knew nothing more at that moment and was lost to his own mind. Slipping away into nothing. A golden darkness that took over everything.

Sight, sound, smell, thought, and touch.

All were golden.

Golden and beyond Warner and anything he could do.
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Warner felt as if he were having fever dreams.

The type where you knew things weren’t right, that your mind was playing tricks on you, but you couldn’t shake the thoughts that came. Couldn’t break out of the lock those dreams had on you.

Where one minute you’re dreaming of being a snake-god and all the rats in the field worship you for saving them from the lawnmower, then the next all you hear is the same five seconds of a song playing on loop. As if it never had a beginning or end.

Except it wasn’t that pleasant.

Warner dreamed of battle.

Swords swung, guns fired, blood splashed, gore spilled, and body parts were flung about like a toddler with a potato head doll.

People screaming and shouting at him.

Shouting and screaming back at other people.

Carving through enemies with his blade and adjusting the scales of the world one sword stroke at a time. Reliving and relishing in the memories of past victories and letting the glory of it wash over him once again.

None of it stuck and it fled almost as soon as it entered his mind. Along with every other crazed and random thought that popped through his head.

Like a leaf on the wind, blown one way, then the other, only to slap into the side of a house and get stuck in a gutter.

Suddenly, Warner woke up, turned to one side, and began to violently throw up.

Holding his eyes shut, Warner felt like he wasn’t just emptying his stomach, but bringing up his spine. Starting at his tailbone and going upward from there.

When it finally ended, Warner laid his head down with a groan. Right now, he just wanted to close his eyes and not move.

Everything hurt, ached, or felt like it was on fire.

Panting, Warner laid there. Letting his thoughts trickle along like a dry stream bed with a bit of water coming back to it.

He could hear what sounded like someone panting. As well as someone else gargling—choking, in fact.

Like they’d just been brushing their teeth and were about to spit. Then ended up swallowing it and trying to cough it up.

What he did know was that he was certainly not on a bed right now. It had some softness to it, but also was contoured poorly and was hard at the same time.

Creaking his eyes open, Warner found he indeed wasn’t on a bed.

He was laid out over the top of several bodies.

There was blood everywhere. On the ceiling, the walls, the floor, covering everything.

A room that looked like some type of study had been turned into what could only be described as a butcher’s backroom.

That description fit more keenly once Warner saw that there were a number of limbs—arms and legs both—that appeared to have been cut free from bodies.

Right beneath him was a young woman.

She was the source of the gurgling noise he’d been hearing.

Looking down into her face, he found wide green eyes staring up at him. Her mouth was open and her entire face was coated in blood.

As it ran down both sides of her face, she had the look of something out of a horror movie.

Leaning away from her, Warner found his sword buried in her chest up to the hilt.

Shit.

I… what?

Was she hiding in the pile of corpses?

From me?

Miraculously, Warner managed to lean back onto his knees. Getting both hands around the hilt of his blade, Warner began to pull it out of the woman.

Surrounding her and on her was the feeling of injustice.

Neither great nor small, she definitely had the scent of someone who would need to have her scales balanced. Though he couldn’t tell if it was enough to warrant her death.

All he could tell was that she wasn’t living justly.

Though there was something else under that. A strange feeling that was roiling off her that he couldn’t place.

As the sword came free of the woman it made a sickening noise that was followed by a welling of blood surging out of the hole in the woman.

The gurgle turned to a groan and the woman lifted her hands and pressed them to the hole.

Warner didn’t think it would do much to save her life, but he couldn’t fault her for trying.

“Sorry,” croaked Warner, staggering to his feet. His sword tip dragged across the ground and came to rest against the woman’s ankle. “I’m sorry.”

The woman watched him, her eyes wide, but she didn’t reply.

Couldn’t reply.

If his sword had gone through her lung that would explain the noises she was making. Why it sounded like she was struggling for breath.

Her large green eyes stared at him as her body trembled. Her black hair was slicked back with blood, her pale fingers grasping at her chest.

Shaking his head, Warner turned around and began to stumble away from the chaos.

Away from the madness around him that he very likely had wrought.

It must have been… the dreams. They weren’t dreams.

That was all real.

But it wasn’t me… it was the power. It was whatever is inside me.

It did it all without me even being given a choice.

Stumbling forward, Warner made it to the edge of the room and peered out the open doorway.

Looking into the next room, it was a strange horror-filled mirror to the one he’d just left.

If not actually slightly worse, if he was being honest. There were quite a few more people in this room.

Or there had been.

Corpses, and bits of bodies, were everywhere.

There were also a great number of bullet holes along the walls, through windows, and in furniture. A gun battle of significant proportions had occurred here.

Treading over shell casings, weapons, and bodies, Warner tottered forward.

His head felt heavy, his stomach churned, and his body felt like it’d been put through a washing machine. There wasn’t a spot on him that didn’t feel as if it’d been treated to a massage from professional baseball players who only used wooden bats.

And full swings.

Glancing down at himself, Warner saw his clothes were coated in blood. On top of that, there were very obvious holes where he’d been stabbed, shot, slashed at, and what might even have been set on fire.

He couldn’t think of another reason why his left sleeve looked rather burnt.

Lifting his sword, Warner remembered it was there.

At one point, he’d felt something akin to a presence inside of it, but only a hollow echo of one. What Warner would hear after someone shouted down a well and the sound came back up.

Now, it was very obviously a living thing. Not only was there a presence in the sword, but Warner could feel its wish. It wanted to lay low its enemies. To be wielded in a hand and driven into whatever the foe might be.

It didn’t matter what or who it was, in fact, so long as it was an enemy of the wielder.

Warner had the impression that would include him if someone else took the sword from him and wielded it.

There was no owner to the sword and it existed for its sole purpose.

To end lives with absolute violence.

Sheathing the blood-stained blade, Warner didn’t want to touch it.

Didn’t want to look at it, in fact.

But, for the time being, all he could do was keep it in its sheath and escape the area. This wasn’t somewhere he should be given his condition.

Even contemplating the idea of embracing his power made him queasy. Queasy and nervous, like he was considering walking up to the edge of a cliff.

Because right now, Warner could see nothing in front of him but the price of losing himself… losing control. A price paid by everyone else around him, wherever he was, that ended with their lives.

Let’s… let’s hope they deserved it.

I can’t sense any injustice coming off of myself… that’s good… right? I’d be able to sense that.

If I’d wronged people.

Everything here feels right.

Correct.

Even that woman I stabbed had the stink of injustice on her.

Or at least… something like it.

Walking through another doorway, Warner found himself suddenly, and inexplicably, outside.

Standing there, Warner realized he’d woken up in what was likely the top floor of a decently sized building.

That was the best answer he could come up with given that he was looking into the foliage of a number of nearby trees. There were other buildings nearby as well.

Not too far in the distance, he could see a great patch of trees atop a small rise in the landscape.

A hillscape, to be more precise.

Wherever Warner was, it wasn’t central or eastern Colorado.

He hadn’t been to the west side of the state in a long while, but that would fit more with what he was seeing.

“Where… am I?” he asked no one in particular. Shuffling over to the edge of the building, he peered down the edge.

Below, he could see a street with a few cars going in either direction. People walking the sidewalks and going about their own lives.

There were no sirens, people screaming, or gunshots that he could hear.

His whirlwind of violence had gone unnoticed by the general populace.

“That means… para. Whoever this is, is para. Para and bribed the local cops to look the other way,” Warner mumbled. “Para and with enough money to—the Vampires.”

Warner slowly nodded his head as his brain made the leap in logic.

It was one of the last thoughts he’d had before he’d lost control over everything.

That after he was done with the Weres, he’d have to go track down the Vamps.

Track them down and repeat the whole process over again.

“That means the woman was a Vampire. Is that why she… seemed different?” Warner asked, putting his hands on the railing around the roof.

From what he knew, he hadn’t fought any human-looking Vampires previously. That was new as far as he was concerned.

Reaching down with his hands, Warner began to feel at his pouches.

He didn’t have his cell phone on him, but he did have a burner cell phone. One he could use, abuse, and toss, without it ever being an issue.

Finding it, he unhooked the flap and then pulled out the device.

It had a bullet hole in it.

Peering into the pouch, Warner could see where the bullet had gone through the phone, his vest, and his clothes.

That’d explain why it feels like I’m one giant bruise.

I got shot.

Looking himself over, Warner found that there were a great many bullet holes he hadn’t noticed previously.

A lot.

Grimacing, Warner flicked the trashed phone to one side and contemplated his next actions.

There was no way for him to get in contact with anyone, he had no idea where he was, he was limited in what he could do, and until he could safely summon up his power, anyone would be able to see his face.

An idle memory floated up from the depths of his mind.

With an ah-ha-like gasp, Warner reached around behind himself and grabbed at a pouch behind his waist.

Bodil had mentioned she’d put a mask in it just in case. She couldn’t foresee a reason for it, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t a good idea to have one. “Just in case,” she’d said.

Bodil, you blond, beautiful goddess, I’m going to make sure you’re extremely we—

Pulling his hand forward after getting his fingers around the material in the pouch, Warner looked hopefully to his prize.

A black ski mask rested in his hand.

There was no damage to it at all.

“Bodil, I’m going to reward you. I’m going to make sure I give you what’s yours, Bodil. And once more for good measure, I’m going to treat you well for this, Bodil,” Warner said in triplicate. Punching the words out as if he were swinging at a punching bag.

Grabbing the mask, he pulled it up and then over his head.

A few quick adjustments and he was looking out of the mask correctly.

He felt considerably safer now that his identity was more secure.

Certainly more so than it had been when he had nothing at all.

Clicking his tongue, Warner leaned back up against the wall.

Right now, he had no other thoughts or ideas about what to do. Though to be fair, his mind wasn’t working at its peak right now.

Distantly, Warner could hear what sounded like gunfire.

Gunfire and screaming.

It was coming out from the door he’d exited.

“Oh,” murmured Warner.

Looking down at the SMG across his chest, he found that he wasn’t going to get any use out of it.

From what he could see of it, it looked as if something had cut halfway through the center of it. Part of the bolt was hanging loose and clearly broken.

Lifting his arm, he looked down at his hip to see his pistol.

Thankfully, it was there.

Drawing it, Warner found that it was equally out of action, though in a different way.

The top half of the firearm, the slide, was actually missing.

O… kay. Right.

In other words… the fight got so intense that I somehow lost part of one weapon, and mangled the other.
That’d explain why I ran the pretty vamp through the chest.

Drawing his sword, Warner stood there. He really didn’t feel like he had the energy or the ability to fight. Right now, he was the very definition of being spent.

Taking slow, deep breaths, he waited. Standing there with his sword held at his side, the tip resting against the ground.

If he was being completely honest with himself, he couldn’t even hold the blade up right now.

His wrist felt like it was swollen and bruised. As if he’d landed on it and sprained it badly.

Louder and louder grew the gunfire and yelling.

Deep guttural yells that sounded like beasts fighting.

Did the Weres follow me here?

Damn.

Was this all a ploy for someone else to eliminate both parties?

Walking over to the doorway, Warner put himself in it as the gunfire and yelling died away again. As if whoever was fighting had run out of enemies on their current floor.

Limiting the number of people that could approach him was going to be his best defense, but there wasn’t much he could do if they pulled out a firearm.

Standing in the doorway, Warner felt like he’d failed.

Another shout came.

This time, it sounded much closer. As if they were in a room nearby.

Looking toward the sound, Warner saw a door set in the corner he’d overlooked. One that likely led to where the confrontation was ongoing.

Gunshots went off again.

They were loud in his ears and heralded the end was coming for him.

Lifting his sword, Warner took in a slow breath.

Well.

Maya did warn me. Over and over.

Guess I’ll meet that end she foretold for me after a—

Smashing through the wall as if it were made of Popsicle sticks and cardboard, came a hulking figure.

Fitted out in what looked like a large Kevlar vest, several empty holsters, and a heavy combat knife at their hip, it was as if they were something out of a comic book. A full, heavy blast shield face mask covered them from their throat to the top of their head.

In each of the monster’s hands was a person in a business suit. One looked like it was clutching an SMG and the other was simply hanging onto the big creature’s wrist.

One was held around the neck, and the other by the skull. Both seemed to be shaking off this mortal coil.

Growling, the massive monstrosity turned Warner’s way and flexed their hands.

Both the person held by the neck and the one held by the head went limp. The head of the second being crushed into pulp while the first’s neck was broken. Both bodies dropped to floor as soon as they were released.

A smaller figure slipped past the bigger one with a raised rifle pulled up to their shoulder. They were in full military combat gear. From a full ballistic-rated helmet with NV-goggles to their harness and its full load-out to their boots.

They swept their rifle to the right and then the left as they cleared the room. Then trained it on Warner.

Special Forces…?

Does the PID have a swat team? Is that what came for me and—

“Oh,” said the person with the rifle and then they let it hang down partially. Their voice was muffled by the full mask and faceplate they were wearing, but he was fairly certain he recognized the voice.

“Best-sex-friend!” shouted the big monster.

Madison…? She’s… huge though.

At least twice as—

Stomping over to him, the big monster grabbed him up and hugged him forcefully.

“I’m so glad we found you,” she said as she moved back and forth. Swinging him around as Maya did her “stuffies” when she was a little girl.

Then she lightly tossed him over her shoulder and slapped a hand to his ass. Apparently, that was where she planned to hang onto him.

“Okay, let’s go. You go first,” Madison said. Likely to the other person who’d come in with her.

Warner had assumed it was Aelia by this point, given that was who would likely work with Madison in this regard.

Soon enough, Warner was being carried out of the building on Madison’s large shoulder.

Moving room by room, they cleared the area quickly and hit a stairwell.

Each and every step down felt like it was rattling his teeth loose and his bones around, but he was glad to be leaving. He still had no idea where they even were.

Hitting the ground floor, they exited the stairwell.

Before Warner could even figure out what they were in now, they were outside.

There was a clack of what sounded like a door opening and then Warner was lightly tossed away.

Landing on the interior of the van, Warner slid all the way to the front and bounced up against the back of the driver’s seat.

“Holy shit!” said Bodil, looking back to them from the passenger seat. She wasn’t wearing a mask, but she had an odd-looking rune dangling around her forehead on a string. “Shouldn’t you be more careful?”

“He’s fine,” said Madison. “Gotta… gotta do something to calm down though. Rage is too… too strong. Won’t fit in there until I… until I normal out a bit and—”

“Just get in and lay down flat,” commanded Aelia who had clambered into the vehicle by this point. She was squatting down low next to Warner. “We don’t have time.”

Grumbling, Madison squatted down low and then got into the van. It was a tight fit given how much larger than normal she was.

Bodil had gotten out of the vehicle and gone around the back. She appeared briefly as she shut the doors to the van, then got back in.

“Here we go!” Daria said from the driver’s seat, leaning around it to look down at Warner with a wide smile. She had a similar rune around her brow. “Hope you’re ready to hang on! This is going to be a wild ride before we ditch the police!”

Now that she mentioned it, Warner could hear the distant sirens of what sounded like a lot of police cars.

Bodil bounced back down into the passenger seat and had only just gotten her seat belt on before Daria dropped the gas pedal and spun the steering wheel.

Aelia was pitched sideways and ended up atop Warner, her face down near his crotch and her knees near his shoulders.

“Whoooa!” shouted Madison as she slammed against the interior wall of the van as it pitched out wildly.

“Sorry! Gotta go fast. And now. By the way, this is going to be some bumpy stuff, but we’ll get out just fine!” shouted Daria.
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Groaning, feeling like a bag of bruised meat and bones, Warner was dropped onto the couch. Letting himself practically go limp no sooner than he hit the cushions, he allowed himself to just lay there and enjoy not being battered around the inside of a van.

On top of that, and thankfully so, he was in a fresh set of clothes. Right now, he didn’t feel as disgusting as he had not long ago.

Aelia and Madison had stripped him out of the vile clothes in the back of the van as it moved.

Even as Daria had ping-ponged them around like they were a couple of nuts and washers in a coffee can. All while she attempted to lose the police on the wild ride they were on.

Aelia and Madison had also stripped themselves during the same period. All three of them bouncing off one another as it all happened.

Once they got home, he’d had a chance to wipe himself down while he waited for them to get Maya out of the house. It was a perfect use of the extra clothes and the box of the wet wipes they kept in the garage for things like this. 

Though he’d ended up using nearly an entire packet of them just on himself. Madison had finished that off and opened another.

Her form of fighting certainly left her open to sprays of body fluids. Hers and others both.

Along with the clothes, all of the usable gear had been pitched out to a spot that couldn’t be tied back to them, but where they could reclaim it later.

Everything of no value had been dumped behind a coffee shop as they drove through the alley. Coffee shops went through trash faster than anyone would expect— cups, napkins, containers, and all the countless bits of trash that everything comes in.

He had learned that Aelia really liked throwing things away in coffee shop dumpsters.

Sinking into the cushions, Warner closed his eyes and tried not to think about the mind-numbing car chase they’d been on. He was fairly certain it was going to end up on the news one way or another.

They’d run over far too many things for it not to.

No one had been injured at all, and the cops had never really gotten that close. Nor had they managed to get a helicopter up in the air in time.

But they’d left a trail of destruction behind them.

Crushed signs, destroyed planters, and what Daria claimed was a post office box.

A trail of destruction that was quite apparent he imagined for anyone to follow if they had the time and care to do so.

Not to mention, there were more than likely cell phone footage or video from cameras at places like banks. They wouldn’t be able to get to those and remove them before the police, PID, or Fed got to them.

Ever more evidence. All because I lost my cool and couldn’t keep it together.

“Well. It’s just the three of us then. Rather nice that Bodil offered to take Maya to get whatever treat she promised her,” Aelia said, coming over to stand next to Madison.

“I wish Daria didn’t have to ditch the van. I was kinda starting to like it,” complained Madison. “I would have gone with them for ice cream, though. I want ice cream.”

At some point during the van ride, she’d shrunk back to her normal size. Sometime between Aelia pulling Madison’s shirt off and the Troll getting her pants pulled down.

It was the very first time Warner had ever seen something like that. He would never have guessed that a Troll could temporarily change their size and muscle mass.

“Given that she can literally see if where she dumps it will affect us, it seemed like the best choice. Besides, it was time for that van to be gotten rid of. Need a new vehicle,” Aelia continued. “As to Bodil and why you couldn’t go… well… Maya and she get along almost too well. You coming along would have probably shortened the trip. And we could use every extra minute she can get us right now.”

Warner couldn’t argue that point.

They’d managed to leverage Bodil to get Maya out of the house as Warner waited. Getting him inside without Maya seeing what was going on was the best possible outcome as far as he was concerned.

“Are you okay?” Madison asked, getting down on her knees next to the couch. She leaned in too close to him and peered into his face. One of her large hands came up and pressed against his cheek. “You feel a little cold. Or uh… chilled. Yeah. Chilled. And you’re really pale. Like bedsheets pale.

“I think you should eat food. That would help. You’re sickly and out of stamina. Food is always what you need when you’re not feeling good.”

Says the Troll who can eat several large pizzas by herself in under three minutes.

Aelia crossed her arms and nodded her head slowly at Madison’s words.

“You’re probably right. He should likely eat. You should probably eat too, Maddy. Warner, when was the last time you threw up since becoming normal again? Isn’t that likely to happen soon if it hasn’t?” Aelia asked.

Reaching out, she put a hand on Madison’s shoulder and pulled on her, drawing the big Troll back from Warner.

She really had been too close. Almost to the point that he couldn’t focus on her face correctly. Like she wasn’t sure if she wanted to kiss him or press her forehead to his.

“I didn’t scare you, did I?” Madison asked, pushing past Aelia’s hand and leaning in close to him again. “I’m sorry if I did. I swear I’m still just me.”

This time her nose touched his own before she drew back an inch or two.

“Huh?” Warner asked, not really sure how to respond to that. “What, when you stripped me? No. Needed to dump the clothes. It was a little rough but that’s just who you are.”

“No, when I enraged. When I… I got big. Err. Bigger,” Madison clarified. Her eyes were moving back and forth, jumping from his left eye to his right eye.

Oh. Is that why she got huge? Never heard of enraging.

Reaching up with both hands, Warner grabbed Madison by the shoulders.

While it felt incredibly awkward on his neck and shoulders to do this while laying down, he felt like he was supposed to reassure her.

“Is that as big as you get?” he asked.

“N… no. I’m not really old enough to get to my biggest size when I enrage. That was maybe half…?” Madison said, sounding so unsure of herself that it actually made him want to wince.

“Well! I can’t wait to see you at your biggest. Though you’ll forgive me if I pass on bed play. You’re already too rough as you are, I think you’d break me if you were bigger,” apologized Warner. “But no, you didn’t scare me. It was impressive. You slammed through that wall like you were the Kool-Aid man. You just needed to yell ‘Oh, Yeah!’ when you did it.”

Madison broke out in a grin at that and then chuckled.

“I should have, huh? I totally missed the opportunity,” muttered the Troll.

“Yeah, you did. But no, didn’t scare me. It’s… called enrage? I’ve never seen it before. Or heard of it. Why didn’t you do it when we fought?” asked Warner, laying back down on the couch. He let his hands move down to her forearms and held onto them.

“I’m… honestly I’m too young to be able to do it,” admitted Madison.

Aelia had moved away from the pair of them and was working with something in the kitchen now.

Hopefully food.

Because now that Madison had mentioned it, Warner was incredibly hungry.

“I shouldn’t be able to at all. But after your burner phone lost its signal… I… I kinda lost it?” Madison said, her tone making it sound more like a question. “You’re my best-sex-friend! The idea of you being dead was… it made me feel so angry.

“The idea that I would lose you was… it was too much for me. I just lost it and nearly broke the back of the van with how big I got.”

“You really did,” called Aelia from the kitchen. “That van really couldn’t have taken much more punishment anyway. Worked out for us.

“But yes, we lost your signal. We were racing to follow after you. That is… after you cleaned out the capitol building of anyone who deserved justice. Killed quite a few Vampires. Both the political ones and para ones. Parasites, both.”

“Yes, we drove by it while we followed your signal,” Madison added. “There was… blood everywhere. We stopped to get Bodil and Daria since we were on the way. Aelia thought we could use the help.

“I didn’t think so. You, me, and Aelia… we can do anything together. We’re best-sex-friends, so that means it’s us against everyone. We do everything in our three-way together. And Aelia promised me she’d be in the middle in our next three-way.”

Madison said it with a straight face and a slow nod of her head.

Either she deliberately messed with her memory of the situation to modify it… or we planted that false story way too deeply.

Realizing this was just who Madison was, he accepted her for it.

Intelligent in an odd way.

Stupid and slow with surprises or things that are too quick.

Loyal and determined to a fault.

Very much what he’d expect of a Troll, based on Human stories.

“Okay… so… I ended up at the capitol building,” Warner said, ignoring the last part of Madison’s little speech. “But… what about Lauren? Where’s she? Is she okay? What about all the other children?”

“Uh… I don’t remember. I’m really hungry, I’m sorry,” mumbled Madison who turned to look over her shoulder. “Aelia? What happened to the kids?”

“All of the abducted children, both those who were taken by the vamps and those taken by the Weres, were all turned over to the Fed,” Aelia said, coming over with what could only be described as a pizza sandwich. She’d taken four slices of pizza, put two on top of two, and then plated it. Holding it out to Madison, she pointed to the love seat with her other hand. “Go eat. You’re turning paler than Bodil.”

“She’s pretty. That’d be good,” Madison said, taking the plate and moving away from Warner. Sitting down on the love seat she started in on the food instantly.

“Fed will do what they need to with the kids. Hopefully, find family members to take them in or… whatever else they need to do,” Aelia said, setting down a very large mixing bowl next to the couch. “It’s not a great answer, but it’s better than where they were. They’ll at least get to choose their life.

“As to Lauren… I had a friend who owed me a favor change her records since… well, she has no family now. Everyone she knew is dead. Both her parents were only children and their parents long since dead.”

Warner nodded, looking up at the Poltergeist. He was following so far.

“I had myself put in as a very distant relative. Her mother’s third cousin sort of thing. I made sure that everything in my file read like it would be a good spot for a kid to be put,” Aelia explained and then let out a long sigh. “Soon as I told Daria what I was doing she fully supported the idea. I may not be her family, not really, but I’d be a damn sight better than foster care. Not to mention… well, if things go my way, Maya might call me Mom eventually. Wouldn’t hurt if her best friend Lauren did, too. Right?”

Shrugging her shoulders with a smile, Aelia looked rather odd at the moment.

Warner felt like she was hiding something else behind her words. That her reasoning didn’t quite add up.

But he wasn’t going to push.

Because regardless of all that he only felt good intentions coming from her.

She didn’t need his permission if she wanted to provide a home for Lauren. She had her own house still and her own life.

Though his mind was tied up in a strange little knot about the idea of Lauren becoming family to Aelia.

It’d put her much closer to his own little inner circle by default.

“Probably should have talked to you first about it, obviously. But you were busy and… well… yeah,” finished Aelia.

“No, makes sense. I won’t complain,” Warner said, snuggling into the cushions. Then he reached up and grabbed the blanket that was resting over the top of the couch. With a single yank, he pulled it down on himself.

He wasn’t sure he was ready to discuss Lauren or all the implications, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to say anything one way or the other.

Aelia’s life was hers, and while he had a part of it, he didn’t have the right to be pro or con to this change.

Aelia took the blanket from him and started spreading it out over atop him.

“You’re not mad? You might end up having to help me with her,” said Aelia in a nervous tone.

“I’ve known Lauren a long time. I don’t think it’ll be easy given what’s happened to her, but I’d certainly be willing to help. I’d… like to talk about it more later. When I feel better. It’s a lot to process right now for me,” Warner murmured. “By the way, speaking of family, I need to get my cell phone and call my aunt. Let her know I’m okay.”

“We already ha—“

“We met them!” Madison said excitedly around a mouth full of food. “Your aunts are really pretty! They said I was pretty, too. We let them know we’d keep in touch. They had to go. Something happened I guess or maybe it was about someone? I dunno. They had to go, though, and wanted to make sure you were okay.”

Oh.

Okay.

That works out fine then.

Aelia nodded her head with a grin, apparently amused at Madison’s added commentary.

“Yes, they did say we were pretty and they were happy to meet us,” murmured Aelia while Madison returned to wolfing down her food. “They also said they had something come up that they had to attend to. They were rather annoyed that they had to go without making sure you were safe. I already texted them.

“I got your Aunt Stacia’s number before they left. She seemed rather nice for a Vampire. Rather… odd… that she’s married to a Were, but… I suppose I’ve seen weirder.

“They’re glad you’re home safe and wanted to set up a time to come over to see Maya.”

Nodding his head, then shaking it, Warner had no words at the moment.

He was still processing the fact that Aelia might be taking in Lauren.

His mind kept bringing it back to the fore.

The idea itself wasn’t bad. Giving Lauren a home certainly wasn’t something he was against either.

Warner liked Lauren quite a bit as a person.

Additionally, she had been an extremely positive influence on Maya in the past. She’d done a lot to help her when he couldn’t or when Maya wouldn’t allow him to.

“Now,” Aelia said, putting her hands on her hips. It was a very authoritarian pose. Since he’d started bedding her, and Daria picked her up herself, a lot of the ways he’d used to push her around mentally had all failed.

Aelia seemed quite aware of her space, situation, and her relationships. Him trying to bump her around so she couldn’t be herself just didn’t work now.

“I’m going to make you some soup. Soup that I haven’t made since I was a little girl in Utah. You’re going to eat it and not say a word about the taste. Good, bad, or otherwise,” proclaimed the Poltergeist. “And when you’re done, you’re going to take a nap. Right there. And I’m going to keep a bucket by the couch. Because I don’t… I don’t think you’re done being sick yet. Not at all. You used your power more this time than I think you have over a period of months added together.”

Thinking about that, Warner couldn’t disagree with her. There really was the strong possibility he’d used more of his power in this outing than he had perhaps ever.

When he’d finally gotten around to looking at the clock he’d been shocked.

Warner realized that he’d been on the run, so to speak, for the better part of six hours. Far longer than he’d really thought when he’d woken up.

“Okay. Thank you, Aelia,” Warner said, looking up at the woman with a smile.

“Good. Now. Let’s see about that so—”

Before Aelia could finish, Warner gagged hard. His entire body convulsing with it and his spine feeling like it was locking up.

“Mercy me,” murmured Aelia as she got down on one knee. Picking up the bowl she held it up to his side. “Right in here, dear.”

Managing to roll to his side, Warner somehow got his face over the bowl at the same time as he became a firehose.

Pure golden liquid that glowed from within poured out of him. Splashing into the bucket in what felt like a never-ending torrent.

“Oh, hon,” Aelia said over him as Warner continued to vomit. He could feel her hand moving over the back of his head, her fingers sliding through his hair. “Maddy, can you go get me a few washcloths? Just wet them a bit for me.”

“Sure thing! I’m on it!” Madison said, the stomp of her feet loud as Warner finally found that he was done pretending to be a broken fire hydrant.

“Ugh,” groaned Warner. Then he began spitting, trying to clear the strange taste from his mouth.

Except before he managed to get rid of it, he once more became a golden fountain.

“Wow, that’s a lot,” Madison said from above him. “Here, I’ll go get another bowl. Or a bucket.”

“A good idea,” Aelia whispered, her fingers continuing to go through his hair.

Unfortunately, the golden water was already turning a bright red color.

Everything he was throwing up was technically blood.

It left Warner feeling very cold inside.

This was everything he’d been trying to avoid. To not overuse his power and make whatever was wrong with him worse.

And now I’ve gone and done it. Completely lost myself and—

Before Warner could finish the thought, he began to throw up again.

Except that this time it wasn’t golden, it was just blood.

All blood.
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Madison pulled the car up to the front of the house.

Looking out the window, Warner wasn’t quite sure if they should head in yet. Last he’d heard, Aelia was still signing the official documents to take custody of Lauren.

Apparently, Madison didn’t share his concerns in the least. Before he’d even finished his thought, she’d opened her own door and got out.

“Guess we’re going in,” Maya said from the backseat. “Maddy just does whatever she wants.”

Glancing over his shoulder to the backseat, Warner gave his daughter a quick once-over.

It’d been a few weeks since he’d gone on his one-man crusade against the Weres and Vamps. In that time, she’d quickly moved from a wheelchair to crutches.

Forearm crutches.

He’d never actually seen them in person before but, it seemed like they were far more mobile than the ones he’d seen before. Maya could cross distances faster and easier than he’d been expecting.

The door next to Maya popped open before she’d even gotten her seat belt off.

“Oh, this is exciting,” Madison said, reaching into the car.

“Maddy, I’ve got it. I can—”

Maya’s voice was cut off as the big Troll grabbed Maya and bodily lifted her straight out of the car.

Yeah. Maddy just does whatever she wants.

Smirking, Warner opened his own door and got out of the vehicle.

“Maddy, stop it. I’ve got it. I can—”

Looking to his right, Warner watched as Madison fussed over Maya. Straightening her clothes, adjusting her crutches, before finally reaching up to adjust her hair.

His daughter looked unsure how to handle all the attention. At first, she clearly wanted to push Madison away.

Before the Troll had even finished adjusting her shirt, Maya stood there with an odd smile, looking down at the ground.

“There you go, Maya,” Madison said with a nod of her head. “You look pretty today. We’ll need to start teaching you how to wrestle and box. So you can protect yourself.

“You can’t be like me and be an idiot and get caught up in bad situations.”

Madison nodded her head at her own words, folding her arms across her chest.

“You’re not an idiot, Maddy. You’re just… you just need time to think things through,” Maya mumbled, reaching up and patting the Troll on the forearm.

“I’m an idiot. But that’s okay. It’s how I became your father’s best-sex-friend,” countered Madison. “I’m going to go open the door and get things ready. Aelia told me it might take a bit to sign the paperwork.”

Turning on her heel, Madison went into Aelia’s home. Opening the door with a key from her keyring.

Huh. I mean… I know those two are close since… well… so many three-ways, but—

Warner’s thoughts came to a stop when Maya moved over to stand in front of him.

“Speaking of looking pretty. You look better today yourself,” Maya said, peering up at him.

Grinning, Warner shrugged his shoulders.

She wasn’t wrong. He did look better today.

He felt better, too.

Ever since he woke up from his golden rage, he’d just been resting, watching the news, and laying low. There was a massive hunt for Yellow Eyes right now.

Apparently, during his mad attack in the capitol building, Warner had killed a senator, the lieutenant-governor, and two mayors.

“Hard not to feel better when I’m babied as much as I am. Even more than you,” Warner said, reaching out to tap Maya’s forehead with a finger. “And you tried to tackle a police car.”

“Hey, hey, I almost beat that stupid car. I found out after the fact I managed to shift the whole engine backward and they had to total it,” Maya countered, leaning into her crutches. “I, however, am not totaled. I’m recovering.”

Snickering, Warner, leaned his back into the car and nodded his head.

“Yeah, you’re way tougher than I gave you credit for, Maya. Way tougher,” Warner admitted.

Maya smiled, nodded her head, and looked away.

“Well… maybe not as tough as you think. It’s… uhm… it’s easy to be tough right now. I’ve got… more mother figures in my life right now than I know what to do with,” muttered Maya.

Then she snapped her head up and looked at Warner with wide eyes.

“I don’t mean that in a bad way!” she added quickly. “I know… I know I complained about only wanting one mom before but… uh… but I’m okay with this now.

“I’ve got like… four moms and… it’s actually really nice. I can go to each of them for something else.”

“Wow, four? Even Madison, huh?” Warner asked, surprised at that. He knew Madison and Maya got along and had become fast friends, but he didn’t realize it’d moved that quickly.

She’s quick to bond with them.

But… she wasn’t quick to bond with anyone else.

Maybe she’s finally getting over what her mother did to her.

“Oh, hell yeah,” Maya said with a laugh. “Maddy gives it to me straight and without any lies. Even if I want her to lie to me. Only Aelia comes anywhere close to that, but no one beats Maddy.”

Maya looked uncomfortable and shrugged her shoulders.

“Bodil and I can talk about anything like… uhm… feeling… stuff,” mumbled Maya, turning around and starting to hobble her way to the door. “Daria is who I go to for planning things or to get an idea of what I should or shouldn’t do.

“Aelia is the fun one that just lets me be me. I can be myself and just hang out with her. She doesn’t make me feel bad about my ugly sense of humor or… well… anything. And Maddy is my truth-teller, like I said.”

Warner nodded at her commentary as he followed her into the house.

Those were all correct. He had noticed everything she’d just said when it came to her and his girlfriends. All the interactions he’d seen matched up with her comments.

“So yeah, I’m okay with this. I didn’t want it at first,” admitted Maya. “I was afraid I’d lose you to them. That you’d just… turn into Mom part two. That I’d just… be like… a coffee maker. There for when you want it, but forgotten otherwise.”

“Never,” Warner promised.

“I know, I know,” Maya affirmed as they went through the front door into Aelia’s house. “I know that now. And besides, I think Bodil would kick your ass if you even thought something like that. That or Daria would.”

Nodding again, Warner agreed to that.

Daria and Bodil were very protective of Maya.

“Dad, where’d Laurie go? Her, Ylva, and Inger. They were kinda… fun,” Maya asked, moving over to Aelia’s living room.

Plopping down in a recliner, Maya put her crutches up against the coffee table.

“I’m really not sure. They all said they had business to take care of but would be back as soon as they could,” said Warner, coming around to stand behind the couch.

Maya grunted at that and nodded.

“That’s what Bodil said. I was hoping maybe you knew more,” complained Maya.

“I mean, I have Laurie’s cell number. Do you want me to call her?” Warner asked, reaching into his pocket.

Kari had sent him the contact information for everyone at some point, as well as their full names.

He couldn’t remember if it was before or after he’d talked to her, but he was thankful for her foresight right now.

“Uh… no. Just send me their numbers later. I’ll text ’em,” said Maya with a shake of her head. “Easier that way.”

Warner shrugged at that. He saw no reason to deny her request.

Should text them myself.

It’s just… weird… to do so.

Given what happened between myself and them, it’s all just awkward.

“I know I’ve said it a few times, but thanks, Dad. I really appreciate you saving Lauren,” Maya said, turning her head to look up at her father. “I know it cost you. I know it’s… it’s why you’ve kinda been sick. So thank you. Thank you and… I love you.”

“Of course. Lauren deserved to be rescued. It was an easy choice. And I love you, too, kiddo,” Warner said, looking up from his phone to Maya. “And yeah, obviously it made me sick. But I’m doing better. And my doctor’s appointment the other day said there wasn’t anything going on.”

That wasn’t quite the whole truth, but it was enough of the truth.

They hadn’t been able to find anything out of the ordinary, but they did discover his organs were showing signs of being damaged. As if his body had been shutting down at some point and his organs were failing.

The fact that he’d thrown up in the parking lot just from walking to the car had been a bit embarrassing.

Since then though, he’d felt a lot better.

Madison came into the living room and put a cup down in front of Maya on the coffee table.

“Thanks, but I’m not thirsty, Maddy. I’m r—”

“It’s time for your pills,” Madison said, interrupting the young woman. “You do better when you drink water with them.”

Pulling out a pill bottle from her pocket, Madison tapped out two after opening it. Setting them down next to the water, the Troll stared at Maya.

Warner had encountered that look more than he wanted to admit. More often than not in the bedroom when she wanted to try something.

Looking down at his phone, Warner began tapping in a message to Laurie.

After Maya’s prodding, he realized he should probably check in with her. Make sure she was alright.

He hadn’t heard a peep from her in quite a while.

By the time he’d sent his message off, Madison and Maya had finished up with the antidepressant medication.

Her therapist had recommended a low dosage that would give her what she needed while keeping her functioning.

Slipping the phone into his pocket, he turned his head at the sound of a car pulling up to the front of the house.

Apparently, Warner had forgotten to close the door after he’d followed Maya inside.

Walking over, Warner went outside to find Lauren and Aelia sitting in her car. The latter talking to the former with a smirk on her face.

Both of them looked his way at the same time.

Lauren looked pale though healthy.

Her black hair was pulled behind her head in a ponytail. The brown eyes that’d held a love of life and a desire to push seemed duller than he remembered.

It was a guarantee that Lauren would grow up to be attractive, though Warner felt like the stain of her parents’ murder would haunt her for life.

All he could do was be there for her in the same way she’d been there for Maya.

Smiling, Warner inclined his head and then moved over to Lauren’s side of the car.

Pulling open the door, he leaned down a little to meet her eyes.

“Welcome home, Lauren,” Warner said warmly.

Lauren took in a shaky breath, blinked, then let out a choked sob.

“I… yes. Thank you,” she said and then unbuckled her seat belt after a few seconds of fumbling with it. Her hands were shaking and she had to look down to get the button pressed.

Aelia had gotten out of the car and was looking at Warner over the top of it.

As soon as he met her eyes, she gave him a grimace and shook her head. Then lifted her hands and made a crying motion with them at the corners of her eyes.

Got it.

Bad day, but a good day.

Good to be getting out of child protective services.

Bad to be going somewhere that isn’t the home she grew up in.

Need to check-in and see how that maid service and security installation went for her old house. Just because she wouldn’t want to see it any time soon, doesn’t mean we can just get rid of it.

Aelia had paid off the mortgage on Lauren’s home and taken possession of the domicile. Lauren had signed everything Aelia had put in front of her without a question.

It would remain in the background until such a time that Lauren asked about it. Or wanted it.

“Mr. James,” Lauren said and shut the door to the car.

“It’s Warner. Or Uncle Warner,” Warner said smiling at the young woman again. “Because I’m dating Aelia, you know. We don’t have any plans to formalize anything yet, but… it’s extremely unlikely we’ll ever part ways. So… Uncle Warner, or Warner for now.”

Nodding her head, Lauren didn’t seem surprised by any of that.

She’d been completely filled in it seemed.

“I just wanted to say thank you,” Lauren continued, looking up at him. Her eyes were searching his face as she spoke. “When I came up out of that room, after you called out for everyone, I was… I was so happy to be escaping.”

Warner had wracked his brains for hours on end trying to remember anything that’d happened after he’d Golded Out.

Regardless of whatever way he went about it, nothing ever came of it.

“Then I saw you standing there outside the building and I knew it was you,” admitted Lauren. “When you came over to me personally and told me everything would be fine, it sounded just like it used to. When Maya or I would get hurt and you’d come to fix things.”

Grinning, Warner shrugged his shoulders and held her eyes with his own.

“It wasn’t like I could just leave you there, now could I?” Warner asked. “And it wasn’t like we could leave you in CPS either. They’d be no good for you. Aelia was absolutely right to act as quickly as she did.”

With a nod of her head, Lauren only smiled up at him.

“Still. Thank you, Warner. I thought I’d be doomed to become a puppet for the Weres,” whispered the young girl. She looked very unsure all of a sudden. “Did… Aelia tell you?”

“That you were already bitten by a Were and changed? Yes. We’ll get through this, and everything else.

“Even if it’s problematic, we’ll get through it. And besides, my aunt is a Were, you know. Tiffany. You even met her a few times at Maya’s birthdays,” Warner confessed. “Though I forget for certain what kind she is. I think she said she was a Were-Wolverine. With that said, we can always ask her if we have any questions.”

“Tiffany is a… Were?” Lauren asked, sounding surprised but also excited.

“A-yup. You remember her wife, right? Stacia. She’s a Vampire,” Warner said with a chuckle. Laying a hand on Lauren’s back, he began guiding her to the front of the house.

“Now come on. Maya’s in there waiting for you. She insisted on being here when you got home,” admitted Warner. “If I hold you up here any longer, she’ll get cross with me. Those pain meds of hers make her cranky, you know.”

Lauren laughed softly at that. It sounded like it was somewhere between a chuckle and a sob.

Lauren, Aelia, and Warner trooped into the home without another word being said.

No sooner than he closed the door behind him, the silence was broken.

“Lauren! It’s so good to see you,” Maya said, having levered herself up from the recliner to stand up.

“Maya… it’s… it’s good to see you, too,” Lauren said, walking over to the other girl.

The two fell into each other in a big hug. Though Maya could only do it with one arm, most of her weight being supported by the crutch held by the other.

“Hey, get off me, you walrus. You’re gonna knock me over,” complained Maya, hugging Lauren fiercely. Her fingers digging into the other girl’s back.

Aelia turned to Warner and then nodded her head to one side, then stepped away toward the kitchen.

Without a response or gesture, he wordlessly followed her. Madison joined them, stepping in behind him.

Warner could hear Maya and Lauren in a quiet conversation. It was likely that leaving them to have some time to themselves would be good at this point.

“Is it time for our next three-way?” Madison asked as she and Warner stepped up next to Aelia at the kitchen island.

“Tonight, yes, but that’s not what I wanted to talk about,” Aelia said with a wave of her fingers. She’d settled into dating Daria, Madison, and Warner so quickly that he wondered how she’d done it.

He still had problems in his head showing affection to any of them if someone else he was dating was around.

It’ll get worse when Bodil and I… start.

Aelia shook her head with a grin and reached up to pat Madison’s cheek gently.

“I actually have news I’m not very fond of,” Aelia said, looking back to Warner and putting her hands on the island. “Those Were-Hyenas are back. I got a call from my store manager. He spotted them loitering around outside the shop one evening.

“Probably waiting for me. I used to work rather late, you know. Was hard to keep everything balanced all the time without having more than one set of books.”

Frowning, Warner tilted his head to the side.

“The Were-Hyenas who sent those young idiots after you?” Warner asked. He was pretty sure it was the same but he wanted to be sure.

“Exactly,” confirmed Aelia.

“What’d you ever end up doing with the ones who survived? I never… I forgot about them,” Warner asked.

“I held onto them for a while. Then packed them in a crate and shipped them all to South America. I made sure to have their passports revoked and get them on the wanted lists. If they cross back over the border they’ll have a very bad time and end up in jail for more than a little while.”

Aelia said it all without a hint of emotion. As if it weren’t the first time she’d done something like that.

“Better than killing them,” Aelia said almost defensively. “I didn’t like the idea that I stunk to you so… trying to be more justice-like. I… smell good, now, right?”

“You do. You smell amazing,” agreed Warner. “Okay, so, they’re back. Based on the fact that they were hanging out around your shop, seems like they don’t have good intentions toward you either.”

“No, it really doesn’t sound like it. We’ll need to be on our guard,” confirmed Aelia.

“Wrong,” Madison said with a chop of her hand. “We kill them. Let’s have our three-way, it’s my turn to be in the middle and I like that, then we talk to Daria, plan for killing all the Were-Hyenas, then do it.

“We shouldn’t let our enemies live. We can kill them, dump the bodies, and be done with it. Just like everyone else we’ve gotten rid of. And if they’re after us, that means they’re on the side of injustice anyway.”

Warner couldn’t fault her logic.

Madison was an idiot.

But if it was something that didn’t require her to think and act immediately, and relied more on her long-term memory and ability, she had quite a worthy mind.

“I… okay,” Aelia said, looking at Warner.

“Agreed. Though the three-way will have to wait. Kids are home. The last thing we need is them to walk in on that,” Warner said with a smirk.

“Oh… oh, yeah. That’s… hm. I’ll just tell Maya we’re going to be busy ‘doing laundry’. That’s our code word phrase that I need some private time together with you or Warner. She knows to stay away from us for a bit when I tell her,” Madison said, and then turned around and left.

“Wait… she… tells her?” Warner asked aloud.

“I… apparently. I guess… alright. Uhm,” Aelia said in response. Then she chuckled. “That’s our Maddy.”

“That’s our Maddy,” agreed Warner.


Sixteen

 

“I still feel weird about leaving them there,” Warner said as Madison turned them through an intersection.

“They’re more than old enough to be alone in my house by themselves,” Aelia countered. “And besides, I want Lauren to feel trusted and empowered. As soon as possible. Leaving her and Maya alone in the house, with information on everyone who delivers for dinner, and more than enough money for eight teenagers to order whatever they wanted, will do that.

“Or so I hope. I could be wrong. I don’t think I am, though. Maya is a very responsible young woman and Lauren just wants to be left alone.”

“Yeah. Exactly. Besides, I think them knowing we’d just had a three-way made them feel awkward,” Madison added. “They can have a chance to talk about whatever with us gone.”

I mean, yeah? I was feeling awkward, too.

You didn’t have to tell them.

“And before you get fussy about telling them,” Madison said, pointing her half-eaten stick of beef jerky in his general direction as she drove. “They’re old enough to be having sex. Having open and proper lines of communication is needed. My mom and dad talked about sex with me often and early. I lacked experience, not awareness.”

Warner wanted to argue that entire statement, but he realized Madison was completely correct.

He’d been holding his breath while putting his head in the sand long enough.

It was one of the reasons Asa had been able to do what she wanted for as long as she had. Warner had more or less covered his eyes and pretended all the bad things happening in his life weren’t there.

Having an open line of communication, and keeping his feet firmly planted in reality, would prevent a repeat of what’d happened.

“I’m not convinced it was the three-way that made it awkward,” Aelia complained from the backseat. “You were really loud this time Maddy. To the point th—”

Aelia’s words fell away as her phone started to ring.

“Eh?” she asked as she fumbled around at her side before getting the phone out and in front of her face. Tapping the screen with her thumb, she pressed it to the side of her head. “Hey, what’s—”

Whoever was on the other end of the line didn’t wait for Aelia to finish talking. Interrupting her, they ran straight into whatever they had to say without a care.

“What?” Aelia asked in a shocked voice.

Madison glanced up at the rearview mirror and then pulled the car off the road and into a parking lot.

Apparently, the Troll had taken the phone call as something that would need to be focused on.

“Yeah, I’ll be there as soon as I can make it over,” said Aelia. “But what abou— hello? Mercy me, he hung up.”

“Who was it?” Warner asked, looking back at Aelia.

“My store manager, Tom. Someone firebombed the storefront. Apparently, they also managed to somehow sabotage the sprinklers I had installed,” Aelia murmured, setting her phone down next to herself. “I mean… it’s not that big a deal since I’m heavily insured. Not to mention I was more or less out of the business now that I just work as your armorer.

“But… it was my business. Mine. I made that store what it is. I built it up on my own power. I got the loans, bought the property, paid off the loans, made it what it is.”

Aelia’s tone had started somewhere in the shocked and unsure territory. By the time she’d started talking about her loan, she sounded incredibly angry.

“Uh… it’s… on fire or already was on fire,” Warner asked. He couldn’t tell if the firebombing was past tense or present.

“On fire. Right now. The fire department is already there and doing what they can, but… no one really wants to be nearby. Lot of that ammo will cook off. Not being loaded in a firearm removes almost all of its power, but try telling them that” said Aelia with a shake of her head. “I mean, I don’t keep any of the product loaded on the premises, so that’s good. Well, except for the handgun under the counter for protection.”

Warner could definitely see how this all could be an issue.

Even if ammunition didn’t respond to a fire setting them off in the same way if they were chambered and intentionally shot, no one would want to be near the fire regardless.

“That’s where we’re going then,” Madison said, putting the car in reverse and backing them out of the space she’d put them in. “Warner can see if there’s a trail for us to follow. I imagine anyone throwing a firebomb would be full of injustice.

“I mean, you’re on the good guy side now, right, Aelia? So acting against you is bad guy stuff.”

I… she’s right. Aelia is very much full of justice now. Anyone acting against her would incur a great deal of injustice.

Though… I’m not sure if I really want to dip back into my powers.

That feels like the last thing I should be doing.

But… eventually… I’ll have to start using it again. Won’t I?

“Alright. Let’s go,” Warner said, coming to a decision. “The world does not need arsonists.”

 

***

 

Aelia wasn’t allowed past the police cordon, regardless of being the owner of the business.

All around the area were firefighters, fire trucks, and a large number of concerned-looking police officers.

Bad enough that it’s a gun store that’s on fire.

Add to that, that someone deliberately broke the sprinkler system.

And that it was all started by someone throwing something through the front window.

In the middle of the day.

“I need to find Tom,” Aelia muttered. “Chances are they probably took him in for questioning. This’ll be ruled as arson and they’ll be looking for someone to pin it on.

“Now I’m glad that I keep all my security footage on a cloud elsewhere. That’ll be handy when it comes time to see who threw the Molotov.”

Warner shook his head as he watched water being dumped onto the buildings next to Aelia’s building. There was the distinct possibility of the fire jumping from one shop to another.

“Who doesn’t want you in business?” Warner asked. “I mean… there’s those Were-Hyenas, right? Anyone else other than that?”

“No. Just them. But even then, that doesn’t make sense either.

“I told everyone I was getting out of the b— out of the other businesses I was running. Haven’t done any of it since then,” Aelia murmured and then sighed. “I’m not a target or a competitor. No reason to move on me.”

“Sure there is,” Madison said, putting a hand on Aelia’s shoulder and then pulling her up into her side. “Because of who you were. Even if you’re not them now.”

Aelia stiffened at Madison’s words then leaned into the Troll. Lowering her gaze to the ground, Aelia nodded her head slowly.

“I suppose you’re right. Not for who I am, but who I was. I looked weak. Perhaps unable or unwilling to respond,” said the Poltergeist. “An easy stepping stone to build cred. Appeal to old customers of mine who’re annoyed I went straight.”

“You’re not straight, you’re my best-sex-friend. You’re also dating Daria, aren’t you?” Madison said, curling her arm around Aelia and patting the smaller woman on the head at the same time. “That means you’re bi, silly thing. Though I think maybe I should try dating Daria, too? She’s awfully pretty. And if my best-sex-friends are both seeing her, maybe I should see her.”

For someone who says smart things sometimes, Madison can say incredibly dense things, as well.

Warner’s phone vibrated in his pocket, causing his attention to break away from the situation.

Reaching into his pocket, he pulled it out and unlocked the screen.

It was two different text messages that arrived at the same time.

One from Daria, and one from Bodil.

Flicking open the one from Daria he read it first.

 

Hello, my darling!

I don’t plan on saying no to Madison. She can be awfully sweet in the future so long as I remind her I need her to be gentle with me.

Often.

Second, as far as I can tell you don’t find a trail there at the fire, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try.

I’m just trying to get ahead of you doubting yourself and your power. There just may not be anything to find.

Lastly, I don’t know what’s wrong with Bodil’s grandfather. You’ll actually have to dig into it.

Sorry!

 

Raising his eyebrows at that, Warner didn’t question anything about the message.

Daria had a habit of crafting a message to do exactly what she wanted to him. To get an exact response out of him and in the way she wished.

Overthinking it only tended to ruin her intent.

Warner would be the first person to admit he likely relied on Daria too much, but in the same breath, he wouldn’t change that over-reliance either.

“Daria said she’d date you, Madison, but you have to be gentler with her,” Warner said aloud and then closed Daria’s text message.

“Oh? Oh. Yeah. You said I’m rough. Okay. I can work on that,” Madison said and then leaned down and kissed Aelia briefly. “See! Now you’re my best-sex-friend, Aelia, and we’re dating the same woman and man. Now you don’t have to feel bad.”

“If anything it makes me feel worse,” grumbled Aelia.

Smirking, Warner opened Bodil’s message.

 

Warner, I’m sorry for asking this of you given our positions, and what we’re just starting to feel out, but I need your help.

My grandfather isn’t responding to anyone.

None of his cousins, nieces, or nephews. I’ve had a few of my cousins and even an uncle reach out to me. They weren’t aware of what happened between us.

He, of course, won’t respond to me but it’s not normal for him to not respond to anyone else. Very out of the ordinary, in fact.

Can we go see him together?

He’d likely be more than willing to talk to you, given who and what you are. Even if he’s angry at you, he’ll still talk to you.

 

Chewing at the inside of his lip, Warner realized this was an opportunity. If he could mend Bodil’s bridge with her grandfather, he would take it.

He knew for a fact that her grandfather not being part of her life was actually bothering her. It was causing her pain that he was ignoring her and forsaking her.

All for the simple fact that she hadn’t come home one night.

If Maya were Bodil’s age, even I’d have to admit that she would have a right to stay out late. It wasn’t like she was a teenager doing wrong.

Being a parent isn’t the same as being a warden. Rules certainly matter, but the rules need to fit the age and relationship.

Bodil was even paying rent to stay with her grandfather, which removes it even further.

Nodding his head, Warner responded in the affirmative to Bodil. They could indeed go see her grandfather at his shop and see what was going on.

With any luck, it was something simple.

Like him being sick and not responding to anyone in an older, grumpy man sort of way.

Slipping his phone back into his pocket, Warner looked around at the ongoing situation.

The firefighters had it mostly under control but there was also the distinct feeling that it was far from over.

On top of that, Warner was more than willing to bet that Aelia would need to remain on hand to talk to the police. Show them that footage she’d been talking about as well.

“Not your doing?” asked a voice from behind him.

Turning his head, Warner found Althea walking towards him.

Just as he remembered her, and sometimes from dreams he’d rather not have.

Young, attractive, and fit.

Her black hair was pulled up behind her head in a very tight ponytail. Her lightly browned complexion was mostly hidden now underneath what looked like the kind of suit Warner would imagine federal agents wore.

Her dark eyes were hidden away behind a pair of sunglasses.

At her ankle was the telltale bulge of a small pistol. There was also a slight wideness to her torso that looked like she had a shoulder holster in position, as well.

Another woman was standing near a black sedan talking to a policeman. She was dressed in a similar way to Althea.

She was also out of earshot.

“No,” Warner said, shaking his head. “Was seeing if I could find a trail. Nothing here that I can pick up on.”

Althea nodded her head and came to a stop at Warner’s side, watching the firefighters work.

“I’m supposed to find you, by the way,” murmured the woman who had once been his girlfriend. “After you went on that rampage on the Weres and Vamps, there were a lot of calls to see you pulled in.”

“Mm. They all needed to be removed. All of them,” Warner said. Unable to help it, he felt it when the power within him stirred.

The first time it’d even twitched since he’d woken up atop that Vampire woman.

“You know… when I was in the PID… before all this happened… I’d have argued with you about that,” said Althea in a weary voice.

Reaching up, she pulled off her sunglasses and hooked them into the front pocket of her suit.

“Now, I won’t. I can’t. If anything… I agree with you,” she said, her tired and worn gaze moving from the nearly controlled blaze to him. “Agree with you, and regret how we ended things.”

Warner shrugged his shoulders at that statement.

They couldn’t change the past.

“Same. What’s done is done, though,” Warner murmured. “So… you work for the Fed now?”

“Yeah. Got hired on after I moved fast through the PID. Didn’t hurt that I knew anything you were involved in likely went deeper and darker,” admitted Althea with an ugly chuckle. “I just followed along in your wake and scooped up all the threads that tied together. Lots of underground stuff comes to light pretty quick. Made it easy.

“Did the same thing after your most recent run-through. Whole lot of dirty laundry, bad apples, and agents gone rogue than I’d ever have thought possible. Half of it I wasn’t even allowed to say out loud. Got promoted and paid a lot to stay quiet.”

Nodding at that, Warner could certainly see how someone with such a pure view of police work like Althea had likely been soured.

Unsure of how to respond to that, Warner said the first thing that popped into his head.

“Neat.”

Letting out a slow breath, Althea gave him a smile with one side of her mouth.

“That’s one way to say it, I guess,” muttered Althea. “I wouldn’t say it like that, though. It was more of a wake-up call for me. Everything I’d worked toward and for was… shattered. None of it matters at all now.

“I can work all day long, all night long, for all the good it’ll do me. The moment someone in power is involved, it just… gets washed away.

“Someone like me is told to stop and offered presents to do so, with the promise of much worse ‘presents’ if the first aren’t accepted. Victims get bought or silenced, the media gets its marching papers from whoever owns it, and that’s the end.”

“Well, for most people,” Warner argued. He knew for a fact that he was living proof of the counter to her sad speech. He lived to put an end to everything she’d just said.

“Most people,” Althea agreed. “Aelia okay with this?”

“Yep. She said she’d got lots of insurance. Given what she was up to, it makes sense,” answered Warner.

“Good. I’m glad to hear that. Given that she just more or less finished that adoption, this isn’t something she should be dealing with,” Althea said. “I’ll be handling the case personally. Make it easier for her.”

Uh… hm.

She’s digging into Aelia’s life.

My life.

She said she regretted how it ended.

I wonder if she’s doing the ex-girlfriend ‘stalk-you-from-a-distance’ thing.

Though, if she was, she wouldn’t have admitted she knew about the adoption.

Maybe she’s letting me know that the Fed can dig that deeply?

Something to think about.

“Thanks. We could use the help,” Warner said after mulling everything over.

“Alright. I’m going to go get Aelia and her store manager. Start going through everything. The reason we’re officially involved is that this is clearly a public attack. It could very likely make it to the news and threaten the world-view of everyone.

“Added to that, she’s an undocumented Para, and this is a firearm shop that is frequented by too many Paras with questionable backgrounds.”

“Ah… yeah. Thanks for that, too,” Warner mumbled.

Althea nodded her head, put her sunglasses back on, and walked toward where Aelia and Madison were standing.

That means I should probably get a taxi and head back home. Check on Bodil and see what’s going on with her.

But… if I’m being honest. Now that I’ve decided to get a taxi, I wonder if—

Turning in place, Warner looked down the street that would lead back to his home.

He had a suspicion and wanted to confirm it.

Sitting in her car with a smile was Daria. She lifted a hand and waved her fingers at him.

Yep.

There’s my Fruitloop. Right on time, waiting for me, and ready to go.

Because that’s just how she is.

Grinning, Warner began walking toward Daria and her car.

Knowing her, she’d already texted Aelia about the situation and he didn’t need to worry about anything at all.

Entering the car, he looked at Daria and grinned.

“Hello there,” Warner said, still grinning. Then he leaned over and kissed her for several seconds before sitting back in his seat. “Such a lovely Fruitloop, you are.”

“Don’t I know it,” Daria said and then started pulling the car around into a three-point turn. “Kind of surprising about Althea. Though, also not, I suppose. Given all the futures I saw of her, I definitely could have predicted her not liking her current job. It does explain a few where she fell madly in love with me, though, and how I’d get to that point.”

Nodding his head, Warner then shook it. He really didn’t want to consider what Daria had just said.

Instead, he stared out the front windshield.

He had a momentary flashback to a terrifying hellish nightmare of a long car ride gone wrong.

Of gunshots, yells, screams, and cars crashing.

Pushing the memory down, Warner did his best to stop it before it could take hold. Every time he had the memory of the wild drive with his aunts and uncle, he always felt like there was more to it.

Far too much more.

And at the tail end of that belief was the fact that he couldn’t remember much after that. As if he’d gone to sleep one day, and woke up four or five years later.

“Home again, home again, jiggity jig,” Daria said in an odd singsong voice.

Then she promptly ran over a stop sign, bounced up a curb, and began driving on the sidewalk.


Seventeen

 

Opening the car door, Warner looked at the storefront.

He’d met Bodil here not that terribly long ago.

When he had been working to put Tammy to rest. Going from psychic to clairvoyant, to palm readers, and everything in between.

“You know, I’m not sure I ever told you, but I went to so many psychics before I found you and your grandfather,” Warner said, looking over to Bodil.

She’d driven them here as practice for her driving test.

“I imagine. Most of them are complete frauds,” Bodil said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “There’s a few that are real, but… they don’t stay in business long. It’s honestly not worth it. Not unless you have enough strength to protect yourself. That and those strong enough to actually use it as a service for others, would likely already have a great deal of money.”

“Oh?” Warner asked after both of them had gotten out of the car. “And how does that explain your grandfather? Where does he fall?”

Bodil suddenly had an odd look on her face as she considered that.

“I was the strength,” she said finally. “Given time, preparation, and desire, I can fortify anything with my carvings. Even ones that can be triggered by Angelics.

“Much like the one that identified you when you came here the first time. Had you been… a less than courteous client, there were quite a few carvings inside that would have limited your power. Anyone lesser than you would have likely had their power stripped entirely.”

“Ah… so without you, he lost a good bit of his strength,” Warner said, putting his hands across the top of the sedan. “But that doesn’t explain why he was doing the work to begin with.”

“Yes, he certainly lost some… strength… without me. But he had more than enough of my carvings left over. Enough to last years, in fact.

“Because he’s all present and backward-facing, so winning the lottery or anything like that wasn’t possible for us.

“What little he and I could see looking forward was… well, I’ve said it before. We were matches, compared to the sun that is Daria,” Bodil said, adjusting the clothes she was wearing.

Which was quite different from what he was used to seeing her in.

More often than not, Warner saw her wearing clothes that played into her good looks and body type. Around the house and more so if they went out.

Right now, however, she was dressed extremely conservatively.

Very similar in style to what he’d met her in, in fact. As if she were going to work for her grandfather, rather than trying to make sure he was okay.

I suppose… if it were me, I’d take this as an opportunity to try and patch things up.

Maybe go with the, “I miss you. Can we talk? I’d like to have a family dinner,” angle.

It’d certainly make sense.

“Nothing looks wrong,” Bodil said, her head turning to the left, then the right. Her gaze quickly tracked over the nearby storefronts and windows.

Realizing that she was asking him to check with his own senses, Warner hesitated. The last thing he wanted to do was dig into his powers, considering what they’d done to him.

A second after that thought cleared, he knew he was being silly.

This was Bodil who was asking him.

He could be honest about the fact that he was somewhat actively pursuing her now. Which meant he needed to help her in this situation.

Slowly, Warner started to ease up on the control he’d held his power under. Up until this moment, he’d kept it under control through willpower, complete attention, and an unwillingness to even consider letting go.

Opening himself to his powers, Warner felt the powerful up-swelling inside him as the barricade he’d put up over and around it fell away.

Everyday injustice was all around him.

Someone not tipping for actual exemplary service, returning a product that they had broken but claimed it arrived that way, not paying a parking ticket they’d rightly received.

All manner of everyday things, but nothing that would alert him to something happening to Bodil’s grandfather.

“I don’t sense anything, either,” Warner said. “Just the normal stuff that I’d get anywhere.”

Bodil nodded her head and reached into the small purse at her hip.

Fishing something out of it, she walked up to the door that led to her grandfather’s business.

Grabbing the handle with her right hand, she tried opening it, despite there being a “closed” sign visible.

The door rattled but moved not at all.

A click of her tongue was followed by Bodil pulling out a key from her purse.

Pushing it into the lock, she turned it.

With an audible click, it unlocked, allowing her to open the door cleanly.

Steady and loud beeps could be heard from inside the office.

“Let’s hope he didn’t reset the code. Otherwise, we’ll be leaving even before we get a chance to look around,” Bodil said as she hurried over to the desk where she used to work.

Getting down low, she hunched down behind the desk, her hand held up in front of herself.

Must be tapping in a code.

Warner entered the office and closed the door behind himself. He briefly considered throwing the lock but he wasn’t sure. If Bodil didn’t have the correct code, they’d be leaving in a hurry.

Three rapid beeps in a higher tone sounded, then everything went silent.

“Well, he didn’t change the code. So… that’s good, I think,” said Bodil, standing back up. “And he wouldn’t have armed the business if he wasn’t expecting to come back at some point.

“Though… that does make me think there’s nothing here for us to find. Should probably go right to his home after a quick look around.”

Nodding his head, Warner had no reason to disagree with her. It sounded like a solid course of action. It’d provide them with the most reasonable answers while keeping them moving along as well.

Even though it wasn’t likely they would find anything here, it didn’t mean they should leave without even looking around.

Of course, if they didn’t find anything off, they would leave immediately without wasting any more time.

Because Bodil was right.

The business was armed, the doors were locked, and there didn’t seem to be anyone here. This wasn’t likely the location where they wanted to be.

Bodil left the entry and headed into the hallway, Warner following along behind her.

Entering the hallway with all the carvings, Bodil gave them a casual once-over as she passed by them. She even lifted a hand and pointed to one in particular, touching it with a fingertip.

“You’ll light this one up after you go by it, my Angelic Warner,” Bodil stated. Then she pointed to another that was nearby. It looked quite similar to the one she’d marked out for him. “And this is what our dear bartender Laurel would set off. Her and all her kind.”

Walking past the first indicated carving, Warner looked over his shoulder.

It had almost instantly begun glowing with a golden light. One that matched his power completely. An aura even began to form around it.

Looking away from the carving, Warner found Bodil had been watching it as well.

“Much stronger than last time. Much, much stronger,” she murmured. “I don’t think it’ll be a—”

There was a sudden crack of wood that made Warner look back.

The carving had split in half at the center point.

Golden power began to leak out of it, falling away like water pouring out of a broken cup. Only to begin pooling on the ground beneath it.

Staring at it, Warner had an ugly feeling.

Like it was golden blood that was making a puddle on the ground.

“Yes, it certainly wasn’t strong enough for you,” said Bodil with a sigh and a shake of her head. “Alright. Let me check his reading room and then we’ll get going.

“I already sent Siv ahead to grandfather’s house. Maybe we’ll get lucky and Aghmund will be there.”

Aghmund? Lucky? How the hell would we—oh. Is that her grandfather’s raven?

“That’s… his Siv?” Warner asked. Calling Siv a raven almost seemed insulting.

“Yes,” Bodil said as she opened the door and entered the reading room. “And before you ask, no. I won’t explain it. Just… know that Siv is a part of me. Just as Aghmund is a part of my grandfather.”

“Part of you?” Warner asked, following her into the room. “Does that mean Siv is actually—”

“Somewhat, yes. Somewhat, no,” said Bodil, interrupting him. She was standing near the back of the room by the time he’d joined her. “I won’t answer more than that. And there’s nothing here. Let’s go. No point in hanging around here.”

Hm. Part of her.

That means… Siv was telling me what Siv felt, to be sure.

But that would mean it was also what Bodil felt, or thought.

That makes more sense, actually. A lot more sense.

 

***

 

Bodil sighed loudly, her hands locked on the steering wheel.

She was staring at the front door of the house that she’d pull up in front of.

Staring, sighing, and doing little else.

“Ah… are we waiting for Siv?” Warner asked, finally speaking. He hadn’t said a word since they’d pulled up two minutes ago.

To be honest, he felt like she needed a little time to collect herself.

At this point, though, they needed to either move ahead or drive away. People would likely notice them at some point.

There were always one or two very nosy neighbors no matter where you lived. Peeking through blinds, recording license plate numbers, watching through cameras they had around their house.

“I… no. Siv… she’s on the roof right now watching us. Aghmund isn’t here,” answered Bodil. “The window Siv and Aghmund used is closed, as well. Which… Grandfather wouldn’t do. Not unless he wasn’t expecting to be here.

“Or… or he had to seal up the house against something. Against some type of force he didn’t feel he could fight.”

“Force. Right,” replied Warner, wondering if he should be digging into his power and calling it up. He wasn’t quite up to the idea of fighting something as just himself.

Even if he didn’t quite want to dip into his power, he didn’t have much of a choice if he was going up against the paranormal world.

Humanity wasn’t generally a match for the things that went bump in the night.

“Let’s… go to the door. I’ll know pretty quickly if he activated anything,” Bodil offered. Not waiting for Warner to respond, she opened the door and quickly got out of the car.

Her hesitation had lasted until it didn’t. Now it seemed she was once again her normal self.

A woman who didn’t stop once she’d made up her mind about something.

Getting out of the car, Warner watched as she practically rushed up to the door.

Laying her hand against the frame of the door, she went still and her head dipped down. As if she had dropped herself into a semi-meditative state.

Coming up to Bodil, Warner looked at the door, the doorframe, and the entryway. Even glancing down at the mat at the front door.

He couldn’t see, feel, or deduce anything out of the ordinary. It looked like an everyday home as far as he could tell.

“The wards are broken. Not inactive, but broken,” muttered Bodil. “Violently. They weren’t taken down or unwound. They weren’t casually disabled or removed.

“Someone launched a great deal of force at them with an intent to fracture them. And did so. My grandfather was attacked. I… don’t know when. There’s nothing left behind that would tell me that.”

Warner nodded his head and then scratched at his cheek, considering the situation.

“Does he have an alarm system? Those record activity. People going in and out. Even if someone breaks the cameras, it would still record an entry or an exit,” offered Warner.

It was really the only idea he had.

“Oh! Yes. He does. We can use that, you’re right. So long as he didn’t change the code I should be able to access it,” Bodil exclaimed, pulling her keys out.

Slipping one key into the door, she turned it and then popped the door open.

So… he was angry enough to not talk to her.

To more or less disown her.

But he didn’t change the locks or his codes.

Hm.

That’s rather odd, isn’t it?

Or… what would I do if I was angry at Maya?

Would I do the same thing?

Punish her as best as I was able, but leave the door “open” so to say? Just in case she came back?

Probably.

And thinking of Maya. I hope she’s doing alright with Lauren. Daria said she’d go pick up Madison and then go over to Aelia’s house and check on the girls.

Aelia will probably be stuck for a while with Althea going over everything that’s happened. And what… didn’t… happen, I imagine.

Chewing at his lip, Warner followed Bodil once again. Going straight into the home without another word.

No house alarm sounded.

Everything was still and quiet.

Closing the door, Warner didn’t need to look far to see that there was a problem here. That something truly had happened to Bodil’s grandfather.

The entry hallway and living room were absolutely destroyed.

Furniture was thrown about. There were scorch marks in several places as if something had been set on fire. One of the lights that hung off the wall dangled down toward the ground.

“No,” Bodil said with a shake of her head, her hands balling up at her sides. “This… no. I’m going to go check the security system. See if there’s anything there at all.

“He removed my access from the app but… I bet he didn’t change his own keycode for the panel itself.”

Heading deeper into the shattered remains of the home, Bodil picked her way through the living room. Stepping over what looked like a completely destroyed chair and coffee table, she then turned and moved out of sight.

Warner didn’t really want to go any further.

There wasn’t much he could see or tell from the situation.

Even when he’d momentarily taken hold of his power and extended his senses about the area, there was nothing. Not a whiff of injustice of any sort.

Whatever had occurred had either left no mark here, or it had happened too long ago for Warner to pick up on. In each of those situations, it left him with little he could do to help Bodil at the moment.

“Can your grandfather use fire?” Warner asked aloud, taking several steps toward the living room. “Cause it looks like something caught fire. That isn’t normal for him, right?”

“No, he can’t use fire. Not like that,” answered Bodil. To Warner, it sounded like she was just around the corner. “Whoever attacked him could use elemental fire. Something that could convert itself to true fire that would burn whatever it touched for fuel.

“Otherwise, we wouldn’t see the blackened scorch marks. It’d just be whatever it hit.”

Thinking on that, Warner didn’t know what she was talking about. All he could do was take her word for it. His experience with magic, or fire magic, was zilch.

“Uh-huh,” Warner said, putting his hands in his pockets. “So? Any of his enemies use fire? Anyone who would mean him harm or wish him ill?”

“Not… really. Not that I can think of. But Grandfather is very old. Very, very old,” explained Bodil. “I’m not actually his granddaughter.

“I’m more akin to his great-granddaughter. Though with a few more greats tagged onto it. I honestly forget how many, but it’s a few.

“He raised my mother as his own daughter. That is, after her own mother ditched Mom at Grandfather’s doorstep. In the middle of the night.

“He had to become a parent long, long after his parenting days were done. Relearn the world of children and get involved again. Then do it all over again when Mother died.

“It’s why I don’t have quite the affinity for my own generation. Nor did my mother, for that matter.”

Warner could certainly understand what she meant.

It’d taken him quite a while to figure out Maya’s world.

In fact, he’d only recently gotten any good at understanding her. Though a lot of that was due to the fact that she’d had no one else to rely on other than him.

And having Asa removed from the equation completely.

That certainly didn’t hurt at all.

“Three days ago. The back door opened. Thirty minutes later, it shut. Those are… the last entries,” said Bodil.

“Right. So… we go look at the back door then. See what we see. Right?” Warner asked.

“I… no. We already did. The back door is the front door. Grandfather… didn’t set it up right when he had it put in. We just never changed it,” she said, coming back into view. “I have… no idea what happened here.”

Taking in a slow, deep breath, Bodil nodded her head as if she came to a choice.

“I’m going to carve some runes from the furniture. The floorboards, maybe. Use everything here. Perform a seeing. Maybe I can find something out,” said Bodil in a bit of a rush. “That’s what I’m going to do. It’ll take some time… I’m sorry. I need to do this.”

“Don’t be sorry. Seems like a good thing to do. Can I help in any way or just do something to assist?” Warner asked, feeling a bit useless at the moment. “Can I empower the runes somehow or help carve them or—”

“No. Not… no. You can’t. This is something I have to do as I’m his blood relative. This is his home, hearth, and sanctuary,” Bodil replied, laying a hand to a nearby wall. “This is a place he, my mother, and I all shared. It would be best if you left, actually. You’re too powerful. It could interfere with my reading.”

Nodding his head, Warner looked off to the side.

He was honestly starting to think he was only good for killing people. That all he ever accomplished anymore was the ending of lives.

“Okay. I’ll just wait in the car,” Warner said, looking back to Bodil.

She was much closer now. Only a foot away, in fact.

“Thank you, Warner James. The best help you can give me is just waiting for me,” she said with a smile, her hand coming up to pat his cheek.

Then she sat down on the ground right there.

Picking up a shattered piece of what looked like a recliner’s wooden frame, she then looked at him.

Right.

Leave and wait.

Smiling, Warner gave her another nod of his head, then left. Exiting the home he made his way over to the car.

I’ll just… sit and play around on my phone.

Or call Laurie and the others.

That’s probably a better use of my time.

They didn’t respond to my texts, after all.
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Warner shook his head.

He’d texted Laurie, Ylva, Eydis, Inger, and Kari.

Those were the numbers he had been able to get before they’d all gone off the grid. Not to mention those were the only ones he knew.

Kari had actually responded, though that had been a very simple statement. One that hadn’t actually responded to anything that’d been in his original message.

In its entirety, the message had been, “With all haste, Host Lord!” and that’d been all.

Opening the messaging app, he checked it, found there was nothing different, and closed it again.

Sighing, he closed his eyes and rested the back of his head against the headrest. Letting his hand and his phone drop into his lap, he let his mind wander off.

For the last two hours, he’d mostly sat in the car and waited.

Though he’d left at one point to get some food and go to the bathroom.

He hadn’t wanted to disturb Bodil as she was working on figuring out what was going on with her grandfather. Warner imagined that was the last thing she needed at the moment.

A sudden, sharp tap on the driver’s side window shook Warner out of his own headspace.

Opening his eyes, he looked over and found a rather pretty face staring at him. Her nose pressed up to the glass itself, which was fogging just under her nostrils.

She had blue eyes, dark-brown hair that was pulled back behind elongated ears, and looked eerily eternal.

Warner thought that given her ears, and the oddly ethereal and pretty look to her, that she was likely an Elf.

Even if he’d never met an Elf before.

A black collar was wound around her lovely neck and connected to a silver link chain.

It dangled down from the collar and pooled on the ground, leading back to a man who was slowly walking toward the vehicle. The chain was wound through one of his belt loops in an odd way.

To Warner, it almost looked like it went into the pants themselves but he couldn’t tell. It just looked strange to him.

The man, though, was almost as equally strange as the woman.

He had oddly gray hair that was trimmed short. His brown eyes looked like they’d seen too much, and done even more.

Hard eyes that belonged to a man who’d fought the world and everyone in it.

Surrounding both the man, and the Elf, was an ugly, twisted, and extreme sense of injustice. It pooled around them.

Surrounded them entirely.

It literally engulfed them.

Warner had never felt such a thing from anyone.

These two people were likely the most unjustly punished people he’d ever met in his entire life. As if the entire world had come down on this pair and made them suffer as no one had ever done before.

There was also a strange duality to the injustice that had been done to them. That while it was done to them, a great amount of injustice had also been doled out by them to others.

Except it was done at the demand of another.

Like they had no other choice but to obey.

Warner’s power shivered away from what had been done to these poor people and burrowed itself deep inside. Hiding away and wanting nothing to do with them.

This wasn’t injustice that he could fight or right. This was something that’d been done to these people by another.

Rolling down his window, Warner watched the nose of the Elven woman slide down. Apparently, she wasn’t willing to pull her head back at all.

“Hello there!” she said brightly once the window was fully down. “What’re you doing here?”

“Friend of the family,” Warner said, his eyes moving from the Elf to the man, and back. They were clearly out of the ordinary. From the para world. On top of that, he got the feeling they didn’t belong here or bode well for him. “Just waiting for them to finish up what they’re doing. Why? Can I help you?”

“No. You can’t. Only my love, my love, my master, can,” said the Elf, pointing to the gray-haired man. “He’s been very loving to me lately, too. My love, that is. My love, my love. Such a good man. He’s going to help me. Fix me.”

“Is he now?” Warner asked, looking at the man.

“Ah… forgive her. She’s… not right,” replied the man. His hand came down to rest on the Elf’s shoulder and gently pulled her backward. “You’re too close, back up. That’s not how people talk, remember?”

“Oh, yes, yes. I’m sorry, my love, my love,” crooned the Elf who promptly glomped onto the man. Wrapping her arms around his middle and snuggling against him. She stuck out her tongue, smiling in an odd way, and then pressed her face into the man’s shoulder. “No, no. Can’t see. Just in case.”

“You’re… a friend of the family?” asked the man in a suspicious way.

“Yeah. Why, do you know them?” Warner asked in an equally suspicious way. He wasn’t about to give away information when Bodil’s grandfather was missing.

Tucking his phone into his pocket, Warner laid his palm to the grip of his pistol. As casually as he could, he disengaged the safety and slipped his finger into the trigger guard itself.

Blinking slowly, the man must’ve realized that they were as wary of one another as two cats in an alley.

“Yeah. Of Sigurd’s,” said the man. “Name’s Seville. He helps me with my… job. Reads the runes for me. I stopped by his business over the last couple of days but he wasn’t there.

“Decided to see if he was home and okay. He hasn’t been quite the same since his granddaughter left.”

“Ah,” Warner said, suddenly feeling a lot more at ease. Releasing his hold on the pistol, he opened the car door and then got out. Holding out his hand to the other man he smiled. “I’m Warner. I’m the reason his granddaughter, Bodil, left. She’s also inside right now. We’re trying to find Sigurd.”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Seville took Warner’s hand in his own and shook it. All the while, the Elf was nuzzling and cuddling against the man’s side. Her silver chain tinkled as she did so.

“That makes a lot more sense. Though, I’m sad to hear Sigurd is missing,” Seville said, a frown appearing on his face. “I hope… my job didn’t bring him to harm. I have enemies who would happily go after anyone who assists me.”

Hm. That certainly would be an issue.

I suppose that’s what’s happening to Aelia?

Or is it vice versa, like Madison thought.

They’re after Aelia for street cred and I’m the one that’s more likely to be the casualty.

“Did you find Aghmund?” Seville asked as the two men let their hands drop away from one another.

“No. Siv checked and apparently, the window they use was closed outright,” answered Warner. He was feeling far more comfortable with the man by the second.

He clearly knew the family and well.

Not to mention, the overwhelming injustice rolling off the man made Warner want to help him.

“So… Warner. Are you Human? You feel Human, but… also not,” asked the Elf, her fingers digging into Seville. “My love is Human. But also not Human. He’s my love, my love. You, though… you smell somewhat like… the heavens.”

“Ah, Bodil says I have something like an angelic spark in me. But I’m not an Angelic itself, I guess,” explained Warner. He was suddenly hopeful that this seemingly insane Elf might have some insight into what he was.

“Angelic spark but not Angelic?” asked the Elf, tilting her head to the side and looking at Warner with one eye. It looked mad and quivered as it gazed at him. “Yes. A spark. A glowing ember. But not an Angelic. Yes, yes. That’s exactly it. That’s right.

“Perhaps a Nephilim? Someone had a one-night stand and left the world with a gift to unwrap in nine months? A curse for someone else?”

Snorting at that, Seville laid an arm around the Elf’s shoulders.

“That’d probably b—”

Several cars with revving engines came speeding down the street toward them. They were all black sedans with extremely tinted windows.

Even the windshields were almost pitch black.

“What?” Seville asked, turning his head to watch the vehicles approaching.

“No idea. But I don’t like the look of them,” Warner said, his power welling up quickly inside of him. He felt like battle was coming his way.

Pulling the pistol out of his pocket, he turned and opened the driver’s side rear door. Snatching up his sword from inside the vehicle, he yanked it from its sheath and then pulled it up behind his back.

The pistol was transferred to his left hand and put into the coat pocket on that side.

“You’re more than the less I originally thought,” hissed the Elf, watching Warner from around Seville’s arm. “Little spark. Mr. Coal. You might be a key. Might you? I’ll need to make sure to purge the thought, the thought. Protect you to save us.”

Glancing at her, Warner smirked.

“You should meet my girlfriend, Daria, Miss Elf. You two might get along,” Warner said, looking at the sedans as they sped straight toward them.

One of them broke away from the road, bounced up a curb, and floored it. Speeding right at Seville and Warner as they stood there.

Stepping to one side, Seville idly tossed the Elf as if she were nothing more than a paperweight in the opposite direction. Spinning through the air like a top, she was a beautiful and graceful thing in the air.

Planting his feet, Warner sunk himself into his power while drawing it up at the same time. Going straight into the deepest part of it, rather than letting it bubble up.

A golden shell surrounded him as the car sped toward him.

Jumping up, Warner flapped his golden wings twice and easily cleared the vehicle. The speeding weapon on wheels missed him entirely while also stomping on the brakes.

Squealing and slipping, the tires bumped and shuddered across the driveway before going through the garage door itself.

The Elf woman skipped up to the back of the vehicle and held her hands out in front of herself.

Fire began to spew out of her palms and wrap the car in flame.

Some type of magician.

Turning, Warner looked at the three other sedans that were screeching to halts and pulling up to the house.

Lifting the pistol in his left hand, Warner pointed it at the closest car and began firing into the windshield. Approximately where the driver should be.

Getting off three rounds, Warner then moved his arm to the left, lining the barrel up on the passenger side.

He couldn’t see through the windows, but he figured it was as good a spot to shoot as any.

Squeezing the trigger several times, Warner started to move the barrel toward the next closest car.

Except, Seville was in the process of throwing it as if it were a stone. The vehicle cleared the roof of the house across the nearby street and rapidly vanished out of sight.

And… a hulking monster.

A magician and a monster.

Okay.

There was one car left that people were getting out of now, and the back two doors of the one he’d shot into were opening.

Warner could hear what sounded like more cars heading their way. The roar of engines and screech of tires around corners was far too loud for such a quiet neighborhood.

“Too many, my love, my love!” called the Elf. “We should up and away. It’s time to exit. We can’t afford the cost to reset a death right now.”

Growling, Seville stomped up next to the car Warner had shot at and kicked it. His foot passed partway through the door and the frame, before the whole thing shot away.

Spinning wildly, it smacked into the roadway and bounced away, still spinning.

Moving his pistol again, Warner lined it up on those who’d managed to get out of the last car. Most of them had rifles and were already in the process of lifting them to aim at himself and Seville.

Darting forward, Warner put himself between Seville and the shooters, his golden shell of protection sliding up around the two of them.

Putting just the tip of the barrel on the other side of the shell, Warner started to pull the trigger repeatedly.

He could feel Seville turn and stand behind him. It felt like having a tsunami wave of power looming over him.

Rifle rounds pounded into the golden shield and fell to the ground. None of them touched Warner or Seville.

As casually as could be, Warner idly picked them off with his pistol. Taking potshots at them over the doors they shot over.

Then, through those same doors as they dropped down to try and take cover.

Unfortunately for them, the doors weren’t shielded or modified in any way.

Pistol rounds went through them, and the enemies hiding behind those doors, as easily as cardboard. Sending more and more of the military-clad enemies to the ground in growing pools of blood.

“They weren’t ready for us,” Seville growled as Warner finished up. “Either they didn’t expect you to be here, or they didn’t expect me to be here.

“Not sure. But that doesn’t matter. They were just as happy to attack you or me.”

Nodding his head, Warner turned and looked at the front door.

He needed to get Bodil and get out of here. They couldn’t stick around here any longer.

Is there anything in the car I can’t lose? I don’t think so.

It’s just unfortunate because it could easily be tied back to me if we left it here.

But trying to drive away from this situation, and likely into other vehicles, seems like a terrible idea.

“Agreed, friend Seville. I’m afraid I am at a loss as to how to proceed. Our foes seem numerous and arranged, if not immediately ready,” Warner said, turning to look to Seville. “I know them not, nor what their plan is. It is clear that they wish ill, though, as you said either upon myself or yourself. Though, I would offer a third alternative.

“They perhaps were behind Sigurd’s disappearance and were watching the home. They were content while I was here, but acted once you showed up. Did you perchance arrive by automobile? Or was it some other form of transportation or conveyance?”

Seville’s eyebrows rose upward and then he nodded his head slowly.

“Portal. Magic. That could have most certainly set them off. It’s very easy to tell when a portal opens or closes,” offered Seville.

“Which means it’s time for us to leave, my love, my love. Let’s take Mr. Spark and go.”

“I must go collect Bodil,” Warner said.

“Not without Sigurd’s granddaughter,” Seville said at the same time.

As if she’d been waiting for that verbal cue, Bodil opened the front door and came outside in a hurry.

She stopped at the end of the porch, staring at Seville.

“Seville? What… why are… oh… goodness,” Bodil murmured, her eyes looking at the corpses and cars. Then to the Elven woman. “Leena, too? I haven’t seen you in—”

“Bowie, Bowie! We must go-ie. Through with me to somewhere else, yes?” asked the Elf, who was apparently named Leena.

The Elf turned, pointed at the ground with both hands, and then made a whirling motion with them.

A circle of black appeared and formed into a dark pool.

“Questions later, time to go,” Seville said and then hopped into the inky puddle. Vanishing as he passed through it as if he never existed.

“But the car—”

Warner didn’t have a chance to finish speaking.

Leena pivoted, lifted an arm, and launched a massive fireball at his vehicle.

It didn’t just set it on fire, it wrapped around it as if it were a liquid being splashed on the vehicle. A monstrous, roaring fire shot up toward the sky, his car vanishing in the inferno.

“It’ll melt and burn it all away. But we must go!” said the Elf, giving him a crazed look as the silver chain that linked her to Seville rapidly slid into the portal.

Not waiting any longer, the Elf casually fell backward into the pool just as she was about to run out of leash.

“She was always strange,” Bodil muttered before jumping into the pool as well. As if it weren’t something out of a horror movie.

Standing there, Warner felt unsure.

Diving into the circle seemed like the wrong thing to do, but staying here seemed almost equally as bad.

Unable to wait any longer, Warner closed his eyes, then jumped into the portal. Just as Bodil had.

Almost instantly, he appeared elsewhere.

Standing in a wide open green field, Warner felt like he was practically on a different planet.

It was so different from the suburban sprawl where he’d just been, that his mind hadn’t caught up yet. It was too vast a difference between the two locations.

Nor did it help that the sound of revving engines could be heard from the black portal hovering in the air above him.

“Enough of that loud chatter,” Leena declared and flicked a hand at the portal. Then she sighed and turned toward Seville.

Slowly, the circle began to dissipate. Decreasing in diameter by the second until it was completely gone.

Leena, in the meanwhile, had once again become more like a belt for Seville. Wrapped around his middle and clinging to him like she was holding his clothes on his body.

“Always something messy with you, Seville. Always,” complained Bodil, crossing her arms.

“I mean… it’s not as if I do it on purpose. Things just happen,” replied Seville with a shrug of his shoulders. “Though your mom always said the same. I guess she wasn’t wrong then, so you’re not wrong now.”

Bodil’s face clouded at the mention of her mother, then she sighed and shook her head. Looking off to the side.

“No news, Bowie. But I’m always looking,” murmured Leena, cuddled up to Seville. “Nancy is working on it from a new angle though. We might have a lead. Maybe. Possibly.”

“Nancy?” Warner asked, looking between the three people in front of him. They all knew one another, and clearly for some time.

Warner knew them not at all.

“Seville’s other wife. She likes to hide. Doesn’t come out very often. Really nice if you can actually get to meet her,” explained Bodil.

Staring at him, she watched him for several seconds.

Then she came over to him and took his arm, wrapping around it with her own and holding it firmly.

“I couldn’t find any news on Grandfather. No matter how I looked, or in what way, it never turned out,” Bodil complained.

“That’s a shame,” Seville said. “I’m… in the middle of something I can’t really put to the side for too long. But as soon as I’m done with it, I’ll see what I can do about your grandfather. Until I can get into it, though, I’ll ask Nancy to look into it for me.”

“That’s fine. She’s smarter than you anyway,” Bodil said in a teasing tone. The one Warner had often heard between siblings. 

“As if I’d argue that. I’m just a dumb brute,” Seville said with a rolling of his eyes. “Alright. Leena will pop you a portal back to the other side of the state. You’re on your own from there. You gonna be okay?”

“We’ll be fine. Warner can fly us back if he needs to,” Bodil said.

In response to that, Warner felt his wings flex and then spread out.

Seville and Leena both watched him for several seconds.

“He isn’t an Angelic,” said Seville, looking back to Bodil. “But the spark, as Leena calls it, isn’t helping him. Is it?”

“No,” Bodil said softly. “It isn’t… Okay. We’ll see you later. Do you mind, Leena?”

Shaking her head against Seville, Leena lifted a hand and pointed it at the ground behind herself. Never once moving her face away from Seville.

Once more, a black pool formed, opening out into somewhere else entirely.

“Call me if you get any news about Grandfather,” Bodil demanded while holding Seville’s gaze.

The man nodded his head once.

“I will. I’ll also get in touch with you once I figure out who that was. I have a suspicion, but… I’ll need time to confirm it,” Seville said with a shrug of one shoulder. “Might be a dog I own that’s off the collar.”

Bodil pulled on Warner’s arm, forcing him toward the pool with her.

Warner was pulled downward and the sight of the calm, open field of green went sideways. In the distance, he swore he could see a wooden home just as he slipped through the portal.

It was like an old timey log cabin.
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Closing the door to the taxi, Warner let out a guttural sigh that was more like a grunt.

He was starting to feel like he’d just been traveling all day but ended up going nowhere. Running around from fire to fire, putting out none of them, and just coming back home to find another fire waiting for him.

“The city felt… odd,” Bodil said as Warner came around the back of the taxi to stand next to her. “Very odd. Tense, even. It felt like the string of a guitar that was wound too tightly. Almost on the edge of snapping outright.”

“It… did, didn’t it?” Warner asked, looking toward Bodil. “The amount of what I could feel was certainly abnormal as well. Far more slights to others in greater numbers.”

Bodil frowned, her eyes searching his face, then she shook her head.

“Something is certainly going on in the city. Something is wrong. I just wish I knew what it was,” grumbled the Rune Reader. “And that we c—”

Bodil’s phone started ringing as she spoke. Interrupting her clear train of thought.

“Now who on earth would be calling me?” she asked, pulling her phone out and glancing at the screen. “I don’t know the number. They can leave a message.”

Shaking her head, Bodil stuck the phone back away and then looked at Warner. “Now where was I?”

“Likely about to head into the house, rather than continuing this conversation on the street,” Warner offered.

With a blink, it was clear Bodil understood what Warner meant.

They weren’t safe to talk freely here.

“Ah, yes. We should check on Aelia and Madison, as well. Have they texted you or anything?” asked Bodil, heading for the front door.

“No. No one’s texted me at all. Even though I sent out quite a few messages. Even some to the Valkyries,” answered Warner.

“Valkyrja,” Bodil corrected. “They aren’t really Valkyries as humans would name them.”

“Valkyries,” Warner repeated with some humor.

“No, that’s not right. You need to— oh, whatever. They won’t care what you call them, so why should I?” asked Bodil with a chuckle as she reached the door. “They just want you to bed them and tell them what to do.

“The poor things. They haven’t been part of an active pantheon in so long that one could consider them blissfully high at the moment. High to the point that they likely don’t know their own names. I imagine it only becomes more so when you tap into your power.”

Warner really didn’t have a response to any of that.

From what he’d heard from Maya after the fact, Laurie, Ylva, and Inger had pumped her for a great deal of information about him. From her earliest memories, her mother, Warner, her grandparents, and everything she knew of him.

They had wanted to know everything about him.

It felt like insanity, but he wasn’t going to question it. He was starting to feel like he’d probably need their help sooner than he’d wish.

Pushing the door open, Bodil walked inside and looked around.

“Hello? Who’s home?” she asked aloud, moving away from the door.

There was no response.

Closing the door, Warner wondered about that.

Pulling out his phone, he tapped it over to his messages and then hit the button to call Daria.

“I’ll call Daria,” Warner said, walking past Bodil and heading to his bedroom.

My darling Fruitloop always knows more than anyone else after all.

“Okay,” replied Bodil, glaring at her phone. “Whoever called me left a voice message.”

“Oh? Maybe Aelia from a payphone or something?” Warner tried as he left the living room.

“Hello, dear!” Daria said brightly after the phone rang several times. “I had no idea you were going to call me. In fact, I haven’t seen much of you since you made it to Bodil’s house. What’s going on?”

“Uh, oh, we’re home,” responded Warner sitting on the corner of his bed. “It… honestly it was a bit weird. We got to her house and found it a mess. Bodil wanted to do a reading so I waited outside.

“A man and an Elf… I guess… showed up. Then we got attacked. Torched my car so it couldn’t be linked back to me. Went through a portal, ended up home.”

Warner tried to summarize it all and hit the key points. He knew Daria would want more information later, or would likely just get it on her own.

She had a tendency to learn more about a situation than he could ever explain, just by giving her a rundown.

“Ah, I see. Seville. That’s an odd name,” Daria said, apparently having done exactly what Warner had expected. Somehow she’d pulled information he hadn’t offered. “Certainly surprising, as well. So much strength and so much injustice around him. Though… hm. I feel like there was a third person there with them. I don’t know why but I just really feel like there was.”

“A third person? That’s—”

The sound of the front door slamming shut caught Warner off guard.

Huh?

Getting up, he walked over to a window and looked out to the street.

Did Aelia and Madison finally finish up?

Not like they’d know the car isn’t here so they—

Bodil rushed out of the house and to the street. She looked up one side of the road, then down the other. As if she were searching for something.

“I’ll call you right back,” Warner muttered.

“Okay. I can’t see what’s going on, so be sure to keep me in the loop, dear. Love you,” said Daria and then she hung up on him.

“Yeah,” Warner mumbled and stuck his phone in his pocket.

Putting some quickness to it, Warner exited the house and walked up to Bodil.

“Hey, you alright? What’s going on?” Warner asked, looking to the very unnerved and stressed-out Rune Reader.

“They think they found my grandfather,” groaned Bodil. “Or… his body, at least. They’ve asked me to come talk to someone. I… don’t know what to do.

“I know I need to go make sure it’s him, though. I have to… I have to be able to confirm it’s him. And if it is… then I have to make sure his spirit is put to rest.”

Warner was somewhat shocked. He hadn’t quite considered the full ramifications of the man’s disappearance.

Given the violence in his home, that he was missing, and that nothing had come up at all for Bodil’s reading, Warner really should have walked along that mental pathway.

This was a clear and obvious potential outcome.

Daria had often told him that when there was no outcome, vision, or seeing, it was because he’d died. That meant it would logically hold true for someone else.

“He’s dead, isn’t he?” Bodil asked in a strained voice.

“I don’t know. But if he is, we’ll do what we need to,” stated Warner. “Whatever it is, we’ll do what we need to.”

Bodil nodded her head sharply at that. There were tears starting to form at the corners of her eyes. She was clearly fighting breaking down already.

“Do you want me to—”

“No. They asked that it was family only as there were… questionable… circumstances regarding him,” Bodil said, quickly cutting him off. “I think what they mean is that he was murdered. They don’t want details slipping out about his death, I bet. Right? That’s what they do.”

Warner shook his head, then shrugged his shoulders.

“I really don’t know. I could ask Althea about it, though. See if she can look into it. Do you want me to?” Warner asked.

“Please, yes,” said Bodil immediately. Her head turned toward the end of the street as a taxi pulled around the corner. “Please ask her. Anything she can find out at all will be helpful. I’ll let you know what happens.”

Unable to do much more, Warner nodded his head then laid a hand on Bodil’s back.

“I’m sorry. If it weren’t for me, you’d have been there,” apologized Warner. If he hadn’t gotten involved with her she’d likely have been the strength to help protect her grandfather.

“No… far more likely that you saved me, Warner. It’s also why fate responds so roughly whenever you do things in triplicate with me. I was destined to die, or be with you,” countered Bodil, her eyes following the taxi. “I would have met my end with my grandfather. I’m sure of it.

“Instead, I followed a strand of my fate to a better end. One at your side as Bodil James. It is clear to me now that it was more than just my own fancy. My own wish.

“I was truly fated to be with you, my only other end being an unfortunate one.”

The taxi pulled up in front of Bodil and came to a stop.

“May I have your word? Your word that you’ll care for my well-being now that I’m alone in this world, Warner James?” Bodil asked as she opened the rear door to the taxi.

Pausing with the door in hand, she gazed at him solemnly.

Smirking, staring at the brazen and brave young woman, Warner knew his answer immediately.

“Would you like it in triplicate? And would you prefer to be addressed as Bodil James, or Bodil?” he asked.

Smiling at him, tears finally spilling free from the corners of her eyes, she nodded her head.

“Bodil James. In triplicate. But not right now. When I get back, you can finalize my name. Thank you. I’ll contact you when I can,” she said and got into the car.

Apparently, he didn’t need to say it after all.

A few seconds after she’d gotten in, the taxi was off. Driving away from his home.

Hm. There’s so much going on.

Far too much.

And the city doesn’t feel right.

I’ll… call… Jenny.

Jenny will have a better hold on the situation, I bet.

If she doesn’t, I’ll try Althea. Maybe she’s seeing something happening.

That seems quite likely, especially given her new position.

Nodding his head, Warner went back into his house.

First, before he did anything else at all, he needed to call Daria and update her.

She was his partner in all of this. Everything that came after meeting her, was really just a continuation of his meeting her.

After that, he’d check in with Maya and Lauren. They were more than grown-up enough to handle Aelia’s house by themselves, but he still felt he should check in with them.

After that, Aelia and Madison.

Then finally, he’d call Jenny and Althea.

 

***

 

After finding that Maya and Lauren were watching TV and eating pizza—just as Daria had told him they would be when he’d updated her—Warner had tried Aelia next.

She hadn’t answered, exactly as Daria had said she wouldn’t. Daria had also told him that Aelia was fine, just undergoing some questioning with Althea present.

That left Jenny to call.

“Hello, there,” said the reporter on the other end of the phone. She’d picked up almost quicker than he’d expected. “I admit I wasn’t expecting you to call. I haven’t heard from you at all since our dinner.”

Warner had the feeling that there was a lot more being said in those words than he’d want to consider. All the way up to the possibility that she was mad he didn’t do anything other than talk, eat dinner, and then leave.

He’d done everything in his power to keep it completely mundane. The absolute blandest, most normal dinner that could happen.

All to protect the idea of Bodil remaining with him.

“Yes, well, I already have my hands full. Having three or four girlfriends makes my life a bit of a game of hot potato,” Warner admitted. He wasn’t about to apologize for not trying to include her in that game. But he would at least explain why he didn’t.

“I… see. Okay. That makes a lot of sense,” said Jenny. Sounding somewhat surprised and also unsure. “I mean… were you at least interested?”

Apparently, it was the idea that I didn’t even try that is bothering her?

That’s kinda odd, isn’t it?

“Very. You’re extremely pretty and intelligent, not to mention interesting. But for some reason, I don’t think you’d fit in completely with the rest of my group.

“And I’m not willing to risk them.”

“Ah, alright. I get it. But you were interested?”

I just said that I was.

“Yes. I was interested.”

“Hm. Okay. Okay, yes.”

Strange. Anyway.

“I wanted to call you because I’ve been feeling some strange changes in the city,” Warner said, leaning back in his chair. “I wanted to see what you knew or if you could provide me with some information.”

“Strange changes?” Jenny asked.

“There’s a tension in the air. And there’s a lot more injustice going around at the moment. Any thoughts? Ideas?”

“I… are you being serious?”

“Yes? Why wouldn’t I be?”

Jenny let out a long sigh as if she was suffering.

“It’s because of what Yellow Eyes did. He gutted the two groups that held almost everyone else back. In check,” Jenny answered in a tired voice. “The Weres and the Vamps were both knocked down so many pegs that they’re just… middle-of-the-pack groups now. Barely so. Ever since I started digging… my boss has been filling me in on the Para world. Apparently, Para-news is also a thing.”

“Okay?” Warner prompted. He really didn’t understand.

“Yellow Eyes created a power vacuum in the controlling majority. While they were certainly worthy of… correction… those same people held back a lot of what kept the truly awful from surfacing. And that’s what’s happening now.”

“I see,” Warner said, finally getting an idea of what she was talking about.

In other words, in eliminating the somewhat bad, the mostly bad are now trying to step up.

That means… that means I need to step up as well. Doesn’t it?

“Sounds like Yellow Eyes is going to get very busy,” said Warner in a tired voice.

It was the last thing he wanted to do right now, but he made this mess in a way. It meant he needed to get into it and start working to clean it up.

Not to mention Bodil’s grandfather was likely dead.

There was an aching thought in the back of his head that he could be to blame for this. That the power vacuum, as Jenny had called it, was something he was directly responsible for and in turn could have triggered what precipitated Sigurd’s death.

“I don’t know about that. I think Yellow Eyes has been doing the right thing in laying low,” said Jenny cautiously. “A lot of people have come around asking about him. PID, Fed, private detectives, people who no one can identify at all. Lots and lots of people.

“They even shut down a website that was dedicated to Yellow Eyes. One that had a lot of videos, photos, and people talking about it.

“Completely shut down and taken apart. Any talk about Yellow Eyes at all for any news piece is also strictly prohibited. It isn’t something we’re allowed to discuss in any way.”

Is it now?

A bunch of people looking for me?

Definitely… something I’ll need to be aware of as I get back into the swing of things.

“I suppose that—”

The doorbell ringing broke straight through Warner’s thoughts and threw his current statement right out the window.

“Hold on, someone’s at the door,” Warner muttered.

Now what? What could possibly be happening now?

I honestly don’t need anything else to go wrong right now, thank you very much.

Opening the front door, he found himself looking at a postal worker.

Along with a large wooden crate that seemed almost thrown together in a way.

“Have a live animal for you. Need you to sign for it,” said the employee, holding out a clipboard and paper on the front of it.

I didn’t order a li—

A rank sense of injustice assaulted Warner.

One that stank of assault, attempted-rape, rape, murder, perversion of actual justice, and doing it all from a position of authority.

It’s no animal. It’s a person.

Warner took the clipboard from the employee and quickly signed his name to it.

“What’s going on?” Jenny asked. “A live animal? Is that what I heard?”

“Hold on,” Warner said to the phone, then handed the pen and clipboard back to the employee.

“Thanks, have a nice day,” said the man, waving a hand at Warner and then leaving him with the wooden crate. The man dragging his metal hand-truck along behind him.

Grabbing the crate, Warner found that it was far heavier than he expected.

With a glance around at his surroundings, Warner saw no one was watching him.

Dipping into his powers, Warner channeled it into his arms and hands. Strengthening them and giving them far more power than they would normally have.

Picking up the crate, Warner took it inside.

It was just barely wide enough to fit through the doorway.

Though the whole process was rather awkward with his cell phone trapped between his shoulder and head as it was.

“So? What is it? All I can hear is you breathing and grunting,” grumbled Jenny.

“Dunno. Live animal. That’s all that was said,” answered Warner as he put the crate down in his entryway. Then he went and closed the door. “Except, it isn’t.”

“It isn’t? Well, what is it then?”

“Hold on,” Warner said for the second time. Putting the phone down on the ground nearby, Warner grabbed the edge of the crate and yanked. Breaking the board and ripping the nail out that held it down in the same motion.

Grabbing the next board, Warner pulled again.

This time, the entire top creaked and then popped off.

Laid out partially sideways in the crate was a young man in his twenties. He was wearing what Warner guessed was a sheriff’s uniform.

He was attractive, with dark-blue eyes, dark-brown hair, and a strong-looking physique. His eyes were wide and round, staring up at Warner.

There was a thick band of dark magic encircling his mouth and jaw. Preventing him from doing much more than grunt like an animal.

The injustice that fell off the man was heavy and thick.

This man needed to be executed for his crimes.

Standing there, feeling his power, Warner knew there was no possibility of redemption for this man. He was foul.

Evil.

Someone sent me a present.

A present just for me and me alone.

Someone knows who I am.

Knows my name.

But… approves?

Well… who am I to look a gift horse in the mouth.

It was of great concern to Warner that someone knew who he was. Even what he was about and what he was doing.

But right now, he had other concerns.

For the moment, he’d been provided with an outlet for his frustrations.

An execution.

Suddenly, Warner had a plan for how to deal with the city as well as this repugnant little man.

Picking up his phone, Warner pressed it to his ear again.

“Hey, I got a tip just now that Yellow Eyes is going to show up at the state capitol building,” he said, then hung up.

“Time to go. You have an appearance you can’t miss,” Warner said, feeling his mind burrowing deep into his golden power.


Twenty

 

Landing with a thump in front of the state capitol building, Warner held on tight to the man.

Flying from his home, straight to this location, hadn’t taken very long at all. Perhaps only twenty minutes in total.

In that time, though, a number of news vans had shown up and already had cameras trained on him.

There were a lot of citizens gathered around, as well. Likely wondering what was going on and what all the people in the area were going on about.

On top of that, a large number of men in police uniform, and a great host of men and women with alphabet-soup acronyms across their vests, were in attendance. All of them had weapons drawn and pointed at Warner.

The golden protective shell that had prevented him from being struck by gunfire before was already up. Circling around him in a brilliant and frightening glorious golden glow.

“This city is suffering!” Warner called aloud. “Suffering under the weight of its—”

“Put the officer down!” screamed a policeman with his gun pointed at Warner’s head.

“—crimes!” Warner continued, ignoring all further attempts by those present to speak with him. “Suffering under the weight of its own injustice. Of those who would see horrible wrongs committed. For themselves, for their comrades, for their families. They commit to wrongdoing when they should all be working for the betterment of everyone.”

Warner lifted his left hand, pulling the man who had been sent to him all the way up to his feet and then off the ground.

“This is a rapist, murderer, and perverter of justice. He wears a badge as a shield for his crimes and will now suffer for his misdeeds!” yelled Warner at the top of his lungs. “You will most likely vilify me for what I am about to do,” declared Warner. He knew that in executing this man he would be setting himself up to be a target. A massive one, given what he’d done to the state capitol Vampires not long ago. However, this was what he felt would help him in his mission.

A public execution to show everyone that the city couldn’t continue as it had been. That it needed to clean itself up and begin working toward cleansing itself of its own taint.

“What I can say, is that the vast majority of you in attendance today are without guilt or wrongdoing. That you are all living your lives correctly.

“I would caution you all to not act as I do in my crusade of justice. As I am the only one fit to judge things such as this. The common citizen need not fear me, or what I may do. They need only live their lives to their fullest while doing so justly. Those who act as I do would be doing so unjustly. They would be committing evil as they have no way to judge accordingly. And I will likely come for them next, as only those who commit evil need fear me. That is all.”

Warner brought his right hand across and unsheathed his sword.

Before anyone could act, demand him to stop, or shoot, Warner decapitated the murdering rapist.

Instantly, Warner felt the rapture of cleansing the world of filth wash through him.

Sweeping in and rushing down him.

From his head to his toes, Warner was filled with the satisfaction of having righted a great many wrongs.

Through all of that, though, there was something else.

A strange and ugly echo to the feeling that whispered of something.

Something that he’d done wrong.

That while this man deserved execution, he hadn’t deserved to be executed publicly. His death had served no purpose other than to frighten others and demean the man himself.

Warner had acted vengefully, rather than justly, in that regard.

Grimacing at the sour aftertaste it left him with, Warner dropped the head of the dead man.

Almost at the same time as the head hit the ground, every person with a gun looking at him began firing.

Emptying magazines as fast as they could. Their fingers pulling at triggers with all the speed they could muster and put into it.

Countless rounds were fired.

All of them struck the golden shield that surrounded Warner and made it swirl ever brighter. Though he did notice there was a single thread of darkness in it. A black filament that was no longer than several inches as it whipped around him at incredible speed.

He only noticed because it felt like that was where the echo of his misdeed was coming from as well.

Then it faded away as if there was nothing wrong at all.

All of the officers ran dry on their magazines, reloaded, and started firing again. All the while cameras rolled. Taking in everything that was happening and recording it.

The citizens all cowered and dropped in place, or ran away as fast as possible. Reacting in equal parts panic as well as self-preservation.

Warner waited, standing there.

This would also serve as a demonstration that the police, PID, Fed, or anyone else, had no position or power to tell him what he could do. Warner would bring his justice to the city, his city, regardless of what anyone else would try to have him do.

Eventually, the shooting came to an end.

Out in front of Warner was a literal carpet of spent bullets. Each and every round fired at him resulted in nothing more than another bit of metal to lay at his feet.

“Now,” Warner said in the stunned silence. Everyone stared at him as if he wasn’t actually real. “I shall tell you what I intend to do so that there is no question afterward.

“Communication is key to an appropriate working relationship. I intend to provide you with that communication. Though… to be fair, this will be one-way only. I will tell you what I’m doing. I won’t be letting you tell me what I’ll be doing.”

“Will you answer questions, Yellow Eyes?” shouted a voice he recognized.

Looking that way, he found Jenny with a cameraman just over her shoulder, watching him intently.

“Certainly. I see no issue with answering questions for the press. I will concede some time to that after I have stated my goal and determination,” Warner said with a nod of his head to Jenny. “Now… I will begin to patrol the city openly. I’ll not be looking so much for active crime, as I’ll be looking for criminals.

“Those who have done wrong and evil in unjust ways, but have not paid the price for such a thing. Be they homeless, or a Supreme Court justice, I will dispense appropriate chastisement upon them. Position should never prevent someone from paying for their crimes. Be they high or small.”

“What about you? Aren’t you committing crimes?” asked a reporter.

All around him police officers and agents were spreading out. As if they could somehow encircle him and bring him down.

“Legally, I am most certainly committing crimes. However, I am committing these crimes while enacting rightful retribution. Thus, I am acting justly and carrying out rightful justice, even while breaking mortal law.”

“Mortal law? Are you not mortal?” asked another journalist.

“I am he who will levy out justice upon the world. Starting here with this state,” Warner proclaimed. “Mortal or immortal is irrelevant,” Warner said. “Are there any other questions?”

No one said anything to his question.

Apparently, most of the reporters were concerned with how he felt about the law, rather than anything else.

“Is there a Mrs. Yellow Eyes?” Jenny asked, raising her hand up suddenly.

Warner turned and stared at Jenny for several seconds.

“No. There is not and has never been,” said Warner. “I would recommend that anyone guilty of serious crimes, who have not already paid their price, should leave the city.

“Now I must ask that you forgive me. I must begin my first patrol. I would advise local law enforcement to please not disturb me while I’m in pursuit of justice.

“It would only inconvenience the officers as well as cause them delays. I will not be bending my head to their wishes.”

Warner actually had no intention of beginning a patrol right now. He’d like to commit to his first one tomorrow.

He was already feeling rather sick for using as much power as he did to keep himself safe. Right now, he just wanted to go home and relax.

Not to mention, he imagined Althea, Daria, and Maya might have some things to say to him about what he’d just done.

Spreading his golden wings, Warner jumped up, then snapped his wings down.

With a sudden burst of speed, he shot upward into the sky. Several more beats of his wings and he was casually sailing up into the clouds, then beyond.

 

***

 

Warner landed with little more than a light bump on the top of the building. Looking down at the city below him, he felt rather safe up here.

There were no helicopters nearby. There were no taller buildings which meant people couldn’t be looking down or across at him.

Lastly, there certainly wasn’t anyone like him that could fly.

At least as far as he knew.

Letting out a heavy breath, Warner brought his powers down to a very low level. Low enough that his face would still be camouflaged, but not much else.

It was an odd feeling.

Like a pot on a very low boil, a fraction of a degree away from no longer being so. As if all it would take would be breathing on the top of the water to break that boil.

He felt like his little display had done what he wanted. The city would be talking about Yellow Eyes and that he was here.

People couldn’t just do what they wanted anymore without repercussions. That anyone, and everyone, were all on his list of potential targets. No one would be outside of his reach so long as they were in his city.

Walking toward the center of the roof, Warner crouched down behind a large AC unit.

Regardless of him feeling quite certain that no one could see him, that didn’t mean he should be reckless about it.

Squatting there, he pulled out his cell phone.

There were a number of texts from Althea, Jenny, and even Daria.

Warner didn’t need to actually look at the ones from Althea and Jenny. What they likely sent him were variations on the same theme.

That theme being, “What in the world are you thinking?”

Daria’s, however, would likely be something altogether different.

“They’ve probably just sent angry messages and there’s almost no point in trying to respond at this time,” Warner grumbled.

Tapping it open, he started to read.

 

I mean, you’re not wrong.

Very angry messages. Considering both of their positions, it’s not very surprising.

I mean, one is now actively tasked with finding you and bringing you to justice, the other has been assigned to run you down and get an interview with you.

And yes, you do need to stay away from Jenny.

It was good that you were honest with her, but she needs some distance from you. Otherwise, she might decide to push on regardless of anything else.

The chances of Bodil staying are quite high after you went with her to her grandfather’s house, but they’re still not one hundred percent.

 

“Right, in other words, back off from Jenny for a time if I want to make sure Bodil doesn’t leave,” mumbled Warner.

A new message popped up immediately.

 

Exactly!

But this is certainly not the time or place to discuss Bodil and her soon-to-be explosive need for your attention.

So, yes, I saw this particular future often for you.

It was quite common and seemed to be one we ended up in often.

 

Nodding his head, Warner was somewhat glad to hear that. It meant that this wasn’t outside of Daria’s expectations.

That meant that she possibly had some ideas of what to do or how to handle it. To keep them moving forward and progressing.

Once again, a new message rose up on his screen.

 

Yes and no.

I do have some thoughts and ideas.

A few plans.

But honestly, this one has always been an unseen outcome. I had no idea how we would end up here, how we get out of it, and which future connects to this current present.

There are too many variables and truthfully, too many situations where you die.

 

“Die? I just got shot at by the whole police force. They can’t stop me,” Warner argued.

Another message came.

 

And yet, you die. Some from being shot. Some from being torn apart by monsters.

Or even a few where you kill yourself.

I’m not sure this was the best direction for us to take, but it’s too late to backtrack now.

All we can do is press on and move ahead.

 

“I… kill myself?” Warner asked, his skin going cold. It felt like sweat instantly oozed out of his skin from his head to his toes.

There was nothing in this world that would make Warner kill himself. He had far too much to live for and too much to do.

Again, another message slid in.

 

Yes.

You end your own life.

I can’t see the how or why, but you do take your own life. That’s one possibility we’ll have to confront and overcome.

Most of the other concerns are just variations of you getting in trouble with the government. Realistically, they can’t let you operate as you just said you would.

You’ll be working without government oversight on their citizens, without any input.

 

“I mean, yeah. But that’s the whole point. I can do what they can’t. What I must. Because the world needs righting. It needs to be put back on a more normal footing,” Warner argued.

A new message came.

 

I know!

I agree with you completely. You’re serving an absolutely necessary function. This world is suffering under the weight of its own wrongs.

Without you operating as you have been, the world would most assuredly come to a close sooner. You’re personally working to correct a balance that’s so far out of alignment, that the very world seems perched on the edge of self-destruction.

Where creatures exist like what Tammy had created through her grief.

The world is fracturing.

One injustice at a time.

 

Warner nodded his head firmly at that.

Daria was completely right. Everything she said was the absolute truth and correct.

Before he could say anything to any of that, another message popped up once more.

This time though, it was from Bodil.

As soon as hers came in, another from Daria appeared.

 

Go call her. Be honest and flirty.

We’re good otherwise, and I’ll start working towards what you’re doing.

Aelia and Madison will end up on a bit of a vacation while you’re patrolling.

 

Grinning, Warner tapped over to Bodil’s message, didn’t read it, and just called her.

Daria had said to call her, so he was going to do that first and foremost.

It rang once before being picked up.

“Ah, I wasn’t expecting you to call so quickly,” said Bodil. She sounded tired and like she’d been crying.

“I didn’t even read your message, just called you immediately,” said Warner.

With his free hand, he began to poke a somewhat rusty nut around on the ground. Nudging it one way, then the other.

“Oh. Oh, well, I see. I had no idea I had such power over you,” murmured Bodil. It sounded like she was standing somewhere inside. He couldn’t hear any noises that he’d associate with walking around outside.

“Of course, you do. I wouldn’t be hard dodging Jenny so bad if I knew you wouldn’t leave if she joined our party,” answered Warner honestly. “Bodil for Jenny? Bad deal.”

Snorting at that, followed by a deep chuckle, Bodil sounded extremely amused.

“Oh? Is that how it is? I wouldn’t get along with her, so she doesn’t get a chance?” asked Bodil, some of her normal personality coming through again.

“Yes. That’s exactly how it is. Why? Is that a problem?” asked Warner.

“No! No… not at all. Just very unexpected, I suppose. I didn’t realize I rated so highly with you,” said Bodil with a long-drawn-out sigh. “They found Grandfather. He’s… dead.”

“I’m sorry, Bodil. I don’t even know what to say to that,” admitted Warner, shaking his head. He’d have to somehow track down who killed him. There was no way he could just let that one go without putting justice to the crime. “I’ll do all that I can to help you.”

He didn’t want to say more than that on an open line. One that he wasn’t sure they could actually trust. There was no telling if someone might be listening in.

“I know. And thank you,” muttered Bodil. “I’m just… sitting in a room. They had me identify him from a picture. He looked fairly at peace, I suppose.

“I said that wasn’t enough and I wanted to see his body. They’re seeing what they can do.”

“Oh. I see. This is that spirit thing you mentioned?” Warner asked.

“Yeah. It is. I need to make sure he passed on. That he’s alright. Especially since we never found Aghmund. That can cause some issues.”

“Got it. Well, I’ll do everything I can,” repeated Warner. “I wi—”

There was a clack on the other end of the line.

“Yes?” Bodil asked, followed by what sounded like a door opening.

“We’re ready for you. Are you sure about this?” asked a voice.

“Yes, give me one second,” said Bodil, clearly addressing the speaker. “Hey, I’ll call you back later. Okay? And thank you.”

“Of course, no problem. We’ll talk later. You’re welcome,” Warner said.

“Bye. I love you,” Bodil said and promptly hung up before he could respond to her.

Huh.

I love you?

That’s… new.

Though Daria did mention something about that, didn’t she?

I wonder if—

Warner’s thoughts were cut off as he groaned, pitched forward, and promptly threw up.

Golden liquid splashed down all over the ground beneath him as he emptied his guts.

He’d stretched his power considerably to deflect so many bullets. So many rounds had been fired at him.

Spitting several times after he finished retching, Warner was somewhat surprised.

Surprised and shocked.

Sitting at the side of the golden pool of vomit was a disgusting black blob the size of his thumbnail. It wriggled gently from side to side as if it were alive.

Then it caught fire as the golden puke surrounded it and overwhelmed it. Washing over it. Destroying it with fire as if it had never existed.

What…?

What was that?

Was that… injustice I threw up?

Disturbed, confused, and no longer so sure of himself. Warner stared at the golden puddle as it slowly became the color of blood.

There was a small quarter-sized piece of material that was black in color.

Surrounded by blood, it was a hardened, unmoving hunk of charcoal-like matter.


Twenty-One

 

Tilting his head to the side, Warner looked down at the busy intersection below.

That wouldn’t be a terrible place to start my very first patrol. Would it?

I could check all the passing cars, watch any pedestrian, and keep an eye on the skies around me.

Yes. That’ll work.

Pulling in his wings, Warner banked hard to one side and then pulled up quickly. Stalling out completely and landing boots first on the corner of the building he’d been looking at.

Moving to the edge, he got down in a squat and peered down at the intersection once more.

He could see and sense everyone down there.

Still somewhat odd that I can practically see injustice around people now.

Wasn’t that way until I Golded Out.

Frowning, Warner reached up and idly scratched at his jaw. Right now, he wasn’t too concerned about his power, or people seeing him. Both were relatively in check.

One was being held on with the barest of allowances. To the point that he didn’t even feel the thoughts that weren’t quite his own. He felt alone in his mind.

The second of his original concerns had been allayed the night previous.

If he was using his power, his eyes really did glow and distort the look of his face. It was tantamount to him wearing a mask that made all his features incredibly blurry.

Reaching over to his side, Warner adjusted the sword at his hip. Pushing down at it until it felt like it was resting better in its harness.

Ever since Warner had Golded Out, the sword had felt significantly more “alive” as well. To the point that he could almost feel its desire to end the lives of its enemies.

As to who was an enemy, it was anyone the sword was pointed at. Anyone on the other end of the blade was a foe. There was no other distinction that the sword would allow.

Slowly, Warner let his eyes move from person to person. Tracking each one in turn and following them as they moved through the intersection.

Cheating.

Didn’t pay his taxes.

Stole from her parents to buy clothes.

Warner watched as people went back and forth. Both those who were in vehicles, and those who were walking.

Categorizing each and sorting out how he felt about their individual cases.

The vast majority of them seemed to be limited to the types of things one could expect from everyday situations.

“Mortals… they never really became what He wished. A true shame given their potential,” muttered Warner.

Blinking, he realized that was a statement he hadn’t made. Nor had it been one of his own thoughts.

It’d come from the alien presence that he commonly associated with his power. A presence he’d come to expect at the heights in his pursuit of justice.

Not something that he would casually say as he sat in judgment.

And who is “He”? And why are they mortals?

The power almost seems to be a different part of me.

Is that the angelic spark? Does it have a sentience of its own?

“Knock it off, Angelic Spark, or we’ll just go home,” Warner mumbled to himself. “This is my body, not yours. You can just leave, or I’ll lay low and live a normal life.”

There was an odd recoil inside of Warner. Coming from what felt like the power flowing through him.

A few seconds passed before it unknotted itself and flowed back to how it had been. As if nothing had happened at all.

Okay. So… yes. The angelic spark is separate from me. Isn’t it?

Warner pushed the thoughts from his mind and focused back on the task at hand. There was a job to do and regardless of anything else, he was the only one who could actually do it.

“Ah, there we are,” murmured Warner, focusing on a man walking down the street. He appeared to be late middle age. Somewhere in his forties, drifting to the back end of his life.

With thinning brown hair and a thin frame, he didn’t look anything out of the ordinary.

Except for the injustice that was flowing off him. It was a strange feeling, though. Something Warner couldn’t quite explain at the moment. It was a heavy amount of injustice, but it also felt tempered in a way.

As if it weren’t quite truly injustice, either.

Warner didn’t need to guess on the situation. He could simply take the man and question him. If the truth bore out that the man should die, then Warner would certainly make that happen.

He would right the scales.

As he got to his feet, Warner reached down to his sword and unsheathed it. Holding it out to his side, he then spread his wings out.

From what Warner could tell of his target, the man had imprisoned a woman after kidnapping her, raped her repeatedly, and set her loose several days later.

This was certainly someone who could be rightfully chastised for their actions.

Punished.

Warner just had to make sure it was valid given the strangeness to the injustice.

Leaning forward, Warner let himself fall, his wings sliding backward behind himself and narrowing his profile.

He cut through the air in a headlong rush for the ground.

Angling his wings before he reached the ground, he gave them a light flap and then turned at the same time.

Zipping across the intersection in a golden blur, Warner slammed into the man at full speed from behind. Catching him up under the armpits Warner began to pump his wings, rapidly gaining altitude and soaring upwards.

“What!? What are you doing!? Oh my god! Oh my god! Put me down!” screamed the man, his hands digging at Warner’s forearms that held him.

“You will be chastised for your wrongs,” Warner said, flapping his wings repeatedly. His plan was very simple. Take the man up, question him, and then return him to the ground.

Likely headfirst.

“I-I’ve done no wrong!” screamed the man. “I live a normal life! I have a wife and kids!”

“You kidnapped, imprisoned, and raped a woman,” countered Warner. Reaching a suitable height, Warner began to flap only as needed to keep himself aloft. They could speak at a reasonable volume here. “There is no escaping your past.”

“But… yes, I did do that,” said the man in a subdued voice. “I did do that. Twenty-two years, three months, and fourteen days ago. I did that.”

Glancing down, Warner could see they were above an empty parking lot.

It wouldn’t take much to throw the man down towards it. He would quite likely die in the impact and Warner wouldn’t have to do much more than that.

“I did that. And I’ve been working to pay towards that wrong ever since,” declared the man. “Ever since I did that, I’ve done all that I could to… to erase that awful stain. To do right.”

Turning his head back towards the man, Warner could actually agree with that sentiment. The man was telling the truth.

From what Warner could see, the man had indeed done a great deal to try and balance out the wrong, the evil that he’d done. Except the original crime remained unchanged. Untouched.

Uncorrected.

“She killed herself. Kayla,” said the man. Warner couldn’t see his face, but he got the impression he wouldn’t have met his eyes anyway. “Killed herself the day after I released her. Kayla Brown. A name I repeat to myself every day. Every morning to remind me of what I live for.

“And ever since then, I’ve worked to rectify it. Myself. It doesn’t… fix… or change what I did. But hopefully, I’ve fixed or changed others. Given help to those who would have needed the help Kayla would have needed.”

Once more, Warner would agree with this statement.

But it didn’t change what had been done.

It hadn’t balanced the scales.

They were, in effect, something that couldn’t be directly affected ever again.

“You could have turned yourself in,” Warner argued. It was the only thing he could think of that the man could have done on his behalf.

“I could have. And I would have ended up in jail for a very long time. Paying for a crime that couldn’t appease Kayla. She’s dead,” said the man, going limp in Warner’s grasp. “And I felt that I could do more to pay for my crime by being out in the world. Doing what’s right for people like Kayla. To protect others from men just like what I’d been.

“Her death… changed me. And made me so much better than I ever could have been. So I’m doing all I can to protect other Kaylas.”

“Yet the scales remain unbalanced,” said Warner. “And it is my duty to right them. To balance them accordingly.”

“But… I’ve helped so many. I’ve helped hundreds. I can help hundreds more,” argued the man. “I’ve donated every penny that would have been spent on myself to foundations that help women just like Kayla. There’s so much yet to do.”

Yet again, Warner knew that he was telling the truth.

His scales remained yet unbalanced.

Kayla’s imprisonment, rape, and suicide, all weighed against this man in a way that couldn’t be corrected. Not without his death or a prison sentence.

Warner was left with precious few in the way of options. At the moment, he also felt incredibly torn. The man wasn’t as evil as Warner had thought he was simply based on his view of justice.

Seville was just as strange, was he not? A man that had so much injustice done to him, yet also reeked of it himself.

“You’re right,” said the man in a deathly still tone.

Without another word, the man lifted his arms up above his head and slipped out of Warner’s grasp. Up to this point, he’d been holding onto Warner’s forearms for dear life.

What?

Looking down, Warner had enough time to register that the man was falling to earth. There would be no way for him to survive the fall, either.

Up until this moment, Warner had been contemplating killing the man himself. His actions, while well-intentioned, didn’t actually absolve the man of his crimes.

Except that they also did.

Spending twenty-three years repenting for his crimes was near to what he probably would have gotten in an actual court case. If not even more so.

There was the distinct possibility the man would have long been since out on parole. Warner knew for a fact that the system itself often imposed fairly light sentencing. 

Hesitating, Warner didn’t act swiftly enough. He warred within himself over letting the man die—which considering he’d planned on executing him himself would work out—or saving the man.

Warner did nothing.

The man hit the ground with an audible thud and laid motionless and still. His head had clearly popped open in the landing, the contents now spilling out onto the ground.

A feeling akin to justice welled up inside of Warner. But it didn’t feel the same as the golden-hued righteousness in the past.

Nor did it fill him with the bubbling jubilation that he normally felt when the scales had been rebalanced and moved towards a true center.

It was more likened to rage. A hot, sweaty passionate feeling that left him shivering. Wanting more of it, but also sickened to have felt it over the man’s death.

That… wasn’t retribution, was it?

That was more akin to vengeance.

They’re not quite the same.

Retribution was what he’d been doing. Compensation or satisfaction to be made whole.

Everything he’d said was true. More to the fact, it felt like he’d done far more than he’d even said. While his crimes were terrible… I’m not sure… I did the right thing.

Grimacing, Warner stared down at the unmoving corpse below him.

I acted without truly understanding.

With a shake of his head and a frown, Warner felt like he’d done wrong. Done wrong and couldn’t even deny it.

The feeling of the man’s death hadn’t been justice.

It hadn’t been retribution at all.

“Halt!” shouted a voice on a loudspeaker. It sounded like a woman, but Warner wasn’t sure.

Lifting his head, Warner glanced to the side and found a helicopter not far off. It was hovering in mid-air and pitched sideways.

Several people with rifles pointed at him were in the door.

“Land peacefully and surrender!” came the voice over the loudspeaker again.

“I cannot,” Warner replied with a shake of his head.

He’d erred with the man he’d just killed, but that didn’t mean he should surrender. To give up on his mission.

To stop.

It just meant he had to be far more aware of what he was doing.

A sudden, heavy impact blasted Warner. Spinning him to the side, his wing folding in on itself. Almost immediately he began falling out of the sky like a shot duck.

His shoulder felt like it was on fire and one of his wings felt like it wasn’t working right.

Looking at his side, Warner found that his arm, and the wing, were both a mangled mess of flesh and bone. More like a hamburger patty with bones sticking out of it, if he had to describe it.

What…?

A roaring sound blasted by him in what sounded like a jet screeching by at an airport.

Turning toward the noise, Warner found it was exactly that. A fighter jet ripping through the sky and hard turning to one side.

Did they shoot me with a missile? Is that even possible?

Focusing on his arm, and his wing, Warner called up a great deal of his power.

Almost instantly, it responded to his call. Shooting up from within, plastering itself to his body and wrapping him in a cocoon of golden power.

There were large swathes of that power that was red, however. There were also several streaks of blackness in it.

I did wrong, didn’t I?

Wrapping that thought up in a blanket and tossing it out the window, Warner focused on the situation he was in. He needed to deal with what was happening right now, rather than worrying about what would come later.

Snapping back into place, his wing unfurled and arrested his fall. His arm also reknit itself back together. The muscle, sinew, and bone flowing into one another to form itself back into the shape one would expect from an arm and shoulder.

With a powerful flap of his wings, Warner shot up toward the helicopter. Two more and he quite literally placed his feet on the skid. He stood between the three people with rifles who’d been staring him down earlier.

“Now,” Warner shouted. “Who are you? Who do you work for?”

Rather than respond to him, the closest of the three pulled a pistol from their side and aimed it at Warner.

Slapping the weapon away, Warner looked at the individual.

They were hooked into the helicopter so that they couldn’t actually fall out of it. Even if they did truly fall, they’d end up just hanging from it.

Grabbing them by a shoulder-strap, Warner casually pulled them out of the helicopter. Then he did so for the next closest of the trio.

The last one he didn’t jerk out of the helicopter. At least, not immediately.

Instead, he grabbed the headset that was around their ears, then pulled them out of the helicopter, and then finally pulled the headset down over his own head.

Moving into the bay of the helicopter, Warner sat down in one of the seats and looked at the pilot.

“Who are you, and who do you work for?” Warner asked, adjusting the microphone that was attached to the helmet. “If you don’t tell me, and speak honestly, I will consider you an enemy and bring this helicopter down.”

A quick glance over their shoulder and the pilot was able to confirm Warner was now in the helicopter.

Looking ahead again, the pilot cleared their throat.

“We work for the Fed,” said the same voice he’d heard over the loudspeaker.

“And the jet that just fired on me?” Warner asked. He wanted to know exactly who had opened fire on him.

“Para National Guard,” said the pilot, sounding very nervous.

“They weren’t working with you? Working separately?” Warner demanded.

“There’s a task force to bring you in. There was no mention of a jet when we were scrambled to intercept you,” explained the pilot. She sounded nervous and frustrated at the same time. “Hey… I’m… just doing my job here. I don’t really get to say yes or no to the orders. But I can tell you that my orders didn’t include a jet whipping by me and nearly wiping me out of the sky with their wash.”

The thrum of the helicopter that continued to vibrate through his body reminded him that he wasn’t in a safe space. This conversation was at the mercy of that jet deciding not to blast the helicopter out of the same airspace they were sharing.

“Para National Guard,” Warner said, turning to look out the helicopter’s still open bay. “Your men are hanging from their harnesses. I didn’t harm them. They had no injustice to them. Nor do you. I have no qualms with those who are just and righteous.”

“You… dropped a man out of the sky,” mumbled the pilot.

“Yes. He was a rapist and a kidnapper. He was paying his dues for his crimes,” replied Warner. He regretted what had happened to the man. “In the end, he acted before I could give my ruling upon him. Though you will unlikely believe me—and while I admit I do hold some responsibility for the act—the man committed suicide of a sort in the end. That doesn’t absolve me of my own mistake, it’s just a statement of fact.”

Didn’t even get his name.

“Now, I’m going to go find that jet and see what that pilot has to account for,” grumbled Warner.

“They got grounded,” countered the pilot of the helicopter. “I don’t see them on my instruments or hear any traffic from them on the channel.”

“Oh? Hm. In the future, please tell everyone to stay out of my business. I’ll stay out of theirs,” promised Warner. “Or maybe I should head down to the Fed offices, as well as the Para National Guard HQ, and see if anyone needs administering of chastisement.”

That’s not actually a terrible idea.

I could quickly and easily clear out all the Pattin’s of the world. Clear them out and set them to rights.

Nodding his head slowly, Warner was coming to realize that his threat was actually a very sound plan.

Pulling off the headset, he casually tossed it to the floor of the helicopter and dove out. Plunging toward the earth.

Getting down to street level, Warner flicked his wings out and began flying at high speed along with the flow of traffic. It wouldn’t take him long to lose any aerial pursuit as long as he kept to the buildings, took tight turns, and broke it up using alleys and side streets. Places a helicopter, blimp, jet, or plane would be unable to keep an eye on him.

The Fed building and Para HQ… hm. Maybe the PID, too?

Fink wasn’t a great detective.

Wait, was that his name? Fink?

Can’t remember.

Ever since he had Golded Out, Warner felt like some of his thoughts and memories were a bit hazy. Lacking in substance almost.

Turning hard to the left, Warner sliced through an intersection and onto another street.


Twenty-Two

 

Sighing, Warner wasn’t sure if this was a good idea.

Over the last three days of his patrols, he’d encountered the Fed, PID, or Para National Guard every time. In one way or another.

Thankfully, the first two didn’t engage him the way the Guard did.

The Guard was far more likely to immediately begin firing as soon as they saw him regardless of anything else. That or try to engage him in melee combat as swiftly as possible.

Warner was unable to count the number of times in the last seventy-two hours that he’d gotten into fistfights with Vampires or Werewolves who were part of the Para Guard.

Or a sword fight.

Of those he encountered, only one battle had become lethal. His opponent had been a Were Guardsman who had a great deal of injustice flowing from him.

He’d misused his position of power to great effect. Causing a score of problems and violence for others.

Once that had happened, though, Warner knew it wouldn’t be the same going forward. Until that point, he hadn’t really harmed anyone who’d come after him.

It just so happened that one of those pursuers was a valid target for him.

Which was why Warner was trying something different today.

He hadn’t gone on a patrol during the day.

In fact, he’d done the opposite. He’d stayed home, hung out with everyone, and generally lazed about. Doing much to-do about nothing.

Flying across the freeway that practically bisected the state, Warner crossed his arms while in flight. His wings on either side of him continued to flap away as he headed toward his destination.

At this hour, with the sun fully set, everyone driving would be leaving the city. Heading home to rest for the evening and dread the next morning. When they’d have to drive back to work and start the rest of their lives once again.

Warner pulled up his power and drew it around himself in a tight cocoon of power. The golden light swirling around him slowly as he flew on.

He didn’t want to run the risk of having another jet take a shot at him. The last one had nearly killed him because he hadn’t been ready for it.

Thankfully, the redness he’d seen in his power had gone away with time. Slowly bleeding out of his power.

Unfortunately, the black foulness he’d seen had left almost instantly. Because no sooner than Warner had gotten to a safe location after that, he’d thrown up a considerable amount.

Including the black filth that he’d seen floating around in his power.

It’d also taken much longer for that tar-like substance to burn this time. The golden fluid had been tinged with red and seemed hesitant to destroy the injustice Warner had spat up.

All of it just left him with more questions. More and more questions and worries.

Worries that were bleeding into his everyday thoughts.

That maybe he’d taken a wrong turn in his quest for justice for the common people.

It’s not like Maya is thrilled with my current plan.

She seemed almost to dislike it as much as Bodil did.

Thinking of Bodil brought Warner back around to what had jump-started this twist, however.

Her grandfather had been executed and Bodil had finally gotten more details about his death.

A single gunshot to the back of the head. His naked body had been promptly stuffed into a steel oil drum afterward.

All around the location where he’d been found—which was discovered accidentally on a bust for a large drug deal nearby—were numerous chemicals. Bodil had been told that those chemicals were exactly what one would need to make a human smoothie.

Which explained the barrel he had been put in. It would have acted the part of the container for that human smoothie.

And if I hadn’t torn apart the Weres and Vamps, would anyone have moved on him? I made the situation, didn’t I?

Shaking his head, Warner cleared his thoughts.

He would be closing in on his target tonight.

Up until Warner had Golded Out, he’d been working with Aelia and Madison on missions like this.

Now though, with the increased scrutiny, that wasn’t possible.

They would be nearby and ready to assist if he needed it, but not active.

Warner was on his own unless he pressed a little button on a modified key FOB. It would alert Madison and Aelia that he needed help.

It’s just a gang.

I should be able to handle this easily.

Turning his head, Warner looked down at the lights below.

Someone had dropped a hint into an open forum dedicated to Yellow Eyes. The old one had been closed down by the Fed and ripped apart.

This new page had an offshore setup along with a series of cutouts to prevent anyone from discovering who was running it.

Even Jenny and Althea couldn’t figure out who was been running it. They had even gone so far as to ask him if he knew who it was.

He did, but he’d never divulge that information.

Daria had been working hard to get that page up so they could catch tips and hints as well as communicate. A lot of future-seeing and effort on her part had been invested to keep them safe and anonymous.

This was the most recent, and biggest, tip they’d had so far.

The Fed was going to make a move on a gang in the next few days and raid them. Apparently, they’d graduated into Para drug dealing, rather than normal drug dealing.

And the Fed really didn’t like that.

“There it is,” Warner said to himself and tucked in a wing. Forcing his body into a hard turn and cutting through the air.

Lining himself up, Warner tucked in his wings and dove downward much as a hawk would. The sound of wind crackling through his ears grew louder and louder.

Warner grinned as he felt himself reach terminal velocity.

He enjoyed flying a great deal.

A few seconds before he would have hit the ground, or more precisely, the grass in the backyard, Warner flipped end over end. His wings extending completely and arresting his fall.

A few seconds was all he needed to negate the vast majority of his speed, meeting the ground with only a soft bump.

“See? Just… stay here,” someone muttered with a dark chuckle from inside the house. It’d just been on the edge of Warner’s enhanced senses.

Warner turned toward the home and unsheathed his sword in the same movement. Reaching across himself he drew his pistol as well and took a step back. Putting his left hand, and the pistol it held, in the front position. His blade was held slightly behind and to the side, but ready.

More likely will be a shoot-out first.

Then we close and—

“Hey, Yellow Eyes,” said a man from the house as the back door opened. “Figured you’d be dropping by at some point.”

Stepping out onto the back deck, the man shut the door behind himself and then took a seat on the top step. Dressed in a tank top and shorts, he looked like he might have been getting ready for bed.

He was a young man—perhaps in his mid-twenties—with brown hair and brown eyes. There were a number of visible tattoos that ran up and down his arms and across his shoulders.

Warner could actually detect injustice from the man, but nowhere near the amount he’d been expecting. Not from someone who had been so high on the Fed’s wanted list or so the tipper had said.

“Was expecting you since I first heard about you,” continued the man. “Except… except I’m fairly certain I’m not who you want. Not after you’ve seen me, at least. Am I?”

Slowly, Warner tilted his head to the side, trying to scan the man more thoroughly.

Nothing changed though.

He had a good deal of injustice on him, but they were mostly violations that a normal person would commit. There were a few that stood out, but nothing that would cause Warner to kill him outright.

It reminded him of the man Warner had indirectly killed a few days prior. Where a great deal of good had been wrought by them, but their injustice matched it at the same time.

Tempered injustice that was neither good nor bad. An ugly gray that was actually balanced.

Only it was balanced by having both sides weighed down with ten tons of deeds, rather than avoiding bad deeds.

This would be vengeance, not retribution.

This would be executing a convict who had already done their time.

Their original crime would never truly be rectified, but they would have paid the price for their actions. This… isn’t any different, in a way.

Grimacing, Warner holstered his pistol, then sheathed his sword.

“No. You’re not,” complained Warner. He was disappointed.

Right now, he was wondering if the tip he’d been given had been an attempt to get Warner here to meet this man.

“I was right then. It isn’t really about… bein’ good. It’s about balance to a degree,” said the man as he nodded his head. “Rob a fool, break a thug’s jaw. Rape a woman, kill a rapist. Carjack someone, donate that car to a children’s foundation.”

Unable to argue the point, Warner was left with a number of thoughts that chased each other around and around.

This man was balancing out his evil with good deeds in nearly equal amounts.

Is it no different than Aelia? She just stopped committing crimes and served a penance by working with me.

Much the same as this man is doing, except he isn’t doing it as a penance. So the injustice remains.

“Right. Okay. Right. Well,” said the man, folding his hands, one into the other. “How’d you end up here, though? I’ve been keeping a low profile. Shit I do is mostly selling clean drugs to people who want it.

“Nothing added to ‘em that might kill ‘em or harm ‘em. Partially because I figured it wouldn’t make you angry for selling. Selling bad would get you on my case, though.”

“Para drugs. Got tipped off by someone,” explained Warner.

“Para dr— Ooooh! I got it. People usually get those through hurting people,” said the man with a shake of his head and a laugh. “See, I didn’t want to be part of the production cycle. Thought that might trip me up on my ‘scales’, yeah? I buy it all from a contact. I’m just buying it. I got nothing to do with what they do to get the drugs… but… you know… I got info for ya.”

Warner raised his eyebrows.

“I’m listening,” he said. There wasn’t much else he could do here. The man was exactly what he’d made himself into. A balanced set of scales that had hundreds of elephants on each side.

Terrifying and villainous, but balanced.

“See, I knew you’d come at some point. I paid stacks to get addies for you. My enemies, bad dealers, people who cut with drain cleaner. Anything and everything,” the man said and then laughed. Reaching into his pocket he pulled out a small black notebook no bigger than a palm. “Here. Everything I got. Free. Consider it me balancing a little more.

“Reason you and I don’t got a beef is because you don’t care if I’m doing crime. You just care if I’m balanced. All these fools? Ain’t balanced. You’ll have lotta beef with them.”

Taking several steps forward, Warner took the notebook from the man and considered it while holding it in his hand.

Criminals siccing me on other criminals.

Part of me worries that this man… will be far worse, even with a balanced scale, than any of those with unbalanced ones.

“Thanks, Tito,” Warner murmured, opening the notebook and starting to slowly flip through the pages.

Not only were names listed, along with their addresses, but a great deal of information about their associates and known underlings.

“Hey man, it’s no big deal. Just helps me keep my own balance in check, and with any luck, you’ll get rid of some fools who cause me trouble,” Tito said with a laugh. “Works out for both of us. You’re a lot easier to deal with than the police.

“Oh, speaking of police, I listed out everyone who takes bribes that I’m not working with right now. Or who do things for some scratch. They’re more in the back though.”

Shaking his head while smirking, Warner flipped to the back of the notebook.

Sure enough, there were police officers listed, precinct, and their home addresses as well.

Literally offering me up everyone who has done wrong that he has no use for.

“You’re a natural disaster, man. I boarded up my windows long time ago. These fools? Didn’t even think about you and what you can do. Anything you give them, they deserve,” Tito said with a wave of his hand.

Warner tucked the notebook away and then expanded his wings.

“Hey… is it cool to fly?” Tito asked.

Dumbstruck by the random question, Warner looked at the man.

“Very,” Warner admitted, then hopped upward and beat down with his wings. He was carried off into the sky quite quickly.

He needed to meet up with Aelia and discuss the information he’d just gotten, as well as Tito himself.

Warner was expecting him to become a complicated problem.

 

***

 

Feeling more tired than he could ever remember, Warner got out of the van and then stood there at the back of it.

“My ass and thighs hurt,” complained Madison as she got out of the van as well. “And not the fun way when Warner’s done with me. Was tonight a sex night? I can’t remember. My memory’s been better lately but I can’t remember if tonight was a sex night.”

Grumbling under her breath, Madison walked by him after closing the rear doors of the van. She was rubbing at her posterior with both hands.

“No, it wasn’t,” Aelia said, closing the driver’s side door and coming around to the back of the van.

She was dressed a bit differently this evening. She looked like she was ready to go out for dinner rather than what they had actually done.

Even going so far as to wearing some rather colorful feathery earrings.

Sitting down on the bumper of the van, she let out a breath and looked up at him with a grin.

“Well, that wasn’t quite what I was expecting for the evening, but you kept me up until dawn,” said Aelia, blinking slowly. “You haven’t done that in a while.”

Rolling his eyes, Warner couldn’t help himself and he grinned back at her. Then he sat down on the bumper next to her.

“What’s with the wings on the back of the van?” he asked.

“Oh, it’s Bodil’s and my company. Valk-Cleaning,” Aelia said with a shrug of her shoulders. “With all those Valkyries chasing after you, we needed a way to keep in contact with everyone. In a way that wouldn’t raise suspicion.

“So… cleaning service. With a client list that really is a bunch of empty offices that I bought to sink losses into for taxes. That and our own houses and apartments.

“Then I just turned around and hired someone else to do all the work for now. Until the Valks show up again.”

Warner hadn’t considered any of that.

“That… uh… yeah. That makes a lot of sense,” admitted Warner.

“Right? Bodil and Daria came up with it, of course. Wish I could claim the idea,” muttered Aelia with a shake of her head. “It’s hard to feel smart or useful with those two around. Tell me what already happened and what will happen. All we need now is someone to tell me what’s happening in the present.”

“How about no. That sounds too close to actual mythology,” declined Warner.

“Suppose so. Well, anyway. Tonight was pretty good as far as hauls and balancing. Didn’t expect you to want to pull an all-nighter.”

“Didn’t think we would either. Was too good, though. No reason not to keep rolling. Hit while the info was hot.”

Aelia slowly nodded her head, then patted Warner’s knee twice.

“I’m going to bed. At least for a few hours. Admittedly, I don’t need as much as others but… I do need some.”

Aelia left him there sitting on the bumper.

Watching the sunrise slowly.

Tonight had been a good night.

He hadn’t felt any of the angry red fluctuations he’d experienced lately. Nor had he had any black spots in his golden aura either.

A very good night indeed.

Turning his head, Warner saw a small car moving down the street toward him. The sun was just rising behind it in the distance.

Slowly, the car pulled up next to him, and then the window slowly rolled down.

“Uhm, I’m sorry, but I’m looking for… goodness, where did it go,” said a young woman in the driver’s seat.

Wafting off the young woman, Warner could feel a great deal of justice. This woman had done all that she could to be right and true in the world.

Getting up off the bumper, Warner moved over to stand at the driver’s side window. Peering in, he saw what looked like someone sleeping in the backseat. He couldn’t see the details of it, besides that they were a lump under blankets.

Putting his attention back to the woman, he gave her a quick once-over.

She was young and attractive. Her light-brown hair was pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail behind her head as she fumbled with a stack of papers in front of herself.

There was wariness in her pale-green eyes. A cynicism that came from living a worn life. But they also held a great deal of hope.

Warm hope, put there by someone else who believed in her.

“Uh, here, can you tell me where this is?” asked the woman, pulling out a paper and then holding it out to him.

Glancing down at the paper, then immediately to his dormant neighbor’s house directly across the street, Warner chuckled.

“Yeah, I sure can. It’s right there,” Warner said, then pointed at the house with the realtor sign in the front yard.

“Really? Oh, thank goodness,” said the woman with a laugh, taking the paper back from Warner. “I was trusting the GPS blindly and it had me go up the wrong street.

“Though… to be fair… I had it listed as drive, not place.”

Grinning now, Warner slowly nodded his head.

“Well. Welcome to the neighborhood. I’m Warner James. Just let me know if you need anything and I’ll pop over and see what I can do,” he said, holding his hand out to her.

“Yes! Hello! I’ll likely be taking you up on that. I’m afraid this is everything we own,” said the woman as she took his hand and shook it. “Going to have to buy all our furniture. We barely were able to find this house. A… a friend sent me the listing and I just bought it sight unseen.

“Oh! Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Lucy. Lucy Barrows. My sisters are asleep in the back otherwise I’d introduce you to them.”

Grinning, Warner nodded his head again.

“Uhm, can I ask you for that favor? Maybe go get a cup of coffee and bring it back here? My treat.

“I could… use some help. I have instructions on how to find the key to get in but… well…”

Lucy’s voice trailed off.

She clearly didn’t know what she wanted to ask. Or what she wanted to do.

To Warner, she seemed a lot like a young woman who really didn’t know what to do with herself and was looking for someone to give her an idea.

Given the way she was dressed, her run-down, beat-up car, moving without furniture, and the look in her eyes, Warner figured her for an abuse victim.

One that had escaped.

For some reason, Warner felt like he wanted to help her.

Very likely protect her.

She seemed like a really good person, and Warner wanted more of those people on his street. Especially if her little sisters happened to be Maya’s age, which was a possibility.

“Sure, why not,” he said and nodded his head.


Twenty-Three

 

“—seventeen cell phones,” Aelia said, setting the last smartphone down. “That’s everything we got off the dead. Thankfully, with him being quiet about it this time, we could actually get some stuff.”

Snorting at that, Warner just shook his head.

Aelia and Madison weren’t exactly happy at the fact that his more recent patrols had ended with kills that hadn’t allowed them to rob the dead.

Not that he blamed them for it really, they did always need more money.

“Lovely. Did you wipe them already?” Daria asked, picking up what looked like a brand new model he’d just seen on TV.

“Yeah. Did it on the way back while Maddy drove us around a bit. Dropped the sim cards, too. Just in case. Then pulled the batteries,” Aelia said with a hand wave. “There was no way I was going to take any of these back home with them active or live.”

“Good work. I’ll pick out the ones we can keep without an issue and dispose of the ones we can’t. We’ll need quite a few for the others,” murmured Daria, turning the phone in her hands over. “Though I think I want to keep this one for myself.”

Aelia only nodded her head. She’d kept one of the phones from the dead last time around. In fact, everyone else had already upgraded their phone at least once through robbing the dead.

Even his daughter—who had only been concerned about it up until Daria handed her the brand new version of Maya’s current phone—had taken one.

“We should be able to flood our Valkyries with phones once they get back,” Bodil said in a subdued voice, coming over to poke at one of the phones.

Ever since her grandfather had passed, Bodil had sought comfort in the presence of everyone else in the house. Even going so far as to often cuddle with Warner on the couch and demand to watch something with him.

She was also actively pursuing him now.

In a way that was almost unhealthy, Warner suspected.

She was pushing far faster and for more than she’d ever even hinted at previously. Above and beyond what Daria had cautioned him about.

She was rushing into this now that she no longer had an attachment with her grandfather.

To fill the void?

No… not to fill the void. She’s stronger than that.

Certainly not normal, though. I’ll need to be—

Bodil came over and sat down next to him on the love seat. Pulling his arm up, she draped it around her shoulders, then pressed herself up against his side.

Opening her phone, she began to flip through something and read it.

Looking up from Bodil, Warner caught Daria’s eyes. She’d been staring at him.

Slowly, she shook her head and gave him a tired smile.

Forcing himself, Warner was about to ask aloud if he should push Bodil away. Because he was concerned this was all unhealthy.

Daria suddenly shook her head even as she continued to smile.

Once more Warner forced himself to ask silently if he should allow Bodil to do as she was doing.

Again, Daria nodded her head as she had done originally.

Checking a sigh, Warner leaned his head to the side and laid his lips to Bodil’s brow.

“It’ll be alright,” Warner said softly. Curling the arm that was behind her, he laid a hand to the side of her head. “I’ll make everything right.”

Bodil froze, her body going stiff. Her thumbs resting against her phone.

“Okay,” she murmured a second before she leaned further into him. Resting herself entirely against his side.

Warner sat up straight and looked back at Daria as she and Aelia continued to go over the loot. Rings, watches, and other jewelry could always be sold, or melted down and then sold. They had more than enough money to do what they needed to, but there was never a reason to turn down more funds.

“Uhm… someone posted a tip. One that seems odd but also something we might not be able to ignore,” Bodil said in a louder voice. “That Were-Hyena group that firebombed Aelia’s store? They’re expanding.

“According to this tip, they’re moving into Human and drug trafficking. Outside of just gun-running.

“On top of that, more and more packs are coming into the state to join them. A mega pack. They’re quickly growing to a size large enough to rival the Wolf faction. Which… is very different.”

“Yeah, it is. Hyenas… they’re not normal to begin with,” muttered Aelia. “I mean, I know their packs are normally dominated by women. They’re bigger, stronger, and will band together against men in their own packs, but that’s mostly due to the nature of their particular virus.

“But to make a mega-pack rivaling the Wolves? That’s… very abnormal.”

“In the north,” Bodil said, her thumb scrolling along. “Up around Fort Morgan.”

“That seems a really long way away to firebomb your shop,” Warner commented, turning his gaze to Aelia

“I… yeah, it is. I must’ve pissed one of them off personally, I guess,” replied Aelia, scratching idly at one arm. “Can’t remember running across any of them. Or having any bad deals with them. Weird.”

“No, you know what’s really weird?” Bodil asked, looking up from her phone. “The tip looks like it came from someone in the Fed. And we only know one person over there.”

“Althea?” Daria and Warner asked in unison.

“I’m not sure, but… we don’t know anyone else over there,” said Bodil, repeating herself. “Could be anyone, I suppose. Or… it could just be… someone baiting us. Couldn’t it?”

“It… could be. I can’t see anything,” offered Daria with a shrug of her shoulders. “It could be the quickest way to take care of the Hyenas or a complete trap. I have no idea.”

“Well. Only way to find out if it’s worth checking into the Hyenas is to go there. Also, the only way to find out if our Fed tipper is a trap or not is to go there.

“We just… don’t know. Which all points to the fact that I guess I’m going up north,” Warner said. “And alone. Because while it’d be nice to have Aelia and Madison there, they can’t escape as quickly as I can.”

Everyone looked rather nonplussed about that statement, but no one could offer a counter.

“Go at night,” Bodil grumbled.

Go at night, indeed.

 

***

 

 Warner was flying as high as he could right now.

Or at least as high as he could manage while still being able to see the ground discernibly. His eyesight hadn’t improved regardless of whatever else had changed about him.

Looks like a really large compound.

Larger than… anything I’ve ever seen.

It’s almost like they bought up all the surrounding land and put up a massive fence.

Larger than even the Were encampment I dropped in on.

Slowly, Warner began to descend from above.

While the moon was almost full tonight—which aided him in his endeavor to actually see anything—he still needed to get down lower.

Besides being able to see more the closer he was, he also couldn’t see or sense any injustice from here.

He was just too far away.

Too high.

Keeping his power in close and tight, Warner did everything he could to smother the glow. To keep it muted and impossible to see. He really didn’t want to announce his impending arrival.

Getting closer, he could see his earlier thoughts were quite accurate, but also not.

It really was a massive complex of what looked like farms that’d been bought out and then enclosed. Merged into one giant space.

Aelia had mentioned they tended to burrow. That it was far more likely that they’d have a series of underground tunnels and the like.

Shaking his head, Warner really didn’t like the idea of going down into the earth. Into what was essentially enemy territory.

In his mind, he could see it going poorly almost immediately. Being attacked from the dark where he couldn’t even see it coming.

Though, that’s assuming there’s even a reason to go down there.

For all I know, the tip was entirely false and has nothing at all to do with me.

Smirking, Warner began to pull his wings in further, gliding inward toward an open field next to a barn.

Even now, he still saw and sensed nothing.

He was going to have to land and start looking around on foot. There wasn’t much for him to suss out about the situation at the moment.

Grimacing, and feeling ever more like this was possibly a mistake, Warner touched down to the earth. Feeling around with his power, he couldn’t detect much of anything at all.

Everything seemed to be exactly what he saw it as at the moment. A large complex made out of multiple farms with abandoned-looking buildings.

Maybe an underground Hyena warren. Assembling into a militia type thing.

After that, they could just muscle in on everything that the Wolves and Vamps are in danger of losing.

That’d be the likely way this goes, right?

Shaking his head, feeling unsure and out of his league, Warner drew his sword.

Moving toward the barn he kept his power tightly held. Keeping it in check against the possibility of someone spotting him.

By the time he reached the front of the barn, he found there was no sign of injustice even now.

At all.

Not even the amount you’d expect from a normal person.

This… is a trap, isn’t it?

As quietly as was possible, Warner reached up and began opening the barn door. Once the gap was several feet wide, he slipped into the barn.

Much as he’d seen with his last encounter with Weres, there was a hole in the ground. This one was a ramp with wooden supports and entry that led down into the earth.

Or maybe it isn’t a trap and they really are just completely underground.

Starting down the ramp, Warner kept trying to sense anything. To feel any sort of injustice at all.

Because right now, he wasn’t even sure if there was anyone down here at all. It was as if he were on the moon at the moment.

Completely devoid of any signs of life at all.

Step by step, Warner went deeper.

And deeper.

Until it felt like he’d already been walking for ten minutes. There’d been no alternative exits to take.

No hallways.

No turns.

It was a single tunnel that sloped at the same angle, though it did feel as if it were curving slightly to the left for a while.

Finally, Warner encountered something out of the ordinary.

A dead end.

“Huh?” Warner asked, staring at the wall in front of himself.

The golden glow of his power had been providing him with more than enough light to see by. It wasn’t until he stood directly in front of the wall that he actually believed his eyes though.

“Nowhere to go, I suppose,” muttered Warner, letting his eyes move along the earthen wall of dirt.

Dark, uncompacted, and looking quite different than the walls, ceiling, or floor, this wall was out of the ordinary.

Almost as if it’d been thrown up recently and hadn’t been part of the original layout. Like someone had come down here and filled in the tunnel.

Leaning in close to the dirt, Warner ran a finger along what looked like a very large handprint.

Incredibly large.

They had some type of Para creature come down here and do this.

But why?

Is it a trap for me?

But they would have no way of knowing which entrance I would try. And there were no electronics, tripwires, or anything else that would have told me I’d entered this tunnel.

Shaking his head, Warner realized this wasn’t the place to be.

Regardless of anything else, he needed to get out.

And now.

Turning on his heel Warner took a single step then froze.

Bleeding through the dirt, wriggling its way through the earth, came an ugly feeling of injustice.

Of murder most foul and outright execution.

“What cruel misfortune is this?” Warner asked no one, turning his head and looking back to the dirt wall.

Standing in front of it once more, he canted his head to the side and waited for several seconds.

Sure enough, he could feel a great mass of evil wriggling its way through the earth in front of him.

“Upon your heads be this punishment,” warned Warner as he drew his sword back, taking a full step away from the wall.

Channeling a great flood of power into his blade he stabbed forward.

There was a crisp crunching sound as the tip of his weapon slid into the earth.

Then the wall blew up.

Blew outward, to be more precise.

No sooner than the earthen barrier was no more, Warner was flooded with an overwhelming sense of murder, kidnapping, and acts of vile cruelty.

As the dirt and dust began to settle, he could finally see ahead.

It was a large cavernous area. Dug from the earth itself with walls hard-packed by force. Likely the work of weeks or hundreds of people.

There was no rock that he could see, it was all excavated dirt without reinforcement.

A true Hyena den.

And all around that den were a great many people. From one side of the cavern to the other. Nothing but people. Sitting, standing, laying down, they were everywhere.

All around him were men, women, and children.

They were all in various states of extreme emotion.

Rolling around, screaming, or beating on one another, it was a scene of absolute madness. As if they were all insane or fighting insanity’s approach.

For those who didn’t seem to be in the throes of losing their mind, they were a groaning, moaning, copy of a person. Lost in whatever agony had been done to them and unable to do much else.

“What madness has taken you all?” Warner asked, his power flaring out around him violently. It was obvious to him from just looking around that these people were from all walks of life.

From their clothes, hair, and features, they seemed to be a grab-bag collection of anything and everyone.

On top of that, everyone here had had injustice done to them. Some of them had suffered so much of it that it made Warner almost wish to turn away from them.

He felt shame for what’d happened to these people and that he hadn’t been here to prevent it. That they were even now suffering under a great deal of injustice that was being done.

“You! Who are you!?” shouted a person at the front of the large cavern-like area. They were like the Were-Hyenas he’d seen before in Bodil’s vision.

Lifting his eyes to the speaker, Warner focused on that speaker.

They were dressed in normal clothes, carried what could only be a small SMG, and looked like a guard. Set down here to watch over these poor people as whatever happened to them, happened.

With a powerful beat of his wings, he closed the distance to them nearly instantly.

Snatching them up off their feet with his gloved hand, Warner lifted the strange half-Human, half-Hyena monster and peered into their face.

“What evil have you wrought on His poor children?” demanded Warner, his fingers slowly closing around the man’s throat.

“Were-change,” wheezed out the monster. “Were-Hyena.”

Warner inhaled sharply and lifted his chin.

He was very well aware that a Were-change was a life and death struggle that one didn’t even have control over. You simply could survive the virus or not.

“You… deliberately infected them all with a Were virus?” Warner asked, his temper flaring. “Did they volunteer? Were they compensated for this? Were they tested to see if they would survive?”

“No,” groaned the man, his voice a raspy response.

Now, Warner was rapidly running from a cold start to the speed of light in under three seconds.

What these Weres had done was to condemn all these people. The majority of them would probably be dead before the end of the week.

Squeezing down with all the force his wrist, hand, and arm could generate, Warner crushed the man’s throat.

Tossing the dying body to one side, Warner looked at the group of people all undergoing Were-transformation. He could now see that those who were lying down weren’t resting.

They were quite dead.

“You poor souls,” despaired Warner. “I shall cleanse this entire location of this taint. Chastise all that did this to you, regardless of what your own outcomes may be.

“I will wish you the best of luck in your struggles, and that if you are fortunate, He has gifted you with the ability to survive.”

Turning on his heel, Warner started to head up in the opposite direction than the one he’d arrived from. He needed to track down those who had done this, as well as to see if there were anyone else in need of rescue.

Because if he understood Were mentality, this would be a pack for those who survived. If there weren’t enough, they’d likely be rolled into a different one.

Which meant there were quite likely a lot of other innocents in this place. People that would need him to avenge them regardless of whatever happened to them.

Marching along, Warner could only prepare himself.

Because there had only been one way into the chamber he’d entered.

There was also only one way out of the very same chamber.

Holding firmly to his golden rage, Warner kept his sword aloft. Determined to right a number of scales this evening.

Warner went onward.


Twenty-Four

 

Reaching the exit of the tunnel, Warner found himself in a strangely dense patch of bushes. They looked almost haphazardly thrown together as if they’d simply grown where their seeds had lain.

Except the tunnel came up right in the middle of it all in such a way that it was completely concealed. Either someone had planted the bushes to grow them exactly as they were, or the existing bushes were modified and then utilized.

In either case, Warner had to admit that this clearly had some planning put into it. That meant that someone had been expecting to utilize the den in the way they had.

This really is planned out.

This is definitely a play for power. The Hyenas want to graduate from street thugs to statewide control.

Did they attack Aelia before realizing they could move further and higher? Or was the attack on Aelia to demonstrate that they could.

Then leverage that to go upward?

Ugh.

Warner shook his head and began feeling around with his power.

He didn’t have the mind for politics, power plays, businesses, or anything like that. His strengths were primarily in combat and not much else.

I’m certainly not someone with a fancy name and title.

I’m no Felix, Alexander, or Phillip.

Ah!

Turning his head, Warner looked to his right.

There was a faint feeling of injustice coming from that direction. A feeling very similar to the one he’d left behind him.

People being forced into a Were-change against their will.

Probably only one guard again.

We’ll take care of them and move on to the next as quickly as we can.

Nodding his head, Warner kept moving forward. Chasing after the feeling of injustice. It grew stronger with every step he took. Welling up from somewhere directly ahead of him.

Except all he could see straight ahead was dirt and grass. There were no shrubs or any type of cover that would hide the entryway.

As far as Warner could tell he was just walking up to another patch of dirt.

Frowning, Warner pulled on his power and tried to channel it up into his eyes. To somehow enhance his vision.

From the inability to see anything when he was airborne to right now, he’d had issues with his mortal eyesight.

He was finding it increasingly difficult and frustrating as well to be bound up in mortal affairs and concerns.

To be limited by all the trappings and forced shortfalls of physical beings.

Then Warner suddenly remembered that he himself was a mortal. That he wasn’t just disparaging a different species of animal. He was actively putting down himself, Maya, and everyone he knew and loved.

I’m a mortal. I’m… a mortal.

There was a distinct disagreement with that statement. It came from deep inside Warner’s own mind. Tucked away in a dark corner that he couldn’t find.

Rather than pursue it, Warner focused on what he had just discovered.

A veil of magic had been laid over the entryway.

Hidden in plain sight, the tunnel was sat down in the open. Without any type of cover or hiding outside of the magic.

Magic that Warner could now see through even as his power infused his vision.

Walking straight through the magical screen he passed into the tunnel and began the descent down. Following the trail of injustice that someone had left behind.

Hearing nothing, and seeing little, Warner wasn’t concerned.

Because right now, nothing else mattered other than meting out justice.

Storming down the tunnel he felt like he was gaining speed with every step.

With a turn to the left, Warner burst out onto a scene he wasn’t expecting.

Once more, he’d entered a large open chamber. Filled to the brim with people.

Except none of them were mid-change. Everyone here was in the middle of what looked like a mass arrest.

A large number of Were-Hyenas were on their knees or face down on the ground. Behind them and spread throughout were an equal number of what looked like Fed agents.

Or so Warner figured given that their jackets, vests, and caps all said Fed on them. Clearly, a full-on raid was ongoing right now to clear the facility.

I’m not needed here.

“Ah, I see there is no need for me to—”

Before Warner could finish his sentence, many weapons were pointed at him.

Then immediately fired.

His power instantly swirled up around him. Cocooning him and shielding him from the mass of rounds.

Except these were very different projectiles. The vast majority of them were exploding against the flaring golden aura around him.

Apparently, they detonated upon contact with his power, rather than simply getting caught in it as the other rounds had done so previously.

In a mere handful of seconds, Warner was physically driven backward under the barrage. The power of those constant small detonations forced him back up the tunnel.

Except as much as he would like to turn around and flee right now, he wasn’t stable on his feet. The distance he’d traveled had been more his boots sliding across the ground than actual steps.

“In His name, I demand you to stop or I shall be forced to act!” declared Warner with as much volume as he could muster. “I would quit this field as you have it under control, but you are not giving me the opportunity!”

Either they couldn’t hear him over the massive amount of gunfire—which was extremely likely—or they didn’t care. In both of those situations, Warner had no choice but to act.

Gritting his teeth, Warner gambled.

In what felt like a small lull, as many were perhaps reloading, Warner turned and ran up the tunnel. Extending his wings, he checked once to see if he had the wing-space to use them to escape.

He did not.

I shall have to remember that the Fed has upgraded their arsenal. I must be cautious in the future. This is definitely a worry that could—

Warner’s thoughts were smashed off course as he reached the exit of the tunnel.

Spread out around him in every direction were numerous agents of the Fed. All with weapons raised and pointing at him.

“I will warn you all. I am an agent of justice and respect what you are all doing,” Warner said in a loud, projecting voice. He also made sure to not move a single muscle. The last thing he wanted to do was to inadvertently spook them. “But if you do not permit me to leave, then you will be acting against me.

“I will be forced to engage you in such a way that will provide me with an avenue of escape. You could very well have casualties from this. And while I’ll regret that, I’ll have no choice.”

A tumult of screamed Fed commands rained down on him. It happened in such a way that he couldn’t even distinguish who was talking or what was going on. Just that there was a cacophony of shouting.

Standing there, Warner did nothing. The golden power continued to circle around him. Ready for them to start shooting.

“I can’t understand any of your commands!” yelled Warner, adding a bit of power into his voice. “You’re all shouting each other down! I say again, let me retreat or I will be forced to defend myself!

“You have taken this field and have earned the right to judge those who are here! I’ll not compete with you, as He would not wish it!”

No one was shouting at him now.

Warner’s power-driven shout had apparently shocked everyone here straight into silence. No one was trying to demand anything of him right now, but they were all still pointing their guns at him.

Several heavily armed helicopters were swinging his way as well and heading toward his position. Distantly, he could hear what sounded like the scream of jets.

I can’t take off very well from here, can I?

But if they’re willing to let me take off, I’d rather that than to be on the ground.

Pistols, SMGs, and rifles— every type of weapon that a Fed could likely hold was trained on him.

“I shall now quit the field!” declared Warner and spread his wings out wide.

That was apparently the signal for everyone to fire at him.

An overwhelming hail of rounds began to land all around Warner and strike his shield.

He wasn’t going to let them have their way, though. There was no possibility of him getting into the air with all the impacts he was suffering. They had more than enough force to knock him around, and quite likely, right out of the air.

Warner had another option though.

Snapping his wings down, he shot forward and immediately closed the distance to the closest Fed agent.

No sooner than Warner was within feet of them, the gunfire cut off abruptly. There was no possibility of them firing if he was amongst their people. It simply wasn’t something that they could do.

Slapping the weapon out of the man’s hands, Warner grabbed him by the shoulder.

Spinning him around, Warner snatched him around the neck with his arm, holding him as a Human shield.

“Alas, it seems you’ll not let me escape the field unless I put your own people under duress!” Warner shouted. “I’ll now be tak—”

Multiple agents opened fire on Warner again. Once more, the rounds began to detonate on the shield.

Ah, I can’t… really… hold onto him as a shield, if my shield protects him.

Fine. This is on them.

“Forgive me, but this is not of my doing,” Warner said, then pushed the agent out in front of himself.

Several Fed rounds hit the agent and then blew the man apart. Turning him into chunks of meat that splattered about in multiple directions.

Dashing forward, Warner grabbed up another agent. Kicking their weapon clear of their hands.

Not grabbing them this time, Warner instead punched them down to the ground. Moving to the next closest Fed, Warner settled in on the idea of being forced to move agent to agent. So long as they were unwilling to kill their own, he would have an opportunity.

Squaring up to the next agent, Warner was shocked.

The man’s head vanished as a Fed round blasted into his shield and exploded outward, killing the nearby agent.

More rounds landed on the golden power, killing the woman Warner had knocked to the ground who was behind him.

“You care not for the lives of your own!? Fine! You are all enemies of justice!” screamed Warner and snatched up the SMG of the dead man in front of himself.

He’d been treating these people gently. He would no longer do so given that they were more than willing to shoot their own comrades.

 Leveling the weapon at those who were firing on him, Warner pulled the trigger. Moving from person to person, he pulled the trigger over and over. As soon as they fell over, he brought the firearm to bear on the next.

Soon enough the bolt clacked open and the weapon was dry.

Drawing his pistol from his side, Warner began marching forward toward the largest grouping of agents.

Anyone who was firing at him, Warner picked them out of the crowd and began firing back. The muzzle of his weapon dipping and tracking as he moved it back and forth.

Amongst the Fed were a number of people who didn’t shoot at Warner. Who had stood there with their weapon raised, but had done nothing other than pretending to be a statue.

Warner wanted to leave them alone. They were of no consequence to him as they weren’t engaging him.

There was another part of him that wanted to scour them from the earth as well.

If they stood here against him, then they were part of the problem. Even if they only pointed their weapon at him, they were no longer on the side of justice.

It was an ugly and angry feeling that was burning its way up from his guts. Slowly eroding away his thoughts.

Never-ending explosions rocked him to and fro. His footing was never quite stable as he continued to stomp and storm his way through the Fed agents.

Except there was a problem he could recognize coming. One that he’d already experienced once before and now knew the signs of.

His power was coming too fast, too strong. It was pushing for more and more control of Warner and his actions.

He was rapidly Golding Out again.

Not wanting to stick around any longer, Warner knew that now was the time to attempt an escape. Because if he didn’t, he would be forced to undergo another loss of control.

He could also see red streaks showing up in his golden power. They were becoming more and more prominent with every action he took.

On top of that, there was also a growing amount of black specks starting to appear. Like black snow falling through his power and pilling up at the bottom.

Damnit, damnit!

This… this is exactly what Maya warned me about. Exactly it.

And I completely let my pride get the better of me.

My own arrogance and belief in my power.

People were now running away from him, dropping to the ground to limit their exposure, or seeking cover. There was none, but they were clearly trying.

Pivoting, Warner slammed his pistol into its holster and then launched himself into the air. Flapping his wings as powerfully as he could, he also began to try to bob and weave through the air.

To keep his fight pattern as anything other than a straight line.

Otherwise, he might as well be lining himself up to get shot like a duck.

Gaining altitude slower than he wanted, Warner felt a number of hits on the back of his shield. The explosions pushed him in weird ways through the air.

Warner managed to keep himself moving upward as it all happened. Flapping for all he was worth to get more and more height and out of the effective range of the agents.

Now we just have to worry about the helicopters and the jet.

Turning his head one way, then the other, Warner did his best to scan the airspace. He was looking for anything that would stand out against the dark night.

Like the blinking lights almost all aircraft had.

Spotting three helicopters and what was likely two jets, Warner realized he wasn’t going to escape by air. All he’d done was trade the combatants on the ground, for those up here.

Unsheathing his sword, Warner went straight for the closest helicopter. Dumping more power into his wings he felt his speed and agility rapidly increase. Pushing his body well into the limits of what it could handle.

While those below had seemed quick to end the lives of their fellows, perhaps the aircrews would be more circumspect.

Or so he hoped.

Turning hard to the side, the helicopter Warner was heading for was now clearly trying to avoid him. Even going so far as to close the side door that’d been open and filled with agents just a second ago.

Unfortunately for them, Warner was simply more nimble. Able to turn and change his direction far faster than the helicopter could.

Slamming into the door, Warner smashed his sword into the interior of the helicopter.

Okay. Let’s see if they’re willing to let this be. There’s no way they’d be willing to shoot at another crew, right?

Hanging onto his sword which he was using as an anchor, Warner tucked in his wings, stepped onto the skid, and then stood there.

Looking out to the other helicopters and the jets circling around, it seemed his ploy was working for the moment.

With a glance, Warner checked the ground.

They were heading south and rapidly. Possibly moving somewhere they felt they could try to dislodge him or engage him in a different way.

Right now, he didn’t have much of a plan other than to get away.

Nor did he have the luxury of tall buildings and streets that he’d had before to dodge and duck his way through.

In these wide-open fields, he was working against forces that could target him from both the ground and the air.

We’ll just have to see where they go and take it from there.

With any luck, I’ll get a chance to—

A massive explosion engulfed Warner. Heat and fire washed over him in a strange tug of war of who would get to kill him.

Another explosion amongst the fiery ruin that was everything he knew. The world was now a place of orange flames.

Screaming, Warner tumbled out of the sky along with the helicopter. The sudden explosion and weight of the massive burning wreck had managed to press him to the door.

Unable to wriggle himself free even as the flames licked and rolled over him, Warner couldn’t escape. He was locked in a death spiral with the helicopter.

What happened!? Did they actually shoot at the helicopter!?

Am I that much of a threat that they will gladly kill their own now regardless?!

What thoughts Warner had outside of those two were lost as the sight of the ground coming up to meet him was now available to him. The wind had blown the flames away from him giving him a spectacular view of what was about to happen.

Well.

Damn.

This was certainly a bad idea, wasn’t it?

Several seconds later, Warner struck the ground like a meteor falling out of the sky. Not even a millisecond behind him was the ruins of the destroyed helicopter. 

It smashed him into the earth like a hammer driving a nail into wood.


Twenty-Five

 

Panting, each breath feeling like fire in his chest, Warner laid amongst the wreckage of the helicopter. From where he lay, he couldn’t tell exactly where his body began and where the helicopter did.

It was all a mish-mash of flesh, metal, and what smelled like some sort of gasoline.

Groaning, Warner tried to squirm around. He needed to see what he could move and do.

Surprisingly, he found both of his arms were clear of the debris and responded to his desire. Holding his hands out, he saw they were whole and clean.

They were also glowing a brilliant red and gold color.

It also explained the pained feeling in his chest.

His power was doing all it could to keep him going and to prevent him from being crushed outright.

Accordingly, it felt like he was right on the verge of Golding Out as well.

Except, with how much red he saw in his power, he wasn’t quite sure it would be the same as last time. Before, he had felt the rage bubbling away inside him.

Now though, it felt more like a pot with a lid strapped to it. The pressure was building without anywhere to go.

Placing his hands against the twisted metal atop him, Warner began to shove with all his might. Getting his legs, back, and arms into it.

A tearing sound followed by a sudden clang filled his ears. A split second later, the metal broke in half— one part springing away from him and the other becoming much easier to move.

Warner could breathe again without strain. He no longer felt he was trying to suck a breath through a straw while someone was pushing on his chest.

Looking down at himself, he could see he had a liberal coating of blood and what looked like oil. His clothes were torn and most of his equipment didn’t look quite right.

Clambering out of the flaming wreckage, Warner came out of an actual crater.

All around him were the remains of the helicopter he’d been holding to. Very little of it was actually identifiable now.

By and large, it was a smoldering hulk.

It also had a number of corpses in it.

Agents who had died in the explosion, fire, or crash.

Lifting his eyes to the sky, Warner began to look around. This wasn’t the first time he’d been shot at by a jet and he was now officially sick of it.

I shall lay upon them a reckoning that will press them from taking this course of action again!

Turning around, Warner looked into the depression that he’d just crawled out of.

His eyes fell on his sword.

Still stuck in what had once been the door, the sword appeared intact though it had a bend in it.

Reaching out with his furious might, Warner snatched the hilt with his power and yanked it free. With a hiss, the metal came loose and then zipped through the air.

The hilt smacked into Warner’s palm.

In the middle of the blade was a clearly apparent warp. As if it’d been bent during the fall but hadn’t broken.

Lifting his left hand, Warner ran it along the sword. He pushed his power violently into the weapon, deep into the steel and the grain structure of it.

An odd pinging noise was followed by the metal straightening out and gaining a bright, glowing shine. It looked better now than it had originally.

Once more, Warner cast his eyes to the heavens.

He spotted both jets. They were banking around in a turn.

Both of them looked like they were lining up on him.

“I tire of this. You feeble mortals never learn. Never know your place,” growled Warner in a voice that wasn’t his own.

There was no injustice that he could sense from the jets. In fact, he couldn’t even be sure they had attacked him when he thought about it.

But that part of his mind was a quiet whisper.

Naught much more than a faint flicker of a candle in a hurricane of anger and rage. A storm of resentment and fury.

Warner could see little else other than red with a few streaks of gold in his vision.

Flinging his arm out, he cast forth his glowing armament. No sooner than it left his hand, Warner connected to the sword with his power and began guiding it.

Pushing it faster.

And faster.

Until there was a white shell surrounding the glowing gold sword. As if it were right on the edge of breaking the sound barrier.

As casually as he would wave at someone, Warner brought his arm around. Moving his power that held the sword with the gesture as well.

He could practically see the exact space where the sword would intersect with the first jet. His empowered vision gave him a clear view of the pilot as well.

The sword blasted through the canopy of the jet and came out the other side. A spray of equipment and the remains of the pilot’s head were ejected to one side.

Deep and resonant, the scream of the first jet grew in volume. Louder and louder as it began to pitch to one side and aim toward the ground.

With the pilot dead, there was no one at the controls now.

Pulling his arm further across, Warner sent the blade zipping toward the second jet now. As if realizing what was happening, it was in the process of rapidly pulling away from the lineup on Warner. 

“Too late, mortal,” hissed Warner.

Red and angry, his vision was nothing but rage and power. Fury at having someone trying to subvert justice. He would give them vengeance for their stupidity.

Right about the time the first jet slammed into the ground, the second opened up their engines and began to pull away from Warner’s flying sword at a speed that was surprising.

Exploding into a massive fiery cloud of orange and black, the first jet lit up the night with its end.

Warner pushed harder, chasing after the second jet. It only took a few seconds before his sword caught the tail of the aircraft.

Then the blade simply went right through the middle and into the cockpit.

A second later, the whole thing blew up.

Whatever the sword had connected with had been important enough, or flammable enough, that the whole thing was now a fireball. A flying heap of broken bits and flaming metal.

Slowly sinking towards the ground and spreading out.

“One should not cross their betters, mortal!” declared Warner then jerked his hand back to his side.

Holding his hand open, Warner watched as the blade that’d just decimated state-of-the-art military tech returned his way.

With a resounding pop, the hilt slapped into his palm.

Flicking the sword to one side Warner felt cleansed by the revenge he’d delivered upon the fools. Those who would attempt to subvert his quest would need to be ended.

Distantly, Warner could hear the sound of gunfire.

“Plebeian dolts. Are the simpletons now firing on one another?” asked Warner as his vision became completely red.

He wanted to go back and kill them all for having shot at him.

With a crack of his wings, Warner began flying low and fast. Gliding across the ground without even a concern for how close it was to him.

More power filled his eyes and empowered his vision further.

There was nothing to see.

He could hear the gunshots, but not see where they were coming from.

In that second, Warner flew right over a tunnel entrance, slashing past it as if he were a bolt of lightning.

Dropping his feet down, he hit the ground and leaned backward. His boots skidded and popped across the grass but slowed him down, eventually coming to a rather abrupt stop.

No sooner than he’d come to a halt, Warner was sprinting back toward the entry he’d passed. Running flat out, he held his sword out to his side.

Not far off to his side, he heard the sudden rumble of heavy, loud diesel engines. Rumbling and growling as they clearly headed toward him and his current location.

“And what fresh idiocy comes before me?” Warner asked, coming to a stop. He wasn’t far away from the tunnel entry he’d passed and had a good feeling for where it was.

Gazing out into the dark distance, he could just barely see what he believed was causing the noise he could now hear. They weren’t much better than blocky silhouettes, but he had a fair idea of what they actually were.

“Tanks?” he asked no one. “Mortal technology is certainly a grand thing, but it’s no match for His S—”

There was a flash of light from one of the blocks.

Warner could sense the incoming shell, though he couldn’t see it. It was moving far too fast for him even with his enhanced vision.

Bringing his sword up and around in front of himself, he casually struck the projectile with his weapon. Cutting it cleanly in two, both halves of the shell flew out to each side of him.

There was a muted explosion that went off around him as part of the ordinance detonated from his strike. It sprayed out fire and internals across the ground.

While he’d been able to eliminate the shot, it had taken him a significant amount of power, focus, and mental coordination to do so.

Tracking it with his senses and powers had cost him dearly.

“I do not have the time, or capability, to deal with those right now. It would take far too long to reach those mortals on foot or by wing,” lamented Warner. “I will return and take your lives as well.”

Turning, Warner started running for the entrance once again. He wanted to confront those who were currently engaged in a firefight.

His need to carve down those who fired upon him was burning bright in his mind.

I must end them!

End them all!

Give them rightful vengeance for their transgressions!

Each and every one of them!

Sprinting right into the opening, Warner began down the tunnel. The distant gunshots he’d heard were now quite loud. Echoing back and forth against the walls and moving up to the exit.

There was also a great deal of roaring and shouting going on. He hadn’t been able to hear it originally over the sound of the shooting.

A fleeting thought crossed his mind that this couldn’t actually be the same group that engaged him. He was likely running straight into an entirely new group of both Weres and Fed.

Running directly into the open chamber, Warner found himself staring down several weapons. As well as the open maws of a number of Weres.

“You shall all suffer for crossing me!” yelled Warner, feeling like he desperately wished to surrender to his own power.

His mind was worn out right now and his body felt like it was on the verge of giving out on him completely. There was nothing left “in the tank” so to speak.

Other than his power.

Then he did surrender, and his awareness was carried away by the roiling power within him. Warner lost himself in the flow of it and gave up his control.

Fully expecting to lose himself along with his control, Warner let his thoughts go free.

And snapped right back into full clarity.

The fog of weariness and fatigue was gone in a flash.

All around him the world became a shimmering red glow of anger and rage. The golden tone to his power was there, but it was muted.

Overwhelmed.

Just as Warner was.

He was now effectively a passenger in his own self.

Roaring in absolute fury, Warner’s body threw its arms out and vibrantly bright red power rushed outward. It washed over everyone who was close enough that it could reach.

It drowned them in that rage.

That terrible vengeance that would be wrought upon them.

Shrieking, screaming, and falling to the ground, all those who were enveloped by that crimson haze were attacked.

Their skin began to boil off of their bodies, their hair falling free from their heads, and steam rising up from their pores.

As if they were being cooked from the inside out.

Warner could only watch as it happened.

Those closest to Warner fell to the ground and squirmed, clawed, and thrashed about. Trying to get away from the red cloud that hovered over them.

As suddenly as it came, it was pulled back into Warner’s body. Filling him once again with absolute rage. An anger that was mind-bending and had only one goal.

Extreme vengeance on anyone even possibly involved in the situation.

Swinging its arm out in an arc, Warner’s body let loose with a bright blood lash of power along the edge of his sword. Shooting across the room, the ribbon-like construct tore through anything it touched. Arms fell away from torsos that were themselves falling from waists.

Anything that angry filament came into contact with was instantly parted.

No.

Storming forward, Warner’s body powered a kick straight through a woman’s face. She’d been laying down on the ground with her hands behind her head.

No… no!

Warner’s boot came out the other side of the woman’s skull with a fair bit of flesh stuck to it. There wasn’t much left of the woman’s head either.

Warner lunged out with his sword and skewered it through a Fed agent who was trying to provide aid to someone who’d gone down in a heap. Either from the red cloud or the powered attack.

This is wrong!

It’s unjust!

The sword slid through the man’s chest and blasted through his heart. Piercing the organ from front to back.

Disengaging the blade from the man, Warner turned and ran the tip through the injured party on the ground. With a wet hiss, the tip punched through the man’s eye and lodged itself in his brain.

Removing the sword, Warner turned and swept it through a kneeling Were-Hyena who had her hands up at her sides.

Both hands, and her head, were cut clean off in a single stroke.

No, no, no, no!

Stop! This is absolutely wrong!

This isn’t… this isn’t what—

Warner’s body paid him no mind at all. It continued to go about its absolute reign of blood and murder. Slaughtering every single person that it could find.

All the while, Warner complained, cajoled, cursed, and pleaded with his body to stop.

It didn’t.

 

***

 

Coming to a sudden stop miles from where Warner had given control over to his power, he felt his body.

Felt it like he’d slept on it funny. A tingling sensation that was equal parts pain and awareness that it was actually a part of his body.

“What?” Warner asked aloud, his mouth responding to his wishes.

Stumbling to one side, Warner took complete control over his body again. The power that’d kept him upright ran out of him like water through a leak in a bucket.

Warner stood there.

Drenched in the blood of the innocent and just, the weight of all that’d just happened bearing down on him, he felt quite sick. Sick with himself, what he’d done, and the fact that he’d let such a power take him over.

It’d been nothing like the first time at all. Nothing even close to it.

He hadn’t lost consciousness when it took over, nor did he feel any victory in what it’d done in his stead either.

“Oh, heavens,” murmured Warner, then promptly turned to the side and began throwing up into the grass. Even as he began to weep at what he’d done.

There was no victory in this. No glorification of justice or balancing the scales.

Most of what’d just happened had been little better than outright murder.

Groaning, Warner continued to throw up on the ground, his fingers digging into the soil. In his mind, he couldn’t stop replaying what he’d done.

Over and over.

Endless killing that only stopped because there wasn’t anyone left alive.

The power that took him over had run out of people to kill. That was the only thing that’d stopped the rampage in the end.

Like a fire that ran out of things to burn.

Slowly, Warner tipped over to one side and lay in the cool grass. Weeping openly, staring at nothing, he felt like a husk of the man he’d been hours ago.

There was no way he could go back to his house either.

Althea wouldn’t let something like this go.

She couldn’t possibly let it blow over. It was simply too much. Far too much.

In his mind, there was no doubt she’d either send people to inspect his home or wait for him to show up personally. That meant his house was off-limits.

It also meant that he couldn’t really contact anyone or go to their homes either. At least, not in any way that could be traced, tracked, or seen.

Patting himself down, Warner went for the burner phone he kept on his person.

A great deal of his equipment had been lost in the wild bloody massacre he’d just engaged in. Including all of his guns, small blades, and most of his magazines.

All he’d managed to really keep was his sword.

When his fingers found the familiar rectangle of the burner phone, Warner felt significant relief.

Pulling it out, he found that it was intact and working.

Unlocking it, he quickly tapped in the burner phone number Daria was currently carrying. This would be a short, swift call.

Lifting the phone, he put it to his ear.

Daria, of course, picked up on the first ring.

“I understand,” she said before he could even explain anything to her. “It’s not something I saw. Everything is very different. Get to the one who wanted to get you a drink but didn’t like you.”

The line went dead after Daria finished speaking. She’d conveyed the message to him that he needed to hear and there was nothing else to be said.

Or likely could be said.

Just because both phones were hard to track and trace, didn’t mean that there wasn’t a possibility of it.

“That’s my Fruitloop,” Warner mumbled in a weak voice.

Taking the burner phone in both hands, he began to break it down. Fracturing it into small bits and pieces. He made sure to take care of everything that could possibly identify the phone to anyone who might find a piece of it.

Even going so far as to break each and every chip he could find on the circuit board. Then the circuit board itself.

For the battery, he dug a small hole and buried it in the ground.

That wasn’t something he could easily break on his own, and it would be easier just to hide it.

When he was finished, Warner just laid there on his side. Unsure of what to do next.

At least, other than looking for Dianne.

Daria had clearly sent him to find her.

For one reason or another, Daria was under the belief Dianne was the one Warner needed right now.

Considering how they’d parted last, that seemed unlikely.


Twenty-Six

 

Warner opened the door and quickly stepped inside.

Even though the safe house was in a rundown, unused commerce park, he wasn’t about to risk someone seeing him right now. His appearance at this moment was more that of a butcher with the shakes that’d run through a wine stand.

Looking as he did a few hours before dawn would be very memorable to anyone who spotted him.

Glancing around, Warner saw the interior was empty save for a single large metal case.

It had been agreed upon that this location would be the rendezvous point. He would head here if something happened while he was out tonight.

Warner turned his attention to the ground.

There was a single set of shoeprints.

They led up to the large metal case, turned, and went right back out.

Either Aelia or Madison must have dropped it off for me.

Or… well… maybe Daria, actually.

They’d have to have gotten here very quickly to beat me.

Given how she drives… she could have done it.

Walking up to the case, Warner inspected it.

It was the case Daria had shown him previously just after she’d bought it.

Using his knuckles in the way she had instructed him, Warner managed to unlock it without putting his fingertips to it. Though he did manage to transfer some of the blood on his hands to the metal.

Shaking his head, Warner realized that he’d have to wipe the case down afterward regardless. Not to mention that everything on him would have to be incinerated or disposed of somehow.

With a pop, the case opened up.

Inside was his wallet, several phones that appeared to be throw-away after use, a pistol with several magazines, a set of clothes, a towel, and a pair of sneakers.

No use for the pistol really. Can’t keep it on my person either.

I’ll leave it here with the sword for now.

First things first. Get ourselves clean.

Leaving the case where it was, Warner went off to find the bathroom.

One of the reasons this location had been selected was that it had an on-site bathroom that included a shower.

He could at least get himself cleaned up before he put on his new clothes.

Unfortunately, he was still left without a solid plan or direction to go.

The best he could figure was going to the Winged Horn and trying to find Dianne. But that plan felt almost as ill-advised as forgiving his ex-wife.

With a grimace, Warner set about getting himself ready.

 

***

 

Walking down the sidewalk, Warner felt out of place. Heading to a bar just after dawn was certainly not normal.

Except it was the only lead he had on finding Dianne.

Daria had sent him out specifically to track her down and that meant it was the best course of action she was able to determine. He’d trusted his darling Fruitloop up to this point, not trusting her at this juncture seemed rather foolish.

Letting out a slow sigh, Warner looked up at the sign ahead of him.

Unchanged since the last time he’d visited Dianne, it was currently unlit.

I’ll go around the back and try the door there. Maybe… I’ll get lucky.

Because otherwise, I’ll just end up waiting here or somewhere else, until the bar opens.

Turning down the alleyway where he’d rescued Daria, Warner had a brief consideration of all that he’d done. His “career” in vigilantism, as it were.

Up until the last month, it’d all been going quite well.

With many scales being balanced through force, coercion, or correction.

Like that thief.

What was her name again? 

Damn. I forgot her name.

And Tammy.

Not least of all, Maya.

We balanced her scales perfectly.

As soon as Warner had that thought though, he found his thoughts coming up to the thing he didn’t wish to consider.

What he’d done the previous night.

Slaughtering innocents who in some cases had been likely no older than Maya herself. People who had simply been in his way and could have been avoided.

A vortex filled with self-hate swallowed him up and began chewing at him. Gnawing at his self-esteem.

His believed personal worth.

It took a great deal of effort but Warner managed to wrestle his mind back from that abyss. A yawning chasm in his own mind.

A chasm filled with the injustice he’d committed.

Warner managed to come back to his normal thought right around the time he came to a stop at the back door to the Winged Horn.

At the same time, he felt a sharp pain in his stomach. One that was traveling from side to side and then slowly up his back.

Damn, I’m going to throw up, aren’t I? But this isn’t the time or the p—

As his stomach suddenly clenched, he felt his cheeks puff out and his mouth water heavily.

He had a full second to turn himself to the area just to the side of the doorframe. Bending over at the waist, Warner started to heave violently. His stomach constricting and tightening up on itself.

The force of it all was too much, sending Warner down to hands and knees. His stomach felt as if it were trying to be forcibly rammed up through his guts and out of his mouth.

Finally, he began to throw up.

Feeling like a fire hose that was opened fully, Warner groaned even as he threw up massive quantities of glittering crimson liquid. Throughout it were semi-firm chunks of black that hit the ground and stuck in place.

Splattering violently across the ground, the red liquid pooled around the black chunks like they were islands. Swirling about them and then sliding along toward the center of the alley. Where everything back here drained away.

“What the hell?” asked a voice from above him.

Unable to look up, away, or even move, Warner just kept throwing up.

A never-ending torrent of what was likely the aftereffects of the red rage that’d taken him over. That anger and fury that’d ripped through him and left him as a prisoner in his own body and mind.

No, I chose to become that prisoner. I chose to let the power have sway.

I did this.

I’m to blame because they were my emotions and choices.

Finally, after what felt like two minutes of just puking, Warner felt empty.

His whole body hurt.

It felt like it wanted to tear itself apart. Split into a multitude of chunks and then reassemble itself. Nothing felt like it fit correctly at the moment.

“That… didn’t look healthy,” said the same voice from earlier. Warner was fairly certain it was Dianne but he couldn’t be sure.

“It isn’t,” said Warner in a soft voice while hanging his head. “Happens every time I use too much of the angelic spark in me. Or whatever it is.”

“Angelic spark,” repeated the voice. Then a wet washcloth was pressed up to the side of Warner’s face. “Here. Take it. I’m not cleaning you up. I stopped cleaning up drunks hundreds of years ago. You’re not a drunk, but that was about the same end.”

Not arguing with that, Warner gratefully took the washcloth and slowly sat back on his ankles. Wiping at his mouth and chin with the cloth, he stared at the mess he’d made.

Glancing up and to the side, he found Dianne standing over him. She looked just as he remembered her. She was watching the mess he’d made with interest.

Looking back at it, Warner found the scarlet flood was slowly turning to blood.

Warner only knew that because it was losing the glittering appearance. The sparkles throughout the liquid were going away.

Surprisingly, the black chunks weren’t burning. They seemed entirely unaffected, in fact. Wriggling on the ground where they’d fallen.

No sooner than the last sparkle faded from the crimson liquid, the black blobs snapped together. Moving far faster than Warner expected.

Trying to pull up his golden power, he found it didn’t respond. It was as if it were there but ignoring him. Like it wanted nothing to do with him.

I’m… no longer worthy?

A slim wrist speared through the space in front of Warner. A pale blue power flickered and flared across the skin as if it were on fire.

Before the hand could reach the black mass, it undulated out of reach. Then it rolled quickly down and away from Warner.

Sliding up to a crack in the pavement, it seeped down into it and vanished from sight.

“You… threw up something quite… foul,” said Dianne, pulling her hand back.

“Injustice. I threw up injustice,” explained Warner in a groan.

“In… justice,” echoed Dianne. “Angelic spark and injustice. You’re… not Warin, are you?”

“No, never said I was,” Warner said, spitting several times. “Though, it does seem at times that I speak and have thoughts that aren’t my own. Maybe that’s all from this Warin.”

“Mayhaps… mayhaps,” Dianne allowed. Then she patted him on the shoulder. “Come inside. Lock the door behind you. Head up the stairs.”

Before he could respond, Dianne was gone. Heading back into the bar.

Glancing up, Warner realized there was indeed a second-floor area at the back of the bar. One that had windows at the top.

Does she live here?

Wiping at his mouth once more with the cloth, Warner sighed and got to his feet.

He’d done as Daria had told him, and it seemed Dianne wasn’t going to kill him. Despite how they’d met and the original feelings he’d gotten from her, she didn’t seem to be out to harm him at the moment.

Entering the bar, Warner did as he was told.

He closed the door, locked it behind himself, and then promptly headed upstairs. Opening the door at the top, he entered what felt a lot like a living room.

“Take a nap on the couch. You look awful. I could pack ten bottles of vodka into each of those bags under your eyes,” Dianne commanded, sitting at a table nearby. She was flicking through something on her computer. “We’ll talk when you wake up. I’m leaving in a few minutes. I need to talk to someone and check up on something. Until I get back, rest. Don’t leave. And don’t touch anything either.

“Well, you can touch the TV. Remote’s somewhere around here.”

With that said, Dianne got to her feet, swung a coat on as she walked by, and then left. Brushing past Warner as if he didn’t actually exist.

Okay.

Right.

A… nap.

That actually sounds amazing right now.

Not arguing with the second set of commands he’d been given, Warner walked over to the couch and laid down on it.

It only took him a few seconds to get comfortable. Adjusting his clothes and kicking his sneakers off.

Closing his eyes, he had a momentary doubt about how he could ever fall asleep. Given all that had happened, he felt like he’d be up for a while dwelling on the events of the day.

Then, he promptly fell asleep in less than two seconds.

 

***

 

“Hey, wake up.”

Warner managed to pry his eyes open. Forcing them apart despite feeling like they were glued shut.

“You okay?” Dianne asked, leaning over him.

“I think so. Why?” he grumbled, feeling extremely groggy.

“Because whatever dream you were having didn’t look very fun,” replied Dianne tartly. “To the point that it seemed better to wake you up.”

Mentioning that, Warner felt his mind flinch.

The dream he’d been having, and had forgotten upon waking, came rushing to the front of his mind.

An endless nightmare of killing young men and women who had done nothing wrong. Simply being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Of having the misfortune of meeting or coming across Warner.

“Yeah. Yeah, was a nightmare,” complained Warner, slowly getting to a sitting position. “Uh, how long was I out?”

“Ten hours, I think. If you went to sleep right after I left, at least,” answered Dianne. Moving away from him, she went to the table and sat down at the computer there. “Heard what you did. Sounds like some of what they said was true, some of it not. At least if I assume the nightmares are about what you did. Added to the actual injustice you threw up.”

“Dunno. Not sure what people are saying. I’ve been out of contact on purpose since it all went down,” replied Warner, lifting his hands and rubbing at his face.

“And what ‘all went down’, exactly?” Dianne asked, glancing at him over the top of her screen.

“Went to check in on a pack of Were-Hyenas. They were forcibly giving people the Were virus against their will,” Warner said, meeting her eyes directly. “Fed was there on a raid, too. Ended up getting involved with both.

“Gave… gave in to my power and let it take control. Lost myself in it. Started killing people out of vengeance and anger rather than actual retribution.”

Harrumphing, Dianne looked back to her screen.

“Sounds like that spark of yours really is Warin’s. He wasn’t doing very well from what I’ve been able to dig up. Or at least, what people are willing to say. I wasn’t ever able to run him down or talk to him,” said Dianne as her fingers began working their way across the keyboard. “Was becoming the spirit of Vengeance, rather than Retribution. Something entirely different. Something… something the Originator never intended to be here.”

“Originator,” repeated Warner, a strange thought bubbling up from deep inside him. “Often… often I find… myself yelling things like, ‘In His name’ when I’m dipping deep into the power.”

“Sounds like Warin. Always called the Originator Father. Capital F, father, mind you,” offered Dianne. “Though he was there during Creation. One of the very few who the Originator considered his children.”

To Warner, there sounded like some underlying resentment in that statement.

“Though… actually… I guess that means there aren’t any children of the Originator left. They’re all gone,” Dianne said, her fingers hovering over the keyboard without moving. Her eyes locked on nothing at all. “Except for War.”

“War?” Warner asked.

“War. As in what happens when diplomacy fails,” continued Dianne, her fingers starting to move again.

“War is a person?”

“I mean, Retribution was a person. Death was a person. The Judge of the afterlife was a person. Why can’t War be a person?” Dianne asked. “And she’s a bitch, too, by the way.

“Led me, my brothers, and sisters against the Originator while disguising who she was. Led us all astray with lies and promises of something that could never be. Leading us to what we thought was a revolution. Only to reveal that she was actually War and had been playing both sides,” cursed Dianne, her tone growing cold and harsh. “When I saw her standing with the Silent One—that’s the god of this world now, by the way—I knew I’d failed. Knew that I’d been tricked.”

“You were… tricked? I’m so lost,” Warner confessed. He wasn’t keeping up very well.

Dianne paused, her eyes slowly moving to him.

“I’m an Angel. I was one of those chosen to work for War and well, I was a Lieutenant under War. They called me the Swordsinger. I was never actually a match for Warin but… outside of him, I could hold my own with anyone.

“Well, other than the Originator. Or the Architect. No one… no one could ever stand up to the Architect. Not even the Originator. The Architect’s use of magic was… terrifying and breathtaking.”

Originator?

Architect?

War?

What… what the hell?

“And you, Warner, are clearly the inheritor of the angelic spark of Warin. The original spirit of Retribution. He who balanced the scales and kept the world healthy,” muttered Dianne. Using her finger she flicked it across what was likely a mouse-track pad on her laptop. “Except he more or less went crazy. Was after Baron died that he really lost it.”

“Baron? Is that a title, too?” Warner asked.

“No. He was the Warmaster of Retribution. Basically what I was to War,” explained Dianne. “He was killed in a scuffle with an Archangel of the Silent One over… you know what, I don’t even remember what it was over. I just remember that after that was when Warin started to lose his grip on his own domain.”

Closing his eyes, Warner pressed his hands to his face. Sitting there, he felt like this was far too much information all at once.

Almost like he was in an awful movie that had just started and the heroine was explaining to the MC what was going on.

“Okay. Okay, I think… I think I’m following. Kind of,” muttered Warner. “Most of it doesn’t matter or concern me except for a few bits.

“Like the fact that what happened to me, the red rage of fury and anger, wasn’t me. It was this Warin and his inability to keep to retribution rather than revenge. Is that about it?”

“A fair summarization. It lacks a great deal but as you yourself said, it mainly points out only the bits that concern you,” Dianne said with a hint of mockery in her voice. “How very mortal of you.”

“I am mortal.”

A strange look flickered across Dianne’s face before she shrugged her shoulders.

“That’s fair actually. You were born to mortals and of mortals. The spark you have inside was placed before you were born, however,” argued Dianne. “And while you’re not an Angelic or even a Nephilim, it’s obvious to anyone who looks that you’ve changed.

“Your body is not that of a mortal. Not at all. I mean, you said you throw up after you use that power, right?”

“Yeah. Almost every time I cross a certain threshold of use.”

“Uh-huh. That’s your body being converted. Into what, I don’t know. But you’re definitely not a mortal. Plain as day to anyone who can see it.”

Frowning, Warner let his hands fall to his lap.

Wouldn’t that mean that Seville and the crazy lady would have also seen it?

But they deliberately said it was just a spark.

What’s going on? Are they deeper in this than I thought?

I’ll have to talk to them. See what they say.

I can’t bring it up here though.

That’d involve Bodil probably.

“Well. That does explain some things, I guess,” complained Warner.

“I imagine your sex drive, energy, and general health, are way outside of what they used to be, too,” Dianne said in an offhand way. “And speaking of sex drive… where the hell did Laurie and the others go? They all apologized to me, then just vanished.”

Dianne actually looked away from the screen to meet his eyes. She stared at him, demanding an answer.

“They’re my friends,” added Dianne after Warner hesitated for a second. “They’ve been my friends for a very long time. Thousands of years, in fact. I just want to know if they’re okay.”

Unable to help himself, Warner let out a breath that was more of a sigh.

“I honestly don’t know. They told me they wanted to go finish things and would come back. I’ve reached out to them a few times but haven’t heard anything,” Warner said honestly. “They promised they’d all come back as soon as possible.”

Grimacing, Dianne looked rather pained at that.

“I could probably make one call me,” said Warner after a slight pause. He wasn’t sure if he should suggest what he thought, but she seemed genuinely concerned.

“You can… make one call you?” asked Dianne. She looked defensive now.

“Well, call you, probably. I don’t have my cell phone on me. Want me to try?” Warner asked.

“How would you do it? I wouldn’t want anything to harm them,” Dianne answered, sounding cautious and much more guarded.

“I’d tell them to call you. Three times. Saying their name,” Warner deadpanned.

Dianne blinked once, opened her mouth, and sat there. Unsure of how to proceed.

“You’re Fate-Smithed?” Dianne asked after a second. “Did… the Architect make you? Did you know him?”

“Uh… what?”


Twenty-Seven

 

“Fate-Smithed,” said Dianne as if it were a completely normal statement. That it was supposed to mean something to him.

Warner nodded his head, then shook it.

“No idea what you’re talking about.”

“The Architect… he is… was… somewhat of a mad-genius I guess you could say,” said Dianne, putting her hands in her lap. “He fled with the Originator when the battle was lost for them.”

Sitting there, Warner had no idea what to say or do. He had no commentary to offer or insight.

He knew nothing of what she was talking about.

Though, he did have some dreams that sounded a lot like what she was talking about. Vague memories of those dreams often haunted him at odd times.

“Anyway. Fate-Smithed. There are a handful of people that the Architect personally made. Created. Breathed life into personally.

“They weren’t all set to live at the same time either. They’ve been scattered throughout history. Often at key moments that would twist or shape the history of the war with the Silent One. He saw more of what the future would hold, long before it did.”

Warner held his hands up, his fingers spread out, and palms toward the ceiling in a gesture of “I don’t know”. It was the best he could offer the woman.

“Means nothing to me,” he said aloud.

“Anyway. The Fate-Smithed can pull on others. Command them at times. Especially if their fate is intertwined with the Fate-Smithed,” finished Dianne.

“So if I said your name three times you’d know it?” asked Warner. He wanted to try this out.

Her name isn’t Dianne though. It’s… different.

Didn’t we want to pronounce it differently when we met her?

Dayin? Daein?

Dayine!

“I mean, it probably wouldn’t be a great idea but it’d definitely get us an answer. But that’d—”

“Dayine, Dayine, Dayine,” Warner said not bothering to let her finish.

Dianne’s eyes went wide and she became frozen in place.

Even her breathing came to a stop.

“Don’t… don’t do that,” whispered Dianne as she let out a shuddering breath. “That didn’t just call to me, it felt like it slammed a rope into the top of my head and pulled. Pulling on me to immediately come to your side. It’s just too much.”

Wouldn’t that suggest that her fate is deeply entwined with my own?

Dianne let her eyes fall away from him and to the ground. She looked like she was thinking deeply about what’d just happened. Possibly considering the very same thing he was.

“Well, everyone tells me that. I try not to do it often,” Warner said with a smirk. Though he did have to wonder about what that meant about the fact that Bodil had asked him to do it. “So, should I call on a Valkyrie? Probably Laurie or Kari. They seemed to be the most aware of me calling on them so far.”

“I… yeah. Call on… Kari. Kari. Laurie would more likely be somewhere she shouldn’t. Kari was always a bit more in the background with things,” muttered Dianne. “She’s probably just moving bank assets around or something like that. Did she give you any clue about where she’d be going?”

“Just… far away. That’s it.”

Dianne seemed to be considering that. After a handful of seconds, she nodded her head.

“Call her, Fate-Smithed. Besides. I need to ask her a question anyway about you. So this’ll work out well enough,” Dianne relented, leaning back in her chair again.

A question about me?

“Kari Olden, you must contact Dayine if it is safe to do so,” Warner said, looking up to the ceiling. He wasn’t sure if this would work without her being there. “Kari Olden, your host lord requests that you call Dayine if you can do so safely. I would like you to call Dayine, Kari Olden, if you have the ability to do so without harm to yourself.”

Dianne winced as soon as Warner finished speaking, putting her arms across her chest. She looked as if she were trying to make sure her arms weren’t going to escape. Trying to hold them in places with her armpits.

Grunting, she jerked her right arm away from herself and then got her cell phone out of her pocket. As she set it down on the table in front of her the frown she’d been sporting was now a full-blown glare as well.

“Damn it. I wanted my phone out so that I could answer as quickly as possible,” complained Dianne. “It was almost a near compulsion. Like my hands were going to do it on their own if I didn’t.

“You’re truly Fa—”

Dianne’s phone began to ring.

She snatched it up without even finishing her sentence. Tapping the button she pressed it to her ear.

“Hello, Kari,” Dianne said with distaste. “I’m sorry. I asked him to call you. I’m sure the compulsion was strong.”

Moving her eyes to him, Dianne continued to glare at Warner as if it were his fault. Listening to whatever Kari’s response was.

“Exactly. Hey, something odd happened here and I wanted to run it by you. By the way, where are you? No one’s been responding to me,” said Dianne. She paused and waited several seconds. “Ah. That makes sense. And no. Definitely not. I’d neve—”

Dianne’s brows drew together as Kari apparently interrupted her.

“No. But—”

“Yeah. I don’t see how—”

“I… I guess. But that wouldn’t—”

Dianne’s eyes slowly moved to the floor as she more or less got run over by whatever Kari was telling her.

“Never. Not on my life. Now. I need to ask you a question or two. Okay?” replied Dianne with a firm shake of her head. “Recently, did anything change in the power you’ve been getting from Warner?”

There was a very simple and short answer from Kari.

“Okay, that was all I wanted to know. Thanks.”

Dianne tapped the screen on her phone after she brought it down from her ear. Not waiting for Kari to say anything further.

“They’ve had no change in their powers from you. And she’s in Norway right now. Clearing out her house and… ah… taking care of a few loose ends,” Dianne relayed, not meeting his eyes.

Loose ends. Like—

“Loose ends, as in killing off her current personality and getting new documents,” answered Dianne to his unasked question. “But now we’re back where we started. You’re exhibiting signs that you’re falling into the same trap Retribution did, but it’s not passing to the others either.”

Warner realized she was right.

If what she said was true, and he had no reason to doubt her given Daria sent him this way, then he was doing the exact same thing that Retribution had done.

And if Warner was walking around with a piece of his “angelic spark” inside him then that meant Retribution didn’t survive it. For one reason or another, he was no longer among the living.

“That means we need to figure out where he went, what happened to him, and where he stored the rest of his angelic spark. Because you only have a very small fragment of it. Not much at all,” said Dianne with a nod of her head. “Which means we need to start calling in some favors and see what information I can get a hold.”

“That’d… be great. But… why are you helping me? We were never really friends. And for a bit there I thought you’d actually kill me if given the chance,” asked Warner. He was concerned with her rapid switch on how she felt about him.

“Oh, that’s simple. I thought you were Warin. Trying to mess with me,” Dayine muttered. “I was definitely planning on trying to kill you. Now, though… you’re just a mortal who needs the last bit of Warin removed. Effectively killing Warin.

“Which… I’m more than happy to do.”

Dayine’s smile at the end of her sentence was predatory and ruthless. Her eyes finally came up to meet his own.

“Happy to kill him. Or whatever’s left of him,” she repeated in a cold tone. A darkness in her eyes was growing.

Well.

Definitely more to that one than I’d want to dig into.

“What if we can’t remove it though? I mean, you said yourself that it seems like it’s transforming my body,” Warner argued.

“Then we get it so that you absorb it. That would kill it in a different way,” Dianne said with a shrug of her shoulder. “It would be more a part of you and less something you call on. Like moving your hand, rather than calling it and asking it for a favor. Which is kind of where you’re at right now.”

Considering he’d try to pull on his power and it hadn’t responded, that seemed terribly accurate.

“And the red… part of it? Vengeance? Would that come along with it?” asked Warner.

“Honestly… I don’t know. But Retribution lived as Retribution for a very long time without ever showing the least bit of Vengeance. Again, it wasn’t until Baron died that he changed,” said Dianne, reminding him of that bit of the story. “Killing it by removing it from you, or killing it by having you absorb it, either way. I’d be more than happy to have Warin completely removed from the world.

“Now, I need to make some calls. You can stay and listen, or do whatever you want. Go get some food maybe? Whatever.”

Dianne pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and started tapping into it.

 

***

 

Warner spent less than thirty minutes getting some food and going for a walk, before going straight back to Dianne’s place. He really didn’t want to spend much time on the street.

Where people could see him and possibly identify him.

At this point, he had no idea what Althea or Jenny had told anyone. If they said anything at all. He wasn’t sure which way they would go, but given the severity of the situation, he wasn’t going to risk it.

For all he knew, his face was plastered everywhere that an agent of the law might lay an eye on it. That a picture of him was being viewed more than whatever model was the flavor of the month.

Picking up the remote, Warner turned the TV off and looked over to Dianne.

It sounded to him like the conversation she was having with someone was winding down. The questions had long since dried up, and it’d become a series of mostly single syllable responses or grunts.

Most of her calls had ended almost as soon as they had begun after a single question.

People just didn’t have information about Retribution that they could share, or wanted to share. In either case, Dianne was almost immediately rebuffed.

Dianne rolled her eyes then nodded her head in a patronizing way.

“Yeah, I get it. Bye,” spat out Dianne and then hung up the phone.

Growling, she tossed her phone onto the table, stuck her legs out in front of herself, and went limp. Staring up at the ceiling as if she were surrendering to the heavens.

“Well, that’s the end of my list of people that might know about Retribution,” she admitted, shaking her head weakly.

“I’m sorry. Thank you for trying,” said Warner. “Maybe I should focus on getting my life back together so I can move on from this, rather than trying to get rid of… the red… part of my spark.

“Maybe I can just work on controlling it instead. Go back to being Yellow Eyes and just being very careful with it all.”

“You could do that,” admitted Dianne. “I could make some calls to the Fed and a few other places. See what they’ve got on you and what they’re doing.

“But that would only solve the short-term problems. Only your mortal ones. Because I think you’re underestimating that ‘red’ part of your spark.”

Tilting his head to one side, Warner shifted around on the couch, putting his body in a forward facing-position toward Dianne.

“Do tell. I know… very little about all of this. The idea that you were there at the beginning of the world is still… honestly, this is all too crazy for me. But I’ve already met a woman who could see the future and one that can see the past and present,” said Warner with a chuckle.

“Yes. You’ve already made your own version of the Fates. Your little psychic is… very strong,” said Dianne in a soft whisper. “Everything she told me came true. Just not in the way I was expecting it to.

“Anyway… you’re underestimating vengeance. By a great deal. Because there’s one fact here that you’re not really giving enough credit to,” explained Dianne. She turned her head toward him and met his eyes directly. “Retribution lost to it and he had millions of years of life experience. He was around when the ancestors of mortals were smacking rocks together just to hear the clonk the noise made. And yes, they did that a lot. Wasn’t like they had TV, ya know?

“So… how would you… with that much less life experience, emotional experience, survive what Retribution could not? It’s a losing proposition. One that you’re betting not just your life on, but the lives of those you hold dear. Are you sure you can make that bet?”

Raising his eyebrows at that statement, Warner realized he really was under-estimating the problem. That he was thinking of it as simply resisting the impulses that the crimson power pushed on him.

Resist Vengeance.

But he knew first hand now that he actually had difficulties with that. His experience with those who victimized Maya gave him that view when it was tempered by his recent actions.

Or more specifically the man who’d taken his own life after Warner revealed his past crimes to him. Realizing that no matter what good he did in the world, he could never actually atone for what he did.

While he could never be forgiven for his actions, he’d at least dedicated his life to repentance for those actions. Positively affecting far more than he could have ever hurt. Never excusing himself from his actions.

Whereas Vengeance would have taken his life regardless of what further good he could have done. Without even taking into account the good he had done, as well.

Then there was the gang leader who had perfectly balanced himself. Upon the peak of misfortune given to others, he’d set himself on a perfect teetering point of goodwill to others.

Justice was blind to that.

Vengeance would end it, seeing it as a perversion.

I can… perfectly… with crystal clarity… see how easy it would be to slip from Retribution to Vengeance.

But… there has to be another way.

Right?

To balance the scales more accurately against the crimes themselves. Rather than a one-to-one.

“You’re right,” Warner said after several more seconds of self-reflection. “I’m underestimating it. I’m not… giving it the weight it probably deserves.

“Not putting enough concern for my own self into it. In fact… can I ask you a question?”

Dianne shrugged her shoulders, not moving otherwise from her strange position.

“Whatever,” she said aloud.

“Imagine a man who imprisoned and raped a woman, then let her loose. Only for her to commit suicide afterward,” said Warner. “He clearly deserves a great deal of punishment for those crimes. A great deal. But there would be no way to punish the man except for a prison sentence, or killing him. Right?”

Chewing at her lip for a second, Dianne then nodded her head.

“Yeah. That’d right the scales in that situation. Since she’s dead, only his death could fix it. Because he’d be judged by the Judge, and sentenced accordingly,” replied Dianne. “That’d be her domain since the victim was dead and rightly so. Outside of, as you said, a hefty prison sentence. Or at least, receiving a trial to determine that.

“If the trial went badly for the prosecutor, then the injustice would fall on those at the court. Especially if the legal defense knew of the crime and still worked for innocence.”

Blinking, Warner felt like he’d been slapped.

He had never truly considered all of the ramifications that would go into something like that. In his view, he’d only kept it within the scope of his own function and what he could and would do.

“What about it?” Dianne asked.

“Oh, yeah. Uh, what if that man had spent the rest of his life from that point on to helping women. Women who would have gone through what his own victim had happened, or women who had had it happen.

“If he spent every cent he could, every second available to him, and every moment of his life, paying for that mistake. Without ever serving a day in jail or dying,” Warner continued.

“Mm… how long are we talking here?” Dianne asked.

“Twenty-two years. Give or take,” Warner said, remembering that the man had known down to the day how long it had been.

“Given how sentencing has been lately, he’d probably have already been out with good behavior. Or if he cut a deal, maybe even sooner,” muttered Dianne who then sighed. “In that case, he’s likely already paid most of the debt he’d owe. Maybe even more so because once he moves to the other side, whether due to old age or not, by society’s standards the death he indirectly created would be negated as well.

“By the time he moved on to stand before the Judge, his time in hell would be quite brief. Maybe only a handful of years. Though those would feel like decades I imagine. But that’s how the Architect set the world up.”

Dianne chuckled deeply at something and then sighed.

“War often spoke of the Architect in an interesting way. I always got the impression she cared for him more than the ‘Uncle’ that she named him as,” mused Dianne, her eyes moving up to the ceiling. “War often said that the Architect believed quite firmly in redemption. That he would often say that even the worst of the worst could be cleansed and redeemed given enough time and the right tools.

“’Traitors, murderers, rapists, war criminals all, could and would be cleansed in the fullness of existence’, or so she would say.

“Traitors… mm… I wonder if that was why she felt so confident in betraying the Architect and the Originator. That even the Architect might forgive her in the end.

“Maybe me too. Maybe I’d be forgiven.”

Smiling in a sad and forlorn way, Dianne gazed off into nothing.

Warner, on the other hand, was feeling incredibly torn.

After hearing Dianne’s words, and more about what went on beyond the world of mortals, he felt like he had done more wrong lately than he’d ever imagined.

He had no way to be sure, but he was fairly certain that if he were to stand before the Judge, as Dianne had called them, that he would most certainly be going to hell.

And for quite likely, a long time.

“Let’s… see about getting rid of this spark of Vengeance then,” mumbled Warner, his mind coming to a decision. “Absorption or otherwise. So long as I can get rid of Vengeance.”

Groaning, Dianne rolled her eyes, then closed them.

“That means I need to call someone I don’t want to,” she replied.

“Who?”

“A man by the moniker of the Curator. Someone who by all intents and purposes was here when the universe was created. Which I can personally confirm, he was here before me and I was War’s first child,” grumbled Dianne. “Someone who will quite possibly try to kill me since… you know… we were on opposite sides of the war.”

“Ah,” Warner said intelligently.


Twenty-Eight

 

“And you’re certain this is safe?” Warner asked, sitting on a barstool.

“This place is my domain. It has been for many years. Many, many years,” Dianne said, standing next to the bartop.

“Ah. Tammy mentioned that it used to be owned by a Deena. Guessing that was actually you?” Warner asked, turning his head to look at the woman.

She was dressed a little differently right now than he’d often seen her at the bar.

In fact, it was closer to what Laurie would often wear, except there was no one here to admire the view other than himself, and soon the Curator.

Maybe she has a thing for the Curator?

Possible.

Some type of star-crossed lovers thing.

“Deena. Yeah, that was me. That was a while back,” said Dianne with a chuckle. “Tammy… I can’t… really remember any Tammys. But after a while, all you mortals blend together in a mish-mash of memories.”

“Manticore killed her to eat her. Walked her out of your bar and killed her afterward. Found out she wasn’t Human and therefore not edible. Dumped her corpse in a wall,” Warner explained in as few words as possible. “I killed the Manticore and returned her body to her sister.”

Dianne was once more looking at him.

In a way that was both strange and exhilarating.

“I remember her now,” mumbled Dianne. “Her sister came in all the time with her picture. Asking everyone about her. Trying to find her. I got questioned by the police several times. It was after that, that I started taking security for my patrons more seriously. I never found the Manticore though.

“You… took care of it? Killed the Manticore?”

“Yeah. His eyeteeth are in my basement,” bragged Warner with a smirk. “Apparently, he was a few millennia old. Turned out to be a history buff, amusingly enough.”

Warner was going to say more but he paused, sensing someone at the front door.

The reason why was apparent even from here. There was a distinct feeling of extreme justice emanating from one person, while the other was more deserving of a full reckoning.

“Ah… is that our guest?” Warner asked, looking at the entry to the bar.

“Is it? Your senses are better than mine,” Dianne asked then pulled out a zippered sweatshirt that’d been below the bartop. Pulling it down over herself, she then zipped it all the way to the top, hiding away her tank-top-emphasized figure.

Then she stuck her hand into the space just below the bartop.

Probably a weapon?

I’d bet on it.

There was a sharp set of knocks on the door that was followed by a distant third.

Using her left hand, Dianne made a small swirling motion with her fingers. The door unlocked itself with an audible pop.

A second after that, two people entered the room.

The first, Warner had a vague recollection of but couldn’t place. There was a general feeling of power coming from the man. As if he could push around his fair share of the monsters in the world without too much trouble.

To Warner, the man appeared to be in his mid-thirties with light-brown hair that was cut fairly short. His eyes were interesting though. They were brown with rings of bright blue in the middle of them.

Staring at the man, Warner felt like he knew him. More and more by the second, in fact. From a long time ago, no less.

When he was a child.

But nothing clicked.

There was nothing in his memory that set the man apart from the rest of the background clutter that was Warner’s childhood.

A great deal of it always felt like it was shrouded behind a cloud to him. More so when he tried to put his thoughts toward the crossover from middle school to high school.

It always felt like there was a giant chasm in his memories. One he could never fill.

Looking at the second person who entered, Warner was stunned into silence.

In walked a young man Warner immediately recognized.

A green-eyed, brown-haired youth who seemed far too self-confident and clearly knew he was good-looking.

Sam’s firstborn with his Aunt Abigail.

Alex Winters.

Holding a finger up to his lips after stepping behind the other man, Alex gave Warner a smile. Then blanked his face and shut the door behind himself.

Okay… so… okay. Okay.

Maybe… Uncle Sam… is way more than I thought.

The man who Warner swore he knew and Alex, both looked from Dianne to Warner, then back to Dianne again.

“I’ve come per your request to talk,” said the man. At this point, Warner assumed he was the person Dianne had named the Curator. “Though… seeing who you’re with Swordsinger, I’m a bit surprised.”

“You know him?” Dianne asked, tilting her head to one side. “And who’s that with you?”

“This is… well, you can call him Alex. He’s a bit of a prophet. Somewhat close to being my apprentice as well,” said the Curator. “And yes, I know exactly who you’re with. And given what happened last night… I can already guess why you’ve been calling around to everyone.

“Let me guess… the final breath of Retribution is being polluted by Vengeance. A very angry power set quite similar to Retribution. Just more violent, less distinction between friend and foe, and quick to rise.”

“I… yeah,” Warner said, staring at the Curator once again. He just couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew the man.

Walking over to the bar, the Curator released a long and drawn-out breath.

“I knew this would happen eventually. I knew it,” muttered the Curator, looking at Warner. “I told Retribution it would happen. That even the last bit of him that was still Retribution was already poisoned.

“And here you are, Mitch. Poisoned, reeling from what you’ve done, and no longer trusting yourself.”

In that single use of a name only his aunts and Sam used, Warner felt something open inside his mind.

A long since rusted-over vault door that was pressure sealed and welded shut. Except with what the Curator had called him—what Uncle Miles had called him—all the bolts and washers that held the thing on blew outward.

“Ah, I wondered if that would do it. Seems like it did,” said Uncle Miles, leaning up against the bar and turning his face toward Dianne. “See, this here is Mitch. I used to call him my nephew, though we’re not really blood-related. After an incident in Florida, I had to stay away from him for a time.

“After I sealed away his memories and changed his age. All for his own good. Now though, it doesn’t seem it matters.”

Warner slowly looked at Miles, feeling utterly at a loss.

“I… don’t…”

“Try not to fight it,” Alex said, coming up to Warner’s side. “It’ll leave you alone faster if you just don’t think about it. Trust me.

“And hey, Dad says hi. Wants you to come visit with Maya. He doesn’t get to spoil my sisters the same way he can spoil Maya.”

Nodding his head, Warner swallowed.

He remembered a mad drive that lasted far too long and included a great deal of gunfire and explosions involved. Decima, Tiffany, Stacia, Sam— everyone had been there. Memories of them going to extraordinary measures to keep him safe.

Of his aunts and his uncle saving his life.

All to get him to Uncle Miles and leave him there in safety.

“—not a lot I can really say or do. I can tell you that we actually know where Retribution is,” Miles said, continuing the conversation with Dianne.

“What? You know where he is?” Dianne asked, her hand coming up from under the bartop and resting against it.

“Well, I know where his corpse is. Retribution is dead. Very dead,” offered Miles. “I’d suspected he’d be dead but… I honestly wasn’t sure. I can’t tell you how Mitch ended up with the last bit of Retribution in him. I can’t even tell you why I can’t tell you. But I can’t.

“Retribution wasn’t supposed to die. But he did. Went into hiding and never came back out.”

“You can’t? You mean you won’t,” Dianne challenged.

“Can’t, won’t, doesn’t matter. Not an answer you’ll get. Doesn’t matter in this situation either,” Miles said and then let out a sigh that sounded like a growl. “Because what’s happening has nothing to do with Retribution anymore.

“This has more to do with what he became later. And that means Mitch here needs to make that spark his own. Then control it. To do what you’re trying to do, that’s your answer.

“That or you just try to overpower it on your own but… Retribution was very strong mentally. Very strong. He succumbed in a moment of despair and couldn’t recover. Given what I heard about what you did… you might… already be past that point.

“Does Retribution’s power even respond to you anymore?”

That was a question Warner didn’t want to be asked.

Up to this point, he’d only tried that once. The power that he had thought was his own, had declined to respond to him. It hadn’t even twitched, though he’d clearly felt it when he reached for it.

It was there.

The power just didn’t respond.

“I don’t know,” Warner said honestly, lifting his face to meet Miles’ gaze directly.

“Hm. Alright. Try again, if you can’t even call it up… well, that’ll be our starting point,” commanded Miles.

Everyone turned and looked at Warner. Leaving him with the uncomfortable feeling of being an animal in a cage.

Not meeting anyone’s gaze, Warner instead focused inward. Pointing his attention toward the slumbering power inside him.

Calling it forward, Warner wished it to assist him. To go forth and start balancing scales accordingly. Pushing the world back to where it should be.

Nothing happened at all.

Once more, Warner could feel the power inside him. Feel it recognize his call.

And ignore him.

“I can’t call it up,” said Warner in a strained voice.

“Still suffering the effects of Vengeance then. It’ll take a while before you can earn enough Karma to be able to call your power again. A long while,” muttered Miles. “Longer than you can likely wait, I would imagine. Which leaves us with only a few other alternatives.”

“Taking control of that power and making it your own, rather than being a guest,” Dianne interrupted.

“I… yeah, exactly. You’ll need a few things and to visit a location or two,” Miles explained. “But there’s a problem. A big one.”

“What’s that?” Warner asked, looking to Miles.

“I can’t just… help you. I’d love to. I see you like a nephew who hasn’t visited in a very long while,” apologized Miles, holding his hands up in a neutral gesture. “But your fate is so deeply entwined with this one, that I can’t help you. I’d be helping War and the Silent One.”

Miles had finished his statement by pointing at Dianne.

“What? I haven’t done a thing for War in thousands of years,” squawked Dianne indignantly. “You’re the one who keeps trying to kill me, you rotten bastard. I’ve left you and yours alone completely. I’m neutral in all of this.”

“This is a battle where there is no neutral side. Because there can’t be. I’m sure you’ve noticed the world is dying,” demanded Miles, still pointing at Dianne. “You can’t be that blind. Neutral isn’t a viable position.”

“And what do you want from me, hm?” Dianne demanded in a raised voice. “I can’t fight War. I can’t beat the Silent One’s right hand or his crazy pet. And to top all that off, I’m pretty damn positive I’ve heard that the Sorceress is running around again after getting tired of playing with her corpses!

“So what do you suggest? I’m little better than a soldier who is outclassed by their best!”

“Fight soldiers,” replied Miles without any anger and an even tone. “Soldiers fight soldiers. Heroes fight heroes. You’re not supposed to fight War. Retribution was. I’m working on getting someone else to fight her right now. Pretty sure he has a solid chance but we’ll see.

“You by yourself would easily be a match for any Archangel of the Silent One. All of War’s lieutenants couldn’t compare to you. Join the Originator’s side. We need you.

“Warner… will need you.”

Holding up his hand, Warner wanted to interject.

“I appreciate this but… there’s no need to try and force Dianne to do something for my benefit,” Warner said plainly. “I’ll happily take whatever price is needed for your assistance. Dianne is just helping me.”

“Exactly,” growled Dianne with a nod of her head.

Miles visibly thought about that and apparently came to a conclusion.

“We have to go to Retribution’s Redoubt in our last leg to help out Warner. If we’re going to set it up so he can take possession of the power he has, we’ll go there a few times in fact,” Miles said slowly. “And if you agree to join the Originator, help me get Warner under control… you can do whatever you want to Retribution’s corpse. I know where it is on his old plane. I’m sure his spirit would be watching and—”

“Done. But I want his damn head!” Dianne practically shouted. “His head, you hear me? I want his fucking head! I’m going to take it to a Necromancer and have them bring his spirit back, just so I can mock him!”

Blinking slowly, Miles processed that, then nodded.

“Like I said. You can do whatever you want to his corpse. Are we in accord?” asked Miles.

“Yes. Yes, we are,” Dianne gleefully agreed. “His head! I’m going to get his head. Hahaha. Yes. Yes.

“I think… first… I’ll glaze the skull to make sure it doesn’t go bad.”

“He’s mummified,” inserted Miles.

“Is he!? Ha-ha, even better. I’ll have the Necromancer summon his spirit. Then I’ll peel everything off him with a spoon. A wooden one. It’ll take days… days upon days,” crowed Dianne.

Okay… she’s… crazy and super-violent.

I’m really glad I never was alone with her when she wanted to harm me.

“Wonderful. Well, first things first. We need to go to Retribution’s plane and have you get acquainted with the scales of justice. After that… probably a wild hunt to find where he stashed his belongings. They’re certainly not in his redoubt,” Miles said, ignoring Dianne as she continued to rant about what she would do to Warin’s corpse. “Unfortunately, I can’t go with you. I’ll have someone else guide you there.

“He’s a bit of a hunter and is actually pretty good in these kinds of things. His name’s Gus. He’s my daughter’s husband. You’ll probably like him.”

Gus?

Hm.

Alright then.

 

***

 

As casually as one could wait for a few hours, Warner did his best to not look conspicuous. Presenting the air of someone waiting for a particular event to happen, rather than a person, he spent most of the time with his head down.

Not looking at anyone. More often than not just sitting with his arms crossed, eyes closed, looking like he was dozing.

On the other hand—as Warner was coming to expect from her—Dianne was perfectly fine with the situation. She only seemed to have a few touchpoints that would set her off, and they all seemed to revolve around Retribution.

“Only ten minutes or so until he’s supposed to be here,” Dianne said in an off-hand way. For the last five minutes, they’d mostly sat in silence. Most of the time before that, they’d spent chit-chatting about everyday things and politics.

“That’s good. I mean, I’m not a fan of waiting, but this wasn’t horrible,” said Warner, opening his eyes and looking over to where Dianne sat in the driver’s seat of the car. She’d actually been rather conversational if he had to describe it.

Rolling from topic to topic and story to story, they had gone back and forth the entire time.

“Hah. You’d be surprised how many years it took to figure it out. It’s far harder than you think to be able to guide a conversation,” Dianne said. “You’re pretty easy to have a conversation with though.

“You actually open the dialog naturally with a question inviting someone to voice their opinion. Rather than just running them over with a story that focuses entirely on yourself.”

“Active listening courses,” confessed Warner. “Had to take them as part of work. The customers we were handling could be a bit… well… Karens, Chads, and Kevins. Have to be able to speak to their needs and desires in order to actually get them to be on your side.”

“Huh. Well, it certainly made— oh, is that him?” Dianne asked, stopping herself mid-sentence.

Warner turned his head to follow her gaze.

Standing not far away at the corner was a man who was staring back at them.

He had the look of a man who’d long suffered under griefs and missteps of his own making but was living with them.

His reddish-brown hair was cut very short in what Warner considered either corporate or official-looking. His dark-brown eyes were flat and conveyed almost no emotion.

Around him was a sense of justice, though it was stained through with violence.

This man had done evil on others. A great number of evils.

But it was all done with a purpose in mind. Done while in the middle of a war and trapped behind enemy lines.

A soldier fighting for the lives of others and willing to cast his sanity and soul aside for another.

Warner could see quite clearly into this man’s darkened soul and saw a great bonfire of goodness in him. A well of it that had motivated all of his actions and called him to action.

A man who willingly had sunk himself into the deepest parts of evil for those he believed needed him to do so.

This was no monster who would drop a bomb on a city to spare potential lives. To turn anyone who opposed them into nothing more than meat because they were annoying.

Even without knowing this man, Warner knew he would have no problem being in his company. That he would enjoy it.

There was also something else there.

Tickling at the back of his mind.

Even going so far as to cause his power to start to well up inside of him.

Opening the rear passenger door, the man got in and sat down. Buckling his seat belt, he finally opened his mouth.

“Name’s Gus. You must be Dianne and Mitch,” Gus said adjusting his seat belt. “Huh. Sam was pretty accurate with his description of you.

“Anyway. First off, sorry for taking so long. Was working on something for my wife.

“Second, we’re gonna need to drive outside of the city. There’s a portal out there that I can poke into and with some borrowed power, we can plane hop. It’ll only take two or three and then we’ll be able to get to Retribution’s Redoubt. I’d normally ask Sam for help with this, make it quicker, but he’s kinda busy right now.”

Dianne looked very confused, her brows pressing together.

“Sam?” she asked.

“Sameerixis,” Gus replied with a nod of his head. “Mitch’s uncle. Or I guess, Warner’s.”

Dianne’s eyes widened as she turned to look at Warner directly.

“Your uncle is the Torment of Lust?” she asked in a deathly tone.

Shrugging his shoulders, Warner wasn’t sure how to respond. He had no idea who anyone was anymore.

“If he is, I didn’t know about it,” muttered Warner. “Can we go now?”

Dianne shook her head and then turned the key in the ignition.

“Damn Torment of Lust. What’s next?” growled Dianne.

“Well. Sam is married to Decima Vera. Or Lady Decimation as she was apparently called. I’d believe that. She’s about as friendly as a block of ice at times,” offered Gus with a chuckle. “He’s also married to the Torment of Lightning, Aster. Eugenia, too. The Judge of the afterlife, that is. She’s a bit prim but nice enough.”

“Auntie Decima isn’t that bad,” argued Warner immediately. “Aunt Eugenia and Aunt Aster are nice enough. Eugenia always brought me sweets for some reason.”

Still shaking her head, Dianne looked as if she was regretting her life choices.


Twenty-Nine

 

The trio walked together to the middle of a barren-looking cornfield.

Off to one side was a tract of neighborhoods that seemed to be in the middle of construction. On the other side was what appeared to be some sort of power plant.

“We’ve been trying to keep an eye on the redoubt since we found Retribution’s body. The last thing we need is someone dabbling in necromancy to find him,” Gus explained and then lifted his hand up. Poking his fingers through what was nothing, he wriggled them around. “Miles suggested it and given what Irene can do… well… we’re all taking turns with Sam’s group.”

There was an odd ripping sound followed by an oval splitting open through the air. On the other side was another field growing a crop similar to corn, though clearly different.

Gus wasted no time and walked right through to the other side.

Dianne followed behind him, leaving Warner to take up the rear.

Before Warner had completely set foot on the other plain, Gus was already walking through another portal he’d opened.

Then a third.

And a fourth, which opened out onto what looked like a medieval courtyard. Even including stone walls that rose upward in each direction.

“And this is the redoubt,” Gus said, closing the portal behind Warner after he had stepped through. “One of the reasons we had to wait was that it’s my turn to be on duty for the body. Makes it easier when everything gets crossed over like that. Aster probably left a few minutes ago. She never waits for the turnover.”

Dianne and Warner had both stopped listening to Gus, however. They were staring at the massive sets of scales that were not more than ten feet away.

They were heavily imbalanced to one side. A mass of black cubes were piled up atop one another.

“It really is true,” muttered Dianne. “Everything is falling apart. When we turned against the Originator… all we did was sign our lives away. It just wasn’t something that was due to happen any time soon.”

Warner could only agree.

The scales looked like they’d once been quite pristine.

Beautiful.

However, there were now a great many cracks visible throughout. Running from the base, up to the arms, and even some along the plate themselves.

Looking at the ground, Warner spotted a noticeable pile of chipped and flaked-away fragments of the scales.

“There’s no point in trying to balance them,” muttered Warner, looking at the scales again. “They’re going to crumble to dust in the time it would take to even begin to balance a fifth of it.”

“There’s evil on the plane. A great amount of evil,” Dianne murmured and slowly shook her head. “I can feel it. It’s all around us. Just outside the walls.”

“Yeah. Black blobs. They’re kind of… gooey. Well… not really but— Ugh. That’s the only word that kinda gets there,” answered Gus.

“Black blobs. They can split apart and reform themselves?” Warner asked, already having an idea of what they were.

“Yeah. We threw some chicken breast into one of them just to see what would happen. Melted it,” Gus explained. “Was pretty gruesome.”

“It’s injustice,” Warner said quietly. “It’s… exactly what everyone told me. Retribution came here after wreaking vengeance upon the world. Only to throw up injustice. Just as I did.”

“He polluted the plane of justice. Probably why he also built walls around the scales,” Dianne added to Warner’s statement. “So much of it makes sense now. All because Baron died.”

“Baron?” Gus asked curiously.

“When Baron fell, Retribution lost himself. Lost himself in revenge,” said Dianne and then turned away from the scales. It was as if she couldn’t bear to look at them.

Gus grunted but said nothing, despite looking like he actually had something to add to the conversation.

Without knowing why, Warner suddenly stuck out his hand and laid his palm against the base of the scales. The power inside him shot up through his body, along his arm, and out of his hand.

Straight into the scales.

At the exact same time, something rose within the scales and launched itself at Warner. An angry force that seemed incensed that someone had touched the scales.

When the power from Warner approached that from the scales, time stopped. Every fiber of Warner’s being was seized upon and brought to a grinding halt.

His power and the force from the scales touched.

It was like watching two pieces of a puzzle slide together perfectly.

There was a sound that echoed out from all around, all over, and from inside Warner himself.

A clarion call to action to save existence. To bring it back from the brink and put it once more upon the path that He had set out for it.

For all to stand and be counted and join together.

At the same time, all around Warner things were changing.

The mortar between the bricks became firm and resilient, the stones themselves moving closer together. Chips and cracks that’d started to eat at the masonry filled themselves in and shifted back into their true place.

Banners unfurled from long-forgotten flagpoles that had been barren moments ago. A multitude of them, spanning all sorts of colors and emblazoned with different symbols.

There was a sudden shift in the balancing between Warner and the scales. The power in him shot into the scales themselves, and a glut of similar golden power was forced directly into Warner.

To Warner, it felt as if he’d been given something with much more pressure behind it.

As if he’d suddenly gone from using a garden hose to channel his power, to needing a fireman’s hose with a nozzle and a team to hold it down.

So strong was that power that it made his teeth chatter. His body shivered as if a cold wind blew over him and chilled him to the bone.

With a bright burst, the scales exploded in a glorious fireball of golden light. Radiance shot out into every direction and pierced straight through Warner and the walls.

Then it was over.

Warner was standing before the scales once more.

They were pristine. Half black and half white, they were now in immaculate condition.

Unfortunately, they were still terribly unbalanced, but they no longer looked like they were on the verge of collapse. All the chips and flakes that’d been on the ground were gone as well.

The entirety of the plane felt alive and welcoming to him.

“You’ve… taken the mantle of Retribution,” whispered Dianne from beside him. “If you hadn’t ma—”

Warner promptly bent over at the waist and proceeded to vomit. Collapsing to his hands and knees under the weight of it.

Bright golden liquid sprayed out of him without end, splaying over the ground and the base of the scales.

With each wretch, he could feel the power inside himself diminishing. Then it recoiled away from him as it settled back into the same spot where it had been sitting previously.

Wary of him and unwilling to entreat with him.

The fort, scales, and the plane did not pull back from him. It still accepted him and wished for him to continue. Even if the power itself rejected him.

“I guess that means we need to keep looking,” muttered Gus as Warner continued to throw up.

After an entire minute of simply gasping for breath, then throwing up more, he finally felt empty. Groaning, he slumped to one side. Landing in a dry spot away from the golden puke.

Then everything faded into blackness.

Only for Warner to wake back up what felt like seconds later.

“—e’s fine. Going to need to move him though in case he throws up again. Looks like shock due to sudden blood loss,” said a male voice. “I mean, all that gold puke became blood after all.”

“Mm. It certainly wasn’t the fort’s defenses. It’s recognized him and is… active. It really doesn’t like that I’m here,” replied Dianne.

“I get the same feeling,” said the male voice again. Warner was able to distinguish it now, however. It was Gus.

Warner wanted to open his eyes, but it felt like they were glued shut. His entire body seemed to be unwilling to respond to his desire to move.

He could feel a hand at his neck, and another at his wrist.

“Are you a doctor?” Dianne asked curiously.

“No. Just EMT certs. That and… well… a lot of hands-on experience with anatomy,” murmured Gus.

Warner could feel the self-hatred and loathing in those words. Could feel the man’s perceived injustice toward even himself.

To be sure, there was a good deal of injustice around him, but it was heavily mitigated. Injustice gathered for the pursuit of another’s well-being.

When Warner tried to open his mouth, all he accomplished was practically choking on his tongue. Then he proceeded to cough twice.

“Ah, he’s coming around,” Gus said, pulling his hands back from Warner. “Probably going to be pretty weak and not feeling well though.”

“Hmph. He needs to get up. We need to get moving on the next piece. Hunting down the icon of Retribution,” said Dianne.

Coughing several more times, Warner wanted to curl up in a ball and go to sleep. He felt incredibly weak.

In the back of his mind, he could also hear what sounded like the wind. As if it were starting to increase in speed and was brushing up against the walls of the fort.

“Yeah, well, he’s going to need a day or two. And I know I’m supposed to track down this icon for you but I’m on duty here for a bit. We’ll need to pick this up at least the day after tomorrow at the earliest,” replied Gus, who began moving Warner around. “That and I’m betting he’s going to pass out again and be laid up for a bit. His skin is looking pretty pale.”

Gus pulled one of Warner’s arms up and above his head, then pushed the other one under his jaw. Before Warner could even question what was going on, Gus grabbed and pulled on one of Warner’s legs. Drawing it up and forcing Warner onto his left side. Then he dropped the held leg in front and bent the knee.

I’m going to pass out again?

At the edges of his mind, Warner could feel darkness closing in on him.

The wind noise was growing louder as well.

Oh. I guess I am.

Warner promptly passed out once more.

 

***

 

 Groaning, Warner hunched into himself reflexively. His stomach felt sore and he genuinely felt sick.

Additionally, the sound of the wind had grown so loud that it made it hard to think over the volume of it. Almost like the sound of fabric being torn nonstop.

On top of that was a low grumbling, chattering noise. As if hundreds of people were whispering and talking with one another.

“End that noise,” commanded Warner. “Immediately.”

Instantly, the noise ceased. There was nothing but the extreme sound of silence now.

Blessed silence.

“What noise?” asked a familiar voice.

Turning his head toward the speaker, Warner forced his eyes open.

Blearily, without being able to see clearly, Warner could make out what seemed to be a man standing over him. His mind couldn’t process the blurry image, nor could he conjure up any relevant memories or thoughts.

Right now, he felt like he was quite literally thinking through a fog.

There was only one person who would watch over him if he’d fallen, however.

The presence also felt correct.

Or the aura, as it were.

That of a reluctant warrior. One who could execute any strategy, battle plan, or tactic he gave them.

“Baron, what… where are we?” Warner asked, his mind feeling as if it were under a heavy, foreign pressure. “Did I fall in battle, my Warmaster? Was I laid low?”

Squinting, Warner wasn’t able to make out who was standing over him.

“Baron, huh,” the speaker said. “No. Not Baron. Though… I’ve been told I might be a descendant of his. I imagine given the history involved, a very distant descendant.”

“What? Baron, what… what do you speak of? We saw your family just… just a few… no. You…you’re not… I…” Warner’s voice trailed off as his mind slowly cleared.

Like sunlight filtering through the clouds, the foreign, heavy pressure broke through. It was his own mind and memories.

Rapidly displacing dormant memories that’d been left within the power inside of him. Memories of a distant past.

“I’m sorry,” Warner said, blinking several times as his vision cleared. “When I get… sometimes I have memories from Retribution. I’m sorry, Gus.”

Blinking once more, Warner turned his head to look at the other man.

Gus was looking down at him with his head tilted to one side.

“I get it. My mind tends to wander where I don’t want it to go, too,” Gus said with a smirk. “Or at least it did. Jill’s been working on me for a while. I could ask her if she’s willing to take on another patient. Best psychologist and therapist I’ve ever seen.”

Warner braced himself against the ground and then pushed himself into a seated position. Putting both hands on the ground, he leaned on them, afraid he might topple over.

“It’s been a few hours, before you ask. Your friend is currently beating on the shield around Retribution’s corpse,” Gus explained with a chuckle. “She really doesn’t like him. At all. She’s also quite angry with Miles.

“Apparently, he failed to mention a problem when he struck a deal with her. He promised she could do what she wanted with Retribution’s corpse, but he failed to mention it was behind a magical shield.”

Letting out a slow breath, Warner nodded his head.

He could easily see Dianne being enraged about that.

She truly despised Retribution and wanted him to suffer.

“I’ll give you my cell phone number,” murmured Warner after a few seconds. “Please tell Jill that mornings are better for me than evenings.”

Suddenly, I feel like a para-psychologist and therapist might be a really good idea for me.

Maybe… I should see if Lauren wants to see her, too?

“I might have two young girls who could use the help, too,” said Warner, looking at Gus again.

“Sounds great. She said she wanted to build a practice and is looking for clients. Can’t really treat family and we’re a bit off-plane right now,” said Gus, still in a squat not too far away.

“Off-plane? Are you a Planar Lord like Uncle Sam?” Warner asked. He was feeling better by the second.

“Uncle Sam,” Gus repeated. Then he laughed and shook his head with a sigh. “Guess you’re family then. My sister-in-law is married to Alex.”

“Huh? Anna doesn’t have a sister,” argued Warner, shaking his head. Anna had been around Alex since they’d been born.

She’d always been an incredibly cute baby to Warner. Though she would always go into hysterics if Alex wasn’t around.

Them marrying one another had been a given in Warner’s mind since they were little better than three years old. Always wanting to be around one another.

“Yeah, family. Great. Never mind. Jill won’t want to treat you after all,” Gus said with a laugh. “Jill is Anna’s sister. Older sister.”

Nodding his head, Warner could only chew on that.

“Well, that’s good. Anna said she wanted brothers and sisters. Though some of those playmates she made might as well have been siblings. Considering how they never left,” mumbled Warner, thinking about the little girls who surrounded Alex.

“Oh. That… okay, that makes more sense. You’re Cousin Mitch. I didn’t connect the dots as fast as I probably should have,” said Gus. “Anyway. You went down from a rapid blood loss. You seem fine otherwise. You probably shouldn’t do anything today. You’ll need some rest. Didn’t want to move you though.”

“Okay, sure. Yeah,” said Warner, feeling rather shaky.

“I figure you should head home, rest for the evening. Then tomorrow we can get hunting on that icon your friend mentioned. I’ll have to borrow some of your power… magic… whatever… to probably find it. Since it has memories of the previous host, that’ll make it easier,” explained Gus. “No idea where it will lead us though. There’s a lot of planes out there.”

“Lot of planes… para… and everything else. Existence is… just too big,” complained Warner.

“You’re telling me. I thought I’d seen it all and I’m seeing more all the time,” chuckled Gus. Then he smacked Warner on the shoulder. “By the way, thanks for helping out Lucy. She’s a friend of mine. And I’m glad you liked my present. I’ll see ya. I need to do a walk-about patrol.

“Remember, rest.”

Gus got up and began to amble off. He had the casual stroll of a man who was confident in himself. That any situation that came up, he could probably handle.

A predator.

Lucy? As in… the new neighbor? Huh.

And present. What present? I didn’t get a—

The live animal delivery.

“What are you?” Warner asked as his mind caught up to the fact that Gus knew exactly who Warner was before they’d even met.

Gus laughed and raised a hand in an almost negligent wave.

“I’m a Boogieman and I’m on patrol. See ya later,” Gus said, moving off.

A Boogieman? Huh.

Warner didn’t move.

He sat there, looking out at the fortress around him.

Banners hung from everywhere on the walls.

A countless stream of them that were all different.

As if they represented people or places that had once been part of the fort. Perhaps those who had supported it or had pledged allegiance to it.

Long since dormant until Warner had laid a hand to the scales.

Glancing back over his shoulder, he found he was still nearly right where he dropped. The scales weren’t far away.

Glittering and shining in the sun.

Perfect and unblemished.

The weight was unchanged, and the scales quite unbalanced, but they no longer had a wretched appearance.

Everything he could see looked new and clean. Even the grass and stone walkways that covered the interior of the fort looked well maintained.

A distinct whisper floated up from nowhere.

“Welcome home, wielder of Retribution,” said a ghostly voice.

“Yes, welcome. We’ve awaited you a long time,” said a second.

“Who… are you?” Warner asked, realizing that these were actual voices. They weren’t just tricks from his mind.

“We are no one,” said a third voice.

“And everyone,” chimed in the first. “We gave ourselves to this redoubt in life.”

“To strengthen Retribution with our death,” the second voice added. “He and the Warmaster needed refuge. To move the scales to a safe location. We could not assist them in life with any of that.”

“So we gave them our deaths,” offered the third. “Many hundreds gave themselves. So we are no one.”

“And everyone,” said the first again.

Lifting his left hand, Warner pressed his fingertips to his brow.

In other words. They served Retribution and… Baron. Killed themselves to power this fort and plane, and then remained as… spirits?

This is too much.

Slowly, Warner levered himself to his feet and got himself steady.

“You’re the wind, then?” Warner asked.

“No,” whispered the second voice.

“Not the wind,” agreed the first.

“The wind… is all the injustice Retribution brought back. All of it,” explained the third voice.

“They wait… outside the walls. They wait and yearn,” the first voice said.

Raising his eyebrows at that, Warner started moving over to the closest wall.

He brought injustice here. To the plane of justice.

How did he bring injustice?

Reaching the wall, Warner found there was a small stairwell not far off he could use to ascend to the top.

No sooner than Warner had put a foot down at the top of the wall, he understood what he’d been told. Understood it, empathized, and even saw how he himself had done such a thing.

Black, wobbly, humanoid blobs rolled around outside the walls.

They undulated, jiggled, and wriggled around one another to all try to get next to the walls. To get through them.

To get to him.

No sooner than he saw them, they must have seen or sensed him.

The roar of noise was unmistakable now.

What he’d assumed was the wind, was the ugly hiss and slither of hundreds of voices. Voices of the black monsters of injustice.

That Retribution likely threw up after committing Vengeance upon those who didn’t quite deserve it. Populating the plane with these monsters.

Just as Warner had thrown one up on his own plane.

I’ll need to put that to rest.

With every second he stood there, before the twisted inky monsters, the roar of those hissing voices kept increasing in volume.

Begging for justice.

For absolution.

Release.

And this is how Retribution fell… and so will I, if I can’t get this under control.

Anything else is wishful thinking. Because when the truth offends, we lie.

I can’t lie to myself. The truth is… I can’t handle what’s happening to me.

I’ll lose myself.


Thirty

 

Gazing out across the field of resentful injustice, Warner felt somewhat responsible. Not directly, but indirectly, at least.

He wasn’t Retribution, who caused all this.

But he was the current holder of that mantle. The one the fort responded to. Who the scales had acknowledged as their keeper.

There was a call to action to settle these creatures. To put to pay the debt that’d been incurred.

To lay them to rest and give them peace.

A drumming sensation started to well up inside him. The pulse of what had once been the power when it flooded through him. When he fought for justice and did all he could to lay it upon the world.

Except it didn’t heed his need.

He could feel it, and it wished to be used, but it refused to allow him to utilize it. The power was unmoving in its rejection of him.

I’m… no longer who I once was.

I’m Yellow Eyes, but without the power to defy the odds.

I… have to learn to work within what I can. For now, at least.

Staring at those black blobs, Warner tried to calm his thoughts. To put them to rights and get his head back in the game.

Or… I trust in myself. And that while I have done a great deal of wrong… that… I committed a great deal of injustice… that I can save myself.

I can redeem myself.

And by committing myself to the repayment of this injustice, through my blood, and through battle, that I could cleanse myself.

Though that wouldn’t solve my long-term problem of vengeance.

And I wo—

Warner stopped thinking about it, and simply leapt off the wall. Straight into the waiting monsters below.

He would trust to the idea that he could redeem himself. That the good he’d done, the justice he’d brought, and being the true holder of the right of retribution, was enough that the power would respond.

It might not be his, and it could very well be reluctant to be used by him, but he was still its conduit. Before it was a great army of injustice that called out to be rectified.

This power had demonstrated it held some awareness of what it once was. That it held memories and a personality at times.

Warner was willing to fight this horrible army and put his life on the line. Was the power willing to fight? Or would it let its vessel be ended here and now in a fight against injustice.

Landing with both feet placed firmly on the ground, Warner turned to face the sea of inky-black awfulness. As if in response to him being amongst them, there was a rippling shudder that went through the multitude.

“Come forth, injustice,” Warner said with his own words. There was no prompting from the power this time.

Those words were like a dam breaking. The mob of injustice rushed toward him.

Maya, forgive me.

Should I die here… then it’ll be in repentance for the crimes I committed. I’m a weak man who can’t think of a good way out of this.

That… or I’m worn out, lacking in energy, depressed, and doing something really stupid.

Either way.

Grinning, Warner stood there, waiting for the tide of awful to wash over him. He had a few seconds and decided he would at least die stating something he’d found he believed in. A borrowed faith from the power that’d become his own.

 “I will fight you, or die fighting you. In the Originator’s name, and by the Architect’s design, I, Warner, shall do battle with you. I shall send you all to Father to cleanse,” Warner promised and lifted his chin. A name floated up from the power inside him. A name he’d never heard before, but knew it was correct. A name that must not be spoken and carried a great deal of fear. “May Runner welcome us both with open arms afterward.”

There was a sharp thunderclap as he finished speaking and foul injustice engulfed him, sending him into a world of absolute darkness.

The power that’d resentfully glared at Warner from inside him, rushed forward at breakneck speed. Trying to fill every crevice of Warner’s darkened sense of self and soul.

At the same time, it was as if something opened up above him. It pulled back the skies, the heavens, and peered down at him from somewhere else.

So great was the weight of that sight that it felt as if Warner were but an ant quivering underneath the magnifying glass of a colossal being. A pinpoint of light focusing on him and setting him alight.

It lasted but a fraction of a millisecond. An infinitesimal speck of time that couldn’t be measured by human standards.

Feeling equally like time eternal and less than a blink of an eye, Warner was subjected to an extreme sense of deja vu. Of temporal vertigo, one could say.

In that fleeting moment, Warner felt something recognize him. Him personally.

Then left.

Exploding in every direction came the golden light Warner had come to expect. A light he’d relied upon numerous times already.

A light he’d expected.

An angry golden warmth suffused him. To Warner, it had the feeling of exasperation, anger, and reluctant acceptance.

The black, hideous, oozing monsters that’d enveloped him were already being turned to black hunks of rock. Their dark gelatinous bodies boiled and hissed as the golden power continued to flare and turn around him.

In seconds, Warner was able to get his feet to the ground. Finding his footing as quickly as he could, Warner went to draw his blade. His mind went straight to fighting mode, and his hand darted down to his side.

Except there was no sword there. Nor was there a pistol, either.

I… really didn’t think this one out. Did I?

As if responding to his thoughts, the golden light condensed quickly into the shape of a sword. Spawning directly in his hand, it formed itself into the familiar shape of the blade he often carried.

Before the weapon could fully materialize, Warner was bringing it around in a vicious slash. Splitting a bubbling monster in half. The top portion sizzled and rapidly shrunk into itself to become an ugly rock. The golden light had already destroyed the smaller part that’d been cut from the base.

With each second he battled these things, he felt a burden he’d been holding inside of himself lessen. A weight, as it were, that hung on his heart.

He couldn’t directly fix the mistakes he made.

But he could balance his scales. No differently than those he’d met as of late.

Balancing those scales couldn’t absolve him of the crimes, but he could at least redeem himself.

He could find grace.

Drawing back the sword, Warner bent his arm and delivered a rapid thrust into the center mass of another creature. The black morass bent outward around the blade and quivered. Folding in on itself as it boiled from the inside out.

Pulling the weapon out and then bringing it around in a slice, Warner cut clear through another monster. Before he could move, two other foul beasts attacked him.

One submerged him from the waist down and another absorbed his right arm.

Warner could feel his skin blistering and peeling away as the acidic monsters devoured him.

“I release you from your torment and absolve you!” called Warner and then used his left hand to slap at the creature on his right arm. As he struck it, he focused the power into his palm.

A tinkling sound filled Warner’s ears, like glass breaking.

Crumbling into white dust, the black blob collapsed to the ground and faded into the grass.

Utilizing the power-made blade, Warner stabbed down into the monster that’d taken his mobility away. Skewering it to the ground.

Dissolving away into ashy particles, the blob vanished into the ground, just like the other.

Once more, Warner was free of danger and took stock of his surroundings.

The creatures of injustice had completely encircled him, but none moved directly toward him now.

Panting, he sucked in every breath and exhaled it like he was drinking it. To the point that he swore he could see white flecks sparkling around him. Dancing through his vision and his power alike.

“I shall cleanse and pardon you all,” promised Warner with his own voice. Though he could feel that the power approved of his words, even if it wasn’t entirely convinced of them. “While also paying the debt owed to you. My debt, as well. So come then. Let’s have ourselves a dance, I have many payments to dole out.”

Grinning, Warner lifted his blade up and held it point skyward.

In the same instant, his golden power burst out of his back. He could feel the golden wings spreading from behind him and granting him their usage.

Something felt different this time though.

He couldn’t place it, but he felt more powerful than before. Things weren’t as they were.

The golden power was more pronounced and devastating now. More so than even the red power of vengeance.

As one, the black monsters of injustice turned and began fleeing from him. Wanting no part of Warner now.

“Cowards,” Warner called after them.

With a wave of his hand, he released the sword and allowed it to float freely in the air. Then threw his arm out in a circle.

Whipping around with an intensity he didn’t expect, the blade became a shining white flash of light. A brilliant, white javelin of power slashed through the air.

Everything it connected with became a sparkling cloud of ash that fluttered about briefly. The sword was able to reach a large number of the monsters of injustice, but not all of them.

Moving back in the arc that it went out at, the white spear of retribution returned to Warner and slammed into his chest. Vanishing back into him and returning to the place where the power rested.

In a breath, it all drained away from him and settled back where it always was. Leaving Warner as nothing more than Human.

Standing there, Warner felt considerably better than he had just an hour ago. Things no longer felt as if they were rapidly coming undone. His life was no longer a breath away from collapsing.

While the power inside him still felt resentful, it didn’t seem to be actively rejecting him. To want nothing to do with him.

Holding his hand up, Warner called out to the power. Asking it to bring back the sword.

After a second of hesitation, the sword appeared. A golden glowing weapon made to deliver justice.

We’re whole, but not well.

This… is a good step in the right direction.

Moving quickly, Warner headed for the wall. There was no way to get back into the fort that he could see. The gate was down and it appeared to be quite impenetrable.

It was a portcullis made out of what seemed to be hardened steel, somehow.

Except… the fort has recognized me as the owner, right? Does that mean I could order it directly? Those Ghosts heard me.

Didn’t they?

“Open the gate,” Warner said, angling himself toward the entrance.

There was no response to his command.

At least at first.

Seconds after he spoke, he heard a mechanical bang followed by the portcullis withdrawing itself. Opening the way for Warner to enter the fort in a normal fashion.

“Thank you,” Warner said, assuming the Ghosts that’d spoken to him were listening.

There was no response.

Now… we go back home and rest for a bit. I feel… satisfied… but exhausted.

Entering the fort, he found that neither Gus nor Dianne were there. Neither of them had noticed his little skirmish with the monsters.

Which for the moment, was probably a good thing.

 

***

 

Closing the door behind himself, Warner watched Dianne as she angrily stomped her way deeper into her home.

“Can I use your computer?” he asked. He didn’t think she’d be in a mood for company given her obvious and clear anger.

The fact that she couldn’t get at Retribution’s corpse was really getting to her.

Her hatred for the once Angel—now dead person—was incredible.

“Do whatever the fuck you want, Warner. I don’t care. I’m going to… I’m going to just… ugh. I don’t know. Don’t bother me. I need to… blow off some stress and then maybe we can talk,” shouted the Angel as she walked down the hall. “Computer’s unlocked.”

Warner took that as tacit approval.

If she didn’t want him on the computer, she wouldn’t have told him it was unlocked.

Blow off some steam?

Hm. Maybe she has a game console or something in her bedroom. I used to when I was a teen.

With a soft creak of the chair, Warner sat himself down at the table and then tapped the laptop’s enter button. He wasn’t sure if she’d just hibernated it, powered it down to standby, or had shut it off completely.

Nothing happened.

Trying the power button, he got no results from that either.

Glancing to the ground, Warner spotted the charging cord and picked it up. Placing it into the power port of the laptop he tried the power button once again.

This time the laptop beeped and then started to boot.

Figures.

Warner had found that Dianne was the least angelic Angel he could have imagined. From burping, farting, and eating whatever she wanted, to the way her house seemed to always be on the verge of being classified as a mess. She was a single plate being left out away from moving past a normal “lived in” feel.

Her shoes were everywhere, as were her clothes. The laundry hamper he’d found in the bathroom was also completely overloaded.

He could already guess that she was the type to procrastinate. She wouldn’t do the dishes until they were overflowing and she had none left to use.

Until she was on her last pair of panties, she wouldn’t be doing the wash.

A moment after that idle thought, the computer finished booting up and Warner was at the desktop.

Right now, he had a simple plan. Open up the website they’d set up and see if he could find anything on the boards. If there was anything at all being reported or stated about what he’d done.

Except after he typed in the address and hit enter, it went nowhere.

The webpage was down.

Ah… they’re putting way more pressure on everyone than I thought.

There’s no way they’d pull down the site unless they had to.

Moving back to the search engine, Warner started to type Jenny’s news station’s website.

Only to have the autofill make a very different suggestion.

Well, at least her sex drive is healthy.

Though she probably shouldn’t be surfing for porn in a regular web window. That’s the only reason it filled in, because it wasn’t in the incognito side, I think.

Warner paused before he finished typing in the web address.

Backing up, he started trying out each letter of the alphabet into the search bar.

When he got to W, it unsurprisingly pulled up “Warner James”.

Deciding to be a little sneaky, he pulled open the history for the browser and typed in his name.

A multitude of hits came up.

From her email, search engines, and what appeared to be social media.

Now he was quite surprised.

Reading down the lines, he found that many of the hits went to her personal email.

Warner chewed at his lip for a second before he clicked on one of the links. He also took a moment to glance over his shoulder.

The door Dianne had gone through was still shut and he could hear a faint humming noise coming from down the hall.

As if she were listening to music that had a little bass to it.

When the screen flashed, Warner looked back to it.

Her email had opened up without even needing a password. Straight into an email in fact.

It was a background check on him ordered by Dianne.

Nothing had been found at all.

Backing out of the email, Warner moved into the home screen for Dianne’s email service. He was most certainly breaking her privacy, but at the moment, he was curious about her curiosity in him.

A number of the most recent emails were all about him.

Dianne had sent out a number of requests to people asking for information about him. From his family tree to his personal background and divorce, to his job history.

They all ended or stopped about a week ago.

Closing the window, Warner shook his head and then turned off the laptop. He was fairly certain now that Dianne had definitely been interested in him and his past before he’d shown up at her door.

Likely her desire to know him had been designed to figure out if he was Retribution.

After discovering he wasn’t—or at least appeared not to be—she’d apparently lost all interest in him.

Reaching up with his right hand, Warner laid it over his eyes and let out a slow breath. Right now, he just wanted to go home, climb into bed with Daria, and rest.

Release his worries with the one woman who could always fix whatever was wrong with him. He could never predict how she’d do it, or what was happening, but it never took her long to get him out of whatever mental space he was in.

Or how his daughter had a tendency to brighten his day just by being around and being as healthy as she was. That she was on the mend.

I miss my little Fruitloop and Maya.

Miss Aelia and Bodil.

Even Madison and her… strange… and quirky… self.

Oh, she’ll probably be angry. Tonight’s a sex night.

Smirking to himself, Warner had found out very quickly that Madison took “sex night” very seriously. If he or Aelia wasn’t able to perform it with her, then she would get incredibly moody and depressed.

Her sex drive seemed to have no end now that it’d been “revved up” so to speak.

Shaking his head, Warner did his best to clear his thoughts of sex.

That was the last thing he needed to be thinking about right now while being in Dianne’s home.

Pushing his thoughts in a new direction, Warner tried to plan out the next few days.

Gus won’t be available until the day after tomorrow.

That means tomorrow I’m up to my own devices.

I wonder… could I sneak over to my house?

Eh… probably not. I might be able to get to Aelia’s though. I could probably manage that.

Or… Madison’s old apartment? She still has that, doesn’t she? Until the end of this month?

Sighing, Warner lifted up his left hand and put it atop his head. The other hand was still resting over the top of his eyes.

He had no idea what to do with himself.

Let’s go check in on Tammy. We’ve been meaning to do that. That’s out of the city, too.

That’ll be good.

Warner finally had an idea of what to do tomorrow. It would also give him a chance to rest.

Faintly, Warner heard the sound of moaning.

Then he realized what the humming noise was.

Oh. Blow off some steam.

Right.

Got it.

Maybe I should go do that, too.

Warner was now thinking about Aelia and Madison. Whether he wanted to or not.


Thirty-One

 

Two days later, Warner and Dianne pulled up to a building that looked somewhat familiar to him. Staring up at it, he felt like he’d been here before but couldn’t place it.

Then it hit him almost like a slap in the face.

His parents had brought him here a few times to stay with his Uncle Sam and his aunts. That’d ended roughly two years or so after they’d moved here.

Except, when he really thought about it, it hadn’t been his parents who’d brought him here. The false memories started to blow apart as quickly as he thought of them.

It’d been Miles who’d brought him here, as well as who’d given him the false memories. Even telling him he was doing so and getting Warner’s permission.

That if in the future these memories would clear, he would at least know he was given an option.

Miles had been carting Warner around while putting his entire life back together. From having his parents—who weren’t actually his parents—remade into new golems. All the way down to having false memories planted into his neighbors about how long Warner had lived in the home with his parents.

It’d taken quite a while in fact for it to all get handled. Apparently, making sufficient golems that could be parents to him was quite the investment on Miles’ part.

Even his physical age was altered and modified so that he would be harder to identify and push the gap that he’d been more or less “missing” from.

Oh.

I see.

That… explains so much.

Too much, in fact.

Grimacing, Warner hoped his aunts or Uncle Sam wouldn’t come out. Right now he didn’t really want to see or talk to them.

His mind was too caught up in processing his new memories.

Of days spent with Aster trying to call to the elements to no avail. Though she had inadvertently gotten him his first sexual experience. He’d ended up with a very sweet Earth Elemental by the name of Eten.

He’d also babysat Alex and Anna frequently and generally hung out with his aunts. These were new memories to him that they’d all been forced to not bring up.

He needed a little time.

Thankfully, the door opened and Gus came out. Looking exactly as Warner had seen him last, he had his hands in his pockets and looked calm.

Getting into the backseat, he chuckled and buckled his seat belt.

“Hey. Anna says hello, by the way,” Gus said and put his hands on his knees.

If this had been ten minutes ago, Warner would have just written off Gus’ mention of Anna as nothing.

Now though, he knew that Anna meant that greeting.

She’d been very serious and direct as a baby and as a toddler. To the point that Warner had always treated her seriously and paid attention to what she wanted.

Often that was just to be around Alex which wasn’t hard for Warner to arrange.

“I’ll… have to call her,” muttered Warner.

“So, should we get started?” asked Gus.

“I mean, yes? If possible. I just don’t know… what to do,” Warner said, turning to look at the man in the backseat.

Dianne was silent. She was staring straight ahead and rather stiff.

She’d spent the last two days “blowing off steam” as she’d called it. Even then, she was still angry and clearly frustrated.

To the point that she’d taken it out on her bar patrons who’d come in last night.

Though she’d calmed down somewhat when she came up for dinner. Warner had done what he could to put together a meal for her.

Apparently, she really wanted to desecrate Retribution’s corpse and little else was going to appease her.

“It’s actually rather simple. Just… conjure up some of your power and condense it as tightly as you can,” explained Gus. “This’ll probably drain you a bit since I’ll be taking the power. Given that you end up throwing that up later though, it’s obvious you regenerate more of it as needed.

“If you can’t summon any… well, we’ll have to figure out something else. Like maybe going to the scales and seeing if we can get some power from that.”

Nodding his head, Warner held up his hand and then tried to conjure a highly condensed pebble of his power.

“Thankfully, it’s responding to me again,” Warner said as the power responded instantly. Pooling up in his palm, it formed into a marble and then halted. “Is this enough?”

“Should be,” said Gus, taking the marble from Warner’s hand. Then he popped it into his mouth like it was a pill to be swallowed and did so.

“Ah—” Warner started, unsure of what to actually say.

Even Dianne, broken from her angry and foul mood, was watching Gus in the rearview mirror with widened eyes.

“It’s okay. It’s normal for me,” Gus said with a chuckle. “It’s like scenting for me. Now I can follow you anywhere.

“Except that’s not what we’re doing this time. Miles said that your power would connect you back to its origination point. And for Retribution, that was his icon.”

Growling, Dianne hit the steering wheel with one hand.

Which actually made the horn go off for a second.

“Whatever you did to her, do less, or more of it, depending on what it was,” hissed Gus while looking at Warner.

Warner refused to respond to that and held up his hands.

That was a conversation he didn’t want to have.

Dianne was clearly a very emotionally honest woman. Her absolute hatred for Retribution was clear and evident.

Not to mention, it had something to do with his icon.

Turning ahead, Warner decided this was a good time to bow out and let Gus lead. At the very least, it would help get Dianne out of this funk.

“Give me a second while I digest this and try to wing it back,” said Gus, leaning back in his seat. “By the way, I reached out to some friends of mine in the Fed. Wanted to see what they thought of your little escapade as red death.”

That got Warner’s attention.

“Apparently,” continued Gus, not waiting on Warner to respond. “They now believe there is a ‘Red Eyes’ as well as a ‘Yellow Eyes’. That he’s a super-criminal as you’re more like a superhero.

“Everyone who was screaming that you were going to bring an arms race into being is now feeling quite proud of themselves. They’re all pushing that Red Eyes even managed to kill you. You know, since you haven’t been seen since then.”

Red Eyes…? I mean… I guess… but that doesn’t make any sense.

“Yellow Eyes saved people who lived through the night,” Gus said after a few seconds. “Red Eyes, on the other hand, was seen several times and killed everyone he came across.

“In fact, it’s been reported that Yellow Eyes was fighting Red Eyes. Up until an overeager Para Guard jet pilot shot down a Fed helicopter that had Yellow Eyes on it. After that, no one saw Yellow Eyes. Only Red Eyes.”

Letting out a sigh, Warner lifted his hands and pressed them to his face.

“There’s a bit of a mad scramble going on to contact Yellow Eyes and make amends, apparently,” said Gus with an ugly chuckle. “The Fed are blaming the Para Guard and their jet pilot for everything. The Para Guard is blaming the Fed for shooting at Yellow Eyes and their own people.

“Everyone else is blaming both of them and is thinking Red Eyes is going to stomp the city flat.”

“I mean, I could see how they might think that,” said Dianne in an ugly tone. “They’re just mortals. The power of Vengeance and Retribution is incredibly different.

“Vengeance is hot, swift, violent, and without hesitation.

“Where Retribution is calculated, defined, and called out.

“To them… it’s probably like staring down the barrel of a gun compared to someone else telling them they have a gun.”

That about sums it up for me.

“Kind of. I guess,” said Gus and then shrugged his shoulders. “If you want to do me a favor though, I have a friend who could use a helping hand.

“His wife got out of the Fed recently but now he wants to get back in. But here, in Colorado. Not where we used to live.

“If he was able to offer a contact to Yellow Eyes, he could probably dictate his own position and pay.”

Snorting, Warner then began to laugh.

“I mean, that’d be one way to get back into the city’s good graces for me as well, I suppose,” mused Warner, letting his hands fall back into his lap. “Not to mention, get me a solid ally in the Fed. Just have to deal with the PID and the Para Guard after that. But if I had the Fed on board, that’d partially solve the other ones.”

“Pretty much. His name is Du—Mark. He’s just a Human, so nothing you need to worry about. He married a Siren after getting her knocked up,” Gus added tactlessly. “I’ll send him a text once we get you squared away. See what he can manage.

“Now… I think I’ve got a bead on this. So let’s get rolling. Go straight ahead and turn left at the intersection. We need to get to the twenty-five, then head north. Way north.”

“Right. Whatever,” grumbled Dianne. Slamming the transmission into gear, she jerked the wheel and got them onto the road.

Nearly hitting someone which prompted them to honk their horn at her.

To which she dutifully replied with a middle finger stuck out the window.

Foul mood.

 

***

 

“That building there,” said Gus as they drove past what seemed to be a large, older-looking building.

“The bank?” Warner asked curiously.

“Yeah, the bank,” Gus answered. “The icon is in there. That’s where we’ll need to go.”

Sighing, Warner laid his head to the headrest and closed his eyes.

“We can’t just rob a bank,” muttered Warner.

“That definitely wouldn’t fall on the right side of the law, to be sure, but that’s where the icon is,” repeated Gus. “Though… though, looking at it now… I’m not sure that’s a bank. It might have been a bank previously but… everyone going in there isn’t normal. They’re all… Boogiemen.”

Warner opened his eyes and looked out the window and behind them as Dianne drove on.

“They’re not Humans?” asked Warner. He wanted to confirm that fact.

“No. Boogiemen. Just like me. I’ve… never seen so many of my kind before. I’ve only ever met or known of maybe… four? There, they’re all Boogiemen. And women, I guess. Boogiewomen. Sounds weird.”

Frowning, Warner turned to look ahead once more. He wasn’t quite sure how to handle the situation.

Something was definitely out of the ordinary here. That belief didn’t include the fact that the icon of Retribution was here.

“No ordinary bank would hold an icon of an Archangel,” offered Dianne. She hadn’t said much at all the entire trip up this way. “Let alone could, rather than would. Too much power. It can’t be Retribution’s icon. And if it is, that bank isn’t normal at all in any way.”

“Right,” Gus agreed. “Still can’t really just get in there without causing a ruckus.”

Warner wasn’t sure of that.

There was a nagging itching sensation in his chest. One that seemed determined to get to the top and claw its way out. Force itself out from the depths of Warner’s desires and become reality.

It was the power that laid within him.

A pulling sensation was drawing it toward the bank. As if it could hear the calling of its name and it was trying to respond.

“Power wants to tear its way out of me and go get the icon,” Warner said as they reached an intersection. The bank was behind them by a considerable amount now. “I think. I could be wrong. It feels like it though. Like two magnets pulling at one another.”

“Mm, that isn’t surprising,” Dianne said in what sounded like almost a hiss. “One’s icon will always pull at them. Always. The closer you are to it, the more you’ll feel it. Unless it’s been broken. Then you won’t feel it ever again.”

I… did Retribution break her icon? Is that it?

Is that why she’s so angry?

“I shall go in as I am. As Yellow Eyes. The one who holds the Right of Retribution and demand they return my icon,” proclaimed Warner. The power inside him had been slowly churning away, rolling and folding over itself. It was beginning to rise up on its own. “If they do not do so, I shall simply retrieve it. I’ll offer them no violence should they offer me none.”

“Uh. Pretty sure they’re going to offer you violence,” said Gus with some amusement.

“Then they shall suffer,” Warner promised.

“You know, I bet you’re a lot of fun at parties. Aren’t you? Just dip into that holy wrath voice and start doing ad-libs or something,” Gus said as Dianne started making a U-turn.

“Holy wrath,” repeated Warner. He knew he was speaking from his power, but he was also speaking for himself now. “If I hadn’t felt His gaze upon me in the plane of justice… I would agree with you. But I did. And I know He is there. That He is watching.

“And He didn’t condemn me for all that I’d done.”

Turning in his seat, Warner caught Gus’ gaze fully. Looking into the man, Warner weighed out the man’s crimes. Viewing them through his current beliefs, Warner found his initial assessment of Gus wasn’t correct.

Gus had spent his life trying to atone for the torture and violence he’d inflicted on others. Though the reasoning behind his actions was true and good, he still took those actions.

He’d survived through alcoholism, toxic relationships, and then devoting himself to the pursuit of justice behind a badge.

Warner now knew this man as only he himself could.

“Gustavus Hellström, you need not fear me or your end. You have walked a righteous path,” said Warner as his power engulfed him fully. It took hold of him, then withdrew at the same time, the feeling of it changing. Judgment, and the need for reckoning, was his domain among the living. It was his opinion that swayed what the outcome would be. Be it vengeance, retribution, or redemption. Warner was the only one who could lay a pronouncement upon someone. Just as he’d judged Aelia cleansed, when she should have spent considerably longer serving her penance. He had given her credit for “good behavior” in her assistance to his cause.

“You did a great many evils upon the world, upon the Elves primarily, but you have also spent a great deal of time repenting. Your life and soul is not as dark as you fear. I have weighed you, and my judgment is that you are not found wanting,” Warner said after collecting his thoughts.

Gus’ eyes were round and wide, staring back at Warner as if he saw something he wanted no part of.

Something he was actually afraid of.

“In His name, I judge you redeemed, Gustavus Hellström. Walk the path you are on currently, and you shall be among the righteous.

“Now, I must go. The icon must be collected for us to progress,” Warner said, then opened his door. Undoing his seat belt in the same motion.

Stepping out of the moving car even as it was going nearly forty miles an hour, Warner snapped his wings down. Launching himself neatly into the air.

Heading back the way he came, Warner angled his trajectory and turned through the intersection. Passing above the stoplight and heading straight toward the bank.

Heads and shoulders turned his way as he whipped over people’s heads. Causing a disturbance before he’d even made it to the entrance itself.

Warner pulled his wings in and landed with a light thump at the entryway.

At that moment, he decided to go about this in a polite way and allow them the chance to make their choices. Now that he stood where he did, he could most certainly feel the pull on his magic.

To him, it felt old. Old and forgotten.

Broken as well. As if it weren’t completely whole.

After pulling the door open, Warner walked straight in. He wasn’t going to hide his presence, but announce it. What he was here for, was his.

It belonged to him as assuredly as his feet did.

Walking straight into the lobby, Warner found a large number of men and women had weapons trained on him. They were all outfitted in very expensive-looking suits. They were also clearly wearing some type of body armor under it as well as a harness. Each individual seemed to have several magazines on their harness as well as a pistol.

“Good evening,” Warner said, standing proudly and without fear. “There are many of you who reek of injustice, but I am not here for you. That is not my goal this evening and acting upon that would only create problems.”

As he spoke, more and more security agents were turning up. From hallways, doorways, and back rooms.

More and more of them continued to file in, pointing their weapons at him.

Quite a few stank of injustice. Some to an amount that would cause Warner to execute them outright.

Except he truly didn’t have the time at the moment. Nor did he wish to engage them right now. If he did, he would wish to truly understand their injustice. Each and every single one of them.

To properly judge if they were redeemable, savable through balancing their scales, or unsalvageable and fit only for execution.

“I am here to reclaim something that is mine. My icon,” declared Warner. “You may present it to me, or I will be forced to retrieve it. I am more than willing to wait for it.

“I am also willing to speak with whoever is in charge. I do hope that this can be resolved without violence. I do not have the luxury of time, which means many would receive a just punishment, without getting a chance to declare mitigating circumstances.”

“Get on the ground! Now!” said a rather impressive and imposing woman. She had positioned herself in front of Warner and was pointing her gun at his forehead.

Quite brave of her.

“I shall do no such thing,” Warner apologized. Behind him, his wings slowly spread out. At that moment, he also pushed on his power. Easing it out around himself to form the shell-like aura that would protect him. “Again, I have come for what is rightfully mine. I would ask that it be returned to me.

“And to be clear and precise, that item is the icon of Retribution. I hold the Right of Retribution. I wear the mantle of his powers. I demand that his icon be returned to me.

“Again, I’m happy to wait and speak with someone, but I shall not leave without recovering this item. Do you wish to assist me in this matter?”

Warner could now see the golden-hued power surrounding him. There were also many white sparkles fluttering through it now.

“GET ON THE GROUND!” shouted the woman at maximum volume and with every ounce of pressure she could manage.

“Ah, it would seem you’re all unwilling to help me in retrieving my possession. That is regrettable. At the least, please, do not get in my way or attempt to stop me. I will be forced to act,” Warner warned, nodding his head minutely with a frown. “I do not wish to do this. Please do not force my hand. If you do, your life may be forfeit.”

“GET—”

Not waiting any further, he began walking forward. Following the pull of the icon.

Immediately, everyone started to shoot at him.

Warner sighed.


Thirty-Two

 

Bullets assaulted Warner unendingly. Plastering into the pale-yellow swirling shell of power around him. Only to drop down at his feet in crumpled hunks.

The power drain from being shot at normally sapped him very quickly. His first fight with the Fed came to mind.

Right now, though, the amount it was pulling away from him was manageable. It didn’t feel like he was going straight to the point of losing himself to the wash of power.

Nor did it feel like his power wished to take over and turn him into a puppet. If anything, it felt more like a hand resting on his back and ushering him onward.

It wasn’t the rush of headlong destruction that Vengeance was or the giddy loss of control that Retribution wrought on him.

Warner marched ahead, casually pushing security agents out of the way as if they were little more than chairs to be moved. Even the large woman who had called out to him required just a light push.

At this point, Warner felt that regular ammunition caused him no concerns at all. They were no longer something that could harm him providing he prepared for them in advance.

Pausing for a second, Warner reached out and grabbed the rather muscular woman at the shoulder. Pulling her to his side, he realized she could actually help him.

Though she likely wouldn’t want to.

“Which way to the vault?” Warner demanded her, though he wasn’t sure she’d be able to hear him. The sound of gunfire all around him was overwhelming.

Staring down into the brown eyes of the woman, he found she was rather balanced. Her injustice did weigh her down to a small degree, but it was nothing she couldn’t correct.

Reaching up with his right hand, he laid his palm to her temple. His fingers sliding into her dark-black hair while his left hand held her still.

In the instant that his hand pressed against her skin, he unwound the evil that the woman had done that remained unbalanced.

As a security agent, she often was required to do things she found tasteless.

Undeserving of a Boogiewoman from the nobility.

She and her family were treated as lesser beings just because they didn’t have the blood of Angelics in their line.

To that end, she often went out of her way to punish, humiliate, or harm those in the Council that were part of the angelic nobility.

“You have done wrong, Emma. But not too much wrong,” declared Warner, staring down into her wide, dilated eyes. His presence had stretched into her mind now through the direct contact. “Your reasoning was petty, though, and your actions cruel. You can easily change this and shape your future. Seek out those who value you, if those you associate with do not.”

Slowly, the gunfire fell away. More and more of the security guards needed to reload but also had noticed he’d taken Emma. They were likely viewing him as a hostage-taker now.

“Emma, will you guide me to the vaults so I may reclaim what is mine?” Warner asked. Withdrawing his right hand from her head, he took the weapon away from her hands and tossed it to the ground. “I could use your assistance so I harm no one. You may seek your redemption in this act, then you should flee. Find a new home. This Council… it is not my enemy today, but I foresee it will be so by tomorrow.”

With a slow, quivering nod, Emma opened her mouth but said nothing. Her Asian features were smoothed over and she appeared to be at peace in a way.

After several seconds, she let out a squeak and then coughed.

“I-I’ll lead you,” she whispered, unable to look away from him.

“Good. Please proceed in front of me, but be careful. I cannot guarantee your compatriots will not shoot you,” Warner warned.

“Yes. Yes, I understand. Follow me,” Emma murmured. She didn’t move away from Warner, however. She continued to stare up at him with wide eyes.

Warner smiled, then gently turned Emma around, facing the back of the lobby area. Then he let go of her.

That seemed to do the trick, prompting Emma to shudder once, then start walking forward.

Security guards moved out of their way.

No one fired at all.

Everyone seemed to have figured out that they were no match for Warner.

Additionally, the magic they kept throwing at him was also simply splattering against his shields. Sliding off, or vanishing altogether.

Warner had the distinct feeling that the majority of it touched on emotional manipulation. Though none of it could land on him.

Thinking about it, Warner was fairly certain he’d be safe even if he was struck by that magic. To him, it felt almost like the opposite of what he was experiencing right now.

At the moment, he was feeling quite courageous in his determined march. He sought to not redeem only himself, his power, and the plane that accepted him, but also those he would bring to justice.

Whatever that magic was, Warner would wager it couldn’t even phase him.

In fact… let’s test that with Emma after this.

“You’re a Boogieman. Boogiewoman,” Warner said, not sure of the correct terminology. “Yes?”

“I… yes, I am,” replied Emma. Leading him out of the lobby. She turned to a cubicle and stood in front of a desk. “Your… your manager keys, please, Mr. Samis.”

Turning his head, Warner looked at a frail older man sitting behind a desk. His gray hair was cut short and styled, and fit him in the same way his suit did. His dark-brown eyes flicked back and forth between Emma and Warner.

“Mr… Mr. Retribution is here for his icon,” continued Emma in a half-hearted whisper. “I need access to the reliquary vault so he may… may take his possessions back.”

Now Mr. Samis looked shocked and very concerned.

“I—the—Retribution? The Reliquary?” stammered Mr. Samis.

Emma only nodded her head, then held out her hand to the man.

Hesitating for several seconds, Mr. Samis finally made his choice. He reached into his jacket and pulled something out from the inside of it.

It was a very simple-looking card. One that could be swiped in front of a reader to get access to a location.

“Thank you, Mr. Samis. I will escort Mr. Retribution to the reliquary now. I would… I would please ask that you request security to not interfere,” said Emma, her fingers closing around the card tightly. “I cannot order them to do that as I am clearly under duress.”

She is… and isn’t… under duress, actually.

But I can certainly understand why she’d say that.

There’s no way that anyone outside looking in would see it. See that she was making this choice entirely on its own merit.

You cannot hide from me, Emma, because my words rang true in your mind.

As if sensing his thoughts, Emma glanced up at him, then away quickly. Turning on her heel, she gestured to a door at the end of the hall. Then she proceeded in that direction.

“We’ll need to take an elevator down to the bottom of the facility. From there we’ll need to access the reliquary by going through security,” Emma explained in a subdued voice. “I’m afraid I cannot speak for how they’ll act. I was only in charge of the above-ground personnel in regards to security. It’s very likely they could engage you.”

“They’re welcome to try, Miss Park,” Warner said, walking up directly behind Emma. Laying his right hand on her back, he made sure she felt his presence.

If they did fire on him, he didn’t want her to suffer. She seemed to wish to genuinely turn over a new leaf.

“You’re… really Retribution,” said Emma as they passed through the door. In front of them was the elevator she mentioned.

“Yes, Miss Park. I am,” agreed Warner.

“I’m-I’m just… you… please… call me Emma,” murmured Emma when they reached the elevator. She reached out and pressed the card to the card reader then pressed a button. “But… if you’re Mr. Retribution… why are your eyes white?”

White?

Warner wasn’t sure what she meant, but now that she said it, he didn’t feel normal. Right now, he didn’t feel the mad drumbeat of justice demanding him to right scales as quickly as possible.

Perhaps… becoming Vengeance has allowed me to grow.

To see past such… simple things that locked me in place before.

My own belief hindered me.

“I am indeed Retribution. Though, perhaps I have grown beyond that,” said Warner in that other voice of his. Except it didn’t have the promise of violence behind it. Or action and force. It was still strong and a projection of confidence.

There was something else underneath it that he couldn’t identify himself.

“Okay, Mr. Retribution,” said Emma before the elevator dinged.

“As you yourself said, Emma, please just call me Retribution. Or Yellow Eyes, as I’m known as of late,” Warner said and eased Emma into the elevator. “Stand behind me as the doors open. Just in case. I have a feeling they might move security up to the elevator exit.”

Emma didn’t argue. She obediently moved behind Warner and fully placed herself in that spot. Nothing of her would be visible from the front.

The elevator doors opened and Warner found that he had been correct.

A crowd of people was all staring straight ahead at Warner, and all staring down rifle barrels. All with fingers inside trigger guards.

Each and every one looked like something out of a nightmare. Their skin was pale and gray. Their fingers were taloned.

Eyes as dark as pitch.

Once again, an incredible amount of emotional magic was flung at him.

Splattering all over his shield, and then dissipating to nothing, it was as effective as the previous group’s attempt.

“Alas, this is not a fight you should even engage in,” Warner declared and took two steps forward. Placing himself in the elevator doors. “Please do not waste your ammunition as you could inadvertently harm someone else. On top of that, I must state that I do not have time to properly assess you. If I were forced to bring judgment upon you, I cannot guarantee it would be entirely accurate due to your situation. Please… step aside.”

The shadow-like monstrous humans stared at Warner and didn’t move.

“As you like. I shall move through you, if you attempt to stop me, please understand I will use force,” warned Warner.

Walking forward he stepped right through the mass of people. Casually brushing them to the sides as if they were lamps that needed a bump.

Emma was hot on his heels, her shoulder practically pressed to his side.

“One… one second, Retribution,” Emma pleaded, causing Warner to come up short.

She stepped off to one side to a rather large man.

Reaching out, she carefully took a keyring and set of cards. They were attached to his belt loop with what looked like a carabiner.

“What’re you doing!?” hissed the man.

“What I have to, to survive. Do you think you could stop him? If you can’t, how would I?” asked Emma in a neutral tone. Moving back to Warner’s side, she seemed ready once more.

Moving down the hall, they walked in near silence.

Every door they came to, every checkpoint, was empty.

No one was in their way.

Whatever had been radioed down after Warner had left that security group, had cleared the way for them.

Emma was able to use the keys and cards to get through without too much trouble other than finding the right one.

Except that it left Warner feeling unsure.

Wary.

If they were that determined to stop him, why would they now suddenly stop? Something didn’t add up to him with the situation.

He felt like he was missing a piece to the puzzle.

That feeling didn’t stop when they reached a large, imposing, steel vault door. One that appeared to be several feet thick and built with far too many security features.

Whatever was behind it was something worth not only guarding but guarding expensively. Expensively and with a great deal of effort.

“Alright, uhm, let me try the card,” said Emma, stepping in front of him.

Placing the card against the reader, she waited.

And waited.

Yet nothing happened.

“I’m… I’m sorry, Retribution. I don’t know what to do beyond this,” Emma apologized, looking over at Warner.

“Do not fret. This door is not enough to stop me. It is an inconvenience, but nothing more,” stated Warner.

Holding up his right hand, he began to summon his power there. Channeling it into being.

Responding to his request, the power came. Slower than normal, but with determination and full agreement.

White, with gold coloring at the center, that hot and powerful force began to pool.

After a minute, it was ready for what he needed it to do.

Lifting his right hand and the power it held, Warner then moved it toward the vault. Right into the vault door.

He’d been able to cut straight through brick before.

Warner fully believed that this vault door wasn’t made of a hard enough material to stop him from getting inside. It would just take him more time, and that was it.

The glowing white power began to slice through the metal. Parting it neatly as if it were a hot knife moving through frozen butter.

Working his hand back and forth, he could see filings and bits of metal falling out and landing on the ground. They slowly piled up as the brilliantly white power cut.

“Oh, my shit,” whispered Emma as she stood next to him.

Moving his hand downward, Warner kept cutting, moving the power through the vault door until he reached the ground.

After a brief pause, he pushed the blade into another spot not too far away. Once more, the power sank into it without much resistance.

Reaching the bottom the second time, Warner then made a third cut horizontally to form a crosspiece at the top. Joining the two cuts.

When that was finished, he dismissed his power back into himself.

Lifting his left hand, he placed it against the large rectangular-shaped cut. Pushing against the metal, he began to walk forward.

With a shrieking noise that was followed by a loud ping, the chunk of vault began to move. It slid straight into the vault and Warner followed along behind, pushing it all the way.

Entering an unlit room, he briefly looked around for a light switch.

“Found it,” Emma said off to his left.

A hard click was accompanied by the lights suddenly turning on.

Looking ahead, all Warner could see were endless warehouse aisles. Filled with boxes, crates, plastic totes, and any manner of thing. Loaded from one end to the other, a never-ending line of what was likely to be artifacts and relics.

Sorted, labeled, indexed, and forgotten.

Warner was now unsurprised to find that his icon was somewhere in here.

Someone probably picked it up or took it and sent it up the chain. Only for it to be lost in this place.

“This is not what I expected to find at all,” stated Warner, turning to look at Emma.

“I… yes. I thought it would be more like a vault. Less like a warehouse,” murmured the woman. Walking over to stand next to Warner, she began to peer up and down the aisles. “I’m… not an expert with horror magic but I can feel many traps and hidden spells here.”

“Horror magic,” Warner repeated then nodded his head. “That’s the magic that they kept using on me, is it not?”

“Ah, yes. They… I… used a lot of horror magic on you. It just slid around you and your shield,” Emma said, walking over to the closest rack. Picking up a flat metal disc that looked like a coaster, she then held it up.

“Extreme fear. Pulling at whatever you’re feeling and amplifying it tremendously,” she said, flipping the disc over. “I didn’t even realize it could be put into a form like this. This is amazing.”

“Well, thankfully that will not be enough to stop me,” stated Warner.

Lifting his eyes to the top of the reliquary, he saw that the ceiling and walls were all very thick concrete.

More than likely, that was just the interior layer. Warner would be that there were likely other layers that included steel as well.

Regardless of whatever else he did, he would need to exit the same way he’d come in.

Waiting no longer, Warner began moving again. Heading down into the endless number of aisles and racks.

Many of them felt as if they were calling to him. Wanting him to pick them up and carry them out. To use them.

Set them free on the world once again.

There was also a feeling of undisguised hatred. As if a great multitude of what was being held here were things that would seek to harm the world.

Or at least, harm the mortal population.

This place must be either eliminated or protected.

I’m not sure which.

If this… arsenal… were to be unleashed upon the world, there would be an untold number of deaths. A great many deaths.

“This place is more of a prison than a reliquary,” stated Warner, glaring at a particularly ugly little pot. He could feel a Demonic presence lingering there. Living in the pot.

Just waiting for someone to pick it up so it could begin stitching itself into the psyche of the new owner.

Only to likely take them over at a later time.

“I… suppose so,” murmured Emma, keeping up behind Warner. She was walking behind him but also a step to the side. Just outside the reach of his wings that rested on his back. “That isn’t surprising, actually. The guards they bring to work into the lower area are… very different than normal. There was always talk that they were cursed or blessed. Doomed to work in a place like this that would contain not just them, but what was stored here.”

Hm. The damned for the damned.

Curious.

Coming to a sudden halt, Warner found himself staring at a small wooden box. It was brown with several chips and cracks along it. There was a small tag taped to the outside of it with an alpha-numeric designation.

As well as some basic bits of information that meant nothing at all to Warner.

Reaching for it, he flipped the lid open with a finger and reached inside.

As soon as his fingertips touched the contents, he felt a large static shock. Blasting from whatever was in the box and into his fingers.

Grasping the items inside, he pulled them out of the box and held them up.

The first was a small shard of what seemed to be a circular object. As if it were part of a circle that was shattered and broken.

It… isn’t whole. But this is what I came for.

I can feel… there is more to it. That while broken, the pieces aren’t many. Perhaps only two… or three.

I can collect them.

Studying the second item, Warner found it was a badge of sorts. One that appeared to be a sword in flight with wings. Surrounding it were what could only be described as parting clouds.

As if it were a sword that sang as it cut through the air.

There was a vast amount of power stored within it. Power that he could easily call upon to supplement his own.

I’m sure I can find a use for this later.

Putting both items into his pocket, Warner reached up and closed the box.

Which promptly released the Demonic spirit from within.

Apparently, the two items that’d been in the box had been put in there to contain it. Warner had just set it free.
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“What-what is that?” gasped Emma aloud.

Warner didn’t have to ask what she was talking about. He could feel it himself. A dark, ugly power that was rapidly expanding out from the box.

Like gas coming off dry ice after opening a cooler.

“Evil,” Warner said simply. It was an honest and direct answer. One that would most certainly describe what was currently happening.

Shaking his head, Warner realized he’d once again made a critical error.

He acted in haste without considering the box.

His mind had been entirely focused on the contents, his icon, and little else. To the point that he didn’t read the tag hanging from the box very well.

Glancing at it now, he saw that it listed quite clearly that the box held a Demon of gluttony, bound by two angelic items.

If it gets loose here… it will be very bad. Very, very bad.

It could cause a monstrous ruckus and set considerably more of these foul creatures free. I must take it away from here.

Immediately.

Before it can free itself.

“I must take this and go. It’s going to break free,” Warner declared and picked up the box with both hands. With his left hand, he opened it, and with the right, he put both the piece of his icon and the badge back inside.

Closing the box, he started to quickly move away from the reliquary.

Unfortunately, while putting the items back into the box slowed the spread of what it once bound, it didn’t “put it back”. The door had been opened and couldn’t be fully closed again.

At least not by Warner.

“I can’t allow it to break free,” explained Warner as he exited the vault. “Not here, at least. If I can’t stop it, I’ll at least take it above. Somewhere else. Somewhere it won’t cause even more problems.”

“What… what do I do?” asked Emma practically jogging to keep up with him.

“Whatever you wish, I would say,” stated Warner starting to move in hopping leaps. Rapidly moving down the hallway. “Whatever you decide to do, live righteously!”

Holding tightly to the box, Warner hit the elevator bay and went straight through the doors of it. Not bothering to hit the button or wait.

Smashing straight into the elevator shaft, Warner pinged off a large cable. Then bounced into what looked like an iron strut of some sort.

Lifting his head, he looked above him. He could see what he believed was the elevator car. It was above him and not moving at all.

They could be holding it above to keep us down here. I must away, however. I do not have the time to waste.

Crouching down, Warner gathered himself up. He stretched his wings out to the fullest he could manage and then began channeling his power into them. Pushing all that he could into them to try and give himself extra lift.

Extra power.

Because he was going to have to not only fly straight up a cramped and full elevator shaft, but also likely go right through an elevator car and then exit it.

Probably while wearing the wreckage of it as if it were a necklace.

Letting out a slow breath, Warner leapt upward with a massive beat of his wings. The crackle of what sounded like electricity sounded behind him as he rapidly ascended the elevator shaft.

He hadn’t realized it when they were going down in it, but there was a considerable distance between the top and the bottom.

One that Warner probably couldn’t cover in a single bound.

Gritting his teeth, Warner did his best to avoid smacking into the contents of the shaft as he went. Honestly, he wasn’t doing a very good job of it. If his wings had actually been completely material, rather than mostly ephemeral, he’d be like a fish in a net.

With another snap of his wings, Warner realized he was going to reach the elevator car. Except he was going much faster than he’d originally intended.

Too fast, in fact.

One second he was in the dark interior of the shaft, and the next he was crashing through the bottom of the elevator car.

Then the car.

The car’s roof.

And out into another floor entirely.

Tumbling to one side as he came up out of the wreckage, Warner lost all his momentum. With a look around, Warner found he was in what appeared to be a private office.

Flooring material, wood, and carpet were spread out in a wide area around him. Most of it having blown outward from where he’d simply burst through. Other than that, it had all the normal parts of an office.

Including a door that led into a hall. A hall that looked like it had natural light coming through it.

That’s exactly what I need.

Casually as could be, Warner shook off the detritus and entered the hall. Turning his head, he saw a window and daylight.

Tucking the box in tightly under his arm, he set off at a dead sprint straight for the window. He felt like he didn’t have much time left.

The box was starting to vibrate and tremble even as he held onto it. Whatever being was locked inside it or part of it, was going to be escaping quite soon.

And I must battle it.

A second after he had that thought, Warner shot through the glass. Obliterating it and smashing outward.

Slamming his wings down as soon as he was airborne, Warner tried to gain altitude quickly. He needed to find somewhere he could fight this thing. Somewhere that wouldn’t put others at risk.

The last thing he needed right now was worrying about protecting mortals while fighting whatever this monster was.

Warner spotted a park off to one side. Making a snap decision, he decided to head for it. If he could get down there, he’d be able to handle this situation considerably better.

Halfway there, Warner felt the box tear itself in half. The wood splintered and cracked. There was a brief acrid smell of smoke before it was overwhelmed by the powerful stench of sulfur.

A black cloud erupted out of the box and began to form up not far away. Pooling into an ever darker shade of terrible evil.

With a casual flick of his hand, Warner retrieved the two angelic items and put them into his pocket. Then he ditched the box with a toss to one side.

It would no longer be useful and was broken. There was no reason to hang onto it.

Screeches and inhuman roars sounded from the black cloud. Along with flashes of red light that zipped from one side to another.

Then a creature materialized from it.

It was a ten-foot-tall humanoid monster with an oversized head and massive mouth. Fingers that were like long swords and a body with a swollen and bulging abdomen. This was something that could pick up a refrigerator and eat it as if it were a candy bar.

“I am—”

The monster’s words were lost as it suddenly fell from the sky.

Well.

Shrieking as it fell to the earth, Warner gave chase. He bent his wings and curled himself inward to dip down from the sky. Diving down after the creature.

Summoning his power forth he channeled it into being in his hand.

A white blade of power formed, crackling with the force of the charge Warner had put into it.

Mid-shriek, the monster slammed down into the roadway and sunk several feet into a crater. Cracks and breaks in the asphalt spider webbing out from the point of impact.

Seconds after that, Warner crashed down onto the creature. His white blade slammed down through the thing’s torso. Right where its heart should be.

Before Warner could even pull his blade free, one of the monster’s long-fingered hands slapped him. It knocked him clean off its chest and he tumbled away.

Hitting the ground, Warner spun head over heels and clipped a car as it drove by. Which finally stopped him in his tracks.

Clambering up out of the crater it made, the Demon stumbled to one side. After a step that nearly sent it back into the crater, it seemed to get its balance back.

Warner stood up straight and held his blade aloft, gazing at the darkened, malevolent eyes.

“Greetings, Demon. I am here to send you back to the spirit plane,” declared Warner. “You are not welcome on this material plane. This is the prime. You have no business being here.”

“I am Messalina! The Torment of Hunger!” shouted the creature. “I care not who you are, little Angel! I shall tear your soul out and devour it whole!”

“Well met, Messalina. I am Retribution,” said Warner and held up his weapon in salute. “And this will be your end.”

The monster known as Messalina froze in place as soon as it heard his name. Its shoulders slumping partially inward in an oddly defensive way.

“Retribution?” asked Messalina, their voice having dropped in volume considerably now.

At that moment, Warner saw that this was no true Demon he was facing. Not a creature that was born of a dark plane and dug its way free from it.

This was, in truth, a mortal. A mortal whose spirit had been damaged in life or death. Damaged, twisted, and broken until it had become what it was now.

“Correct, Retribution. I remain on this plane to administer justice,” confirmed Warner. “And you, Messalina, are not welcome on the prime plane. You must cross over and be judged for your actions.”

The amount of injustice exuding from the Demon was immeasurable.

They had existed for thousands and thousands of years. Feasting on everyone and everything. Tearing and chewing their way through lives in the tens of thousands.

Whatever judgment they received, would be quite severe.

“I… I’ll not… I can’t…” Messalina’s voice faltered.

At that moment, Warner saw in truth who they were.

A young girl who had died in the sixteenth winter of her life.

Alone, hungry, and cold.

Dying in the dirt of a village in the middle of nowhere. In a time before the turn of the first millennium. Before Caesar crossed the Rubicon.

Before the written word, in fact.

Dying in a long-forgotten time and place, where her body was left where it laid for days.

Only for it to become a wandering spirit. Messalina was a spirit that was eternally hungry and cold. Always seeking food and warmth. Escaping from those who would ferry the dead to the other side and going for what it desired.

Only to be rebuffed at every angle.

As one of the dead, a spirit, Messalina had no ability to eat. She had no way to get warm. Had no answer to satiate her desires.

Desires that twisted over on themselves. Over and over.

Until her small spirit—a hungering one—became a Demon. A physical being once more that could impact the world.

A Demon with an appetite that could never be truly fulfilled. At that juncture, she had ripped through countless villages and cities. Eating all she could.

Never-ending in the pursuit of her desires.

As quickly as Warner had gotten his insight into what the Demon had once been, he lost it. The window in her mind closed up shut and prevented him from seeing further.

There was no possibility of redeeming her as she was.

Messalina would need to be cleansed of her wrongdoing before she could re-enter the world. Before she could once more have a chance to live a good and just life.

“I shall put you to rest, Messalina,” Warner promised. “You will pay for your crimes, and then receive the same opportunity that all who pass over do. Please do not resist. It will make this more difficult.”

As if his words struck her to the core, the monster shivered uncontrollably.

Warner saw the moment that what remained of her heart hardened. When her desires overtook her senses and she let them run wild once again.

“I shall feast upon your soul for thousands of years!” screamed the Demon and then she charged straight at him.

Up until a few days ago, Warner would have taken the charge head-on. Moving to land a blow and end things as swiftly as possible.

It would have also opened Warner up to the possibility of receiving a grievous injury himself. The only thing that had often saved him in the past was his ability to regenerate.

He wasn’t the same as he’d once been.

I am not Retribution.

As that thought coalesced in his mind, Warner took a slow step to the side and brought himself down into a crouch. Bringing up his white blade, he let the creature run along its edge in its wild attack. Its massive arms had stretched out in a slapping or hugging motion.

Had Warner remained where he had been, he would have had his head removed or his body crushed.

Letting his eyes fall to the place where his blade had landed, Warner could see a great rent in the Demon’s flesh. One that appeared to go right down to the bones in the ribcage.

Such a slow and easy strike on my part. Yet it cut to the bone.

Roaring, the Demon threw its arms and head back. As if it were howling at the moon.

A blue blade passed by and through the creature’s back left leg. Carving through the muscle and partially hamstringing the Demon.

Stepping out and to the side, Dianne came into view. She was outfitted in transparent blue armaments that covered her from head to toe. Her wings rested on her back and looked to be ready if needed.

In a small number of steps, she put herself nearly on the other side of the monster from Warner, clearly intending that they work together to bring the Demon down.

“I shall fight with you,” Dianne declared from the other side. “It will be… interesting, to battle alongside the one who holds the Right of Retribution.”

Shrieking, the Demon turned its grotesque head to look back at Dianne, then to Warner again. As if realizing that Dianne was the easier target, it turned and began charging at her. Ignoring Warner outright.

When the monster swung a hand her way, Dianne caught it on her sword. Moving with the blow, she didn’t so much trap the attack as parry it entirely to one side.

The blade traveled along the Demon’s flesh and tore it open. Several of those sword-like fingers were nearly severed in the exchange.

I must put an end to this quickly and with as little pain as possible.

This poor creature will suffer immensely, there is no reason to cause them undue agony here as well.

Leaping up from the shadows came a man-shaped monster the likes of which Warner had seen in the bank. A Boogieman had joined the fight.

Emma?

Storming forward, Warner watched as the Boogieman landed neatly atop the oversized head of the Demon. Sporting similar claws to the monster, the Boogieman’s hands dipped down to the front and slashed across the creature’s neck.

No. Not Emma.

Gus.

This is my chance to end this.

Reaching up to slap at Gus, the Demon’s hand landed at the spot he’d just been. Having let go only a second before, Gus dodged his own end by just dropping to the ground.

Passing by the Boogieman, Warner slammed his blade into the back of the Demon. Pushing it straight through and into the spot where its abdomen would be on the other side.

The only thing it had ever cared about taking care of.

Its hunger.

The overwhelming need to eat and feel warmth.

Slapping his left hand on the back of the monster, his palm landing on that rough and slimy flesh, Warner brought forth the full measure of his power.

Letting himself be lost to it at this moment seemed insanely stupid given what had happened last time.

Except he didn’t feel the same overwhelming presence as he had in the past. Neither from Retribution or Vengeance.

His power at the moment had no desire to take him over. To dictate his movements.

It only wished to empower Warner to his greatest extent. So long as he acted within the way it would have him.

And at this moment, that was setting this poor creature free so that it could be redeemed in the future.

Except even if he destroyed the Demon’s body, the soul would remain. It would return to being a hungry little spirit, waiting to be twisted once more.

He needed to destroy the vessel, and send the spirit onward in the same moment. Anything less would be allowing it to return again.

“I cast you forth from the prime plane, Messalina. To judgement you must go,” intoned Warner in a voice similar to the one that took over when he was in his power. This was a voice filled with regret and a promise, though. Not a voice of righteous indignation.

Wrenching his blade upward, Warner split Messalina open from her navel all the way up to her shoulders.

At the same time, he sent his power deep into her from his hand on her back. Into her body to catch her spirit. The body and its spirit were not the same things, nor were they inseparable.

Aelia was a beautiful example of that.

Warner felt it when his power caught Messalina’s soul. Caging it up quickly like a bird caught in a trap. Fluttering around wildly, bouncing from side to side, ceiling to floor.

“Rest, Messalina, I will send you to the other side. You will pay for your crimes, but you’ll find absolution in the end,” promised Warner. 

The Demon in his grasp shuddered once, blood and guts pouring out of its front and landing on the ground in a smoking heap.

“Will it hurt?” she asked in a voice laden with fear.

“Yes. You will experience a great deal of pain for the crimes you’ve committed. But if you accept it, and learn from it, even as you suffer through the ordeal, you will be cleansed,” soothed Warner, laying his brow to the Demonic woman’s back. “Your choices will not forever haunt you. In the fullness of time, you may be what you were once again. Just a mortal looking to experience life.”

Slowly, as her blood rushed out of her, the monster that was Messalina shrunk. Turning inward on itself and becoming ever smaller.

Until it was nothing more than the broken body of a young girl who would likely be in high school. One that looked thin to the point of being skeletal with a bulging stomach.

The flesh knit together after she fell to the ground, and the blade slid free of her.

Messalina’s sunken brown eyes, human eyes, looked up to him. She took another breath, then died again.

Her body collapsed to dust and became nothing.

Once he was sure that the vessel was no more, Warner lifted his left hand and then waved it once in front of himself.

“In His name, I place you before the Judge with immediacy. To be judged at this very moment,” commanded Warner. His words had the call of one that couldn’t be denied.

A portal opened before his hand, scant inches from the soul of the girl and his palm. There was nowhere for it to go, but into the portal.

Messalina’s soul fluttered about his hand for several seconds, before rushing forward into the portal.

Vanishing into the afterlife.

“Time to go,” growled Dianne stepping up next to him. She spread her wings wide and turned her head to look at him.

Warner nodded his head, then looked at Gus who was still in his Boogieman form.

“I’ll meet up with you later,” he said with a flick of his hand. “No one can catch me if I don’t want to be caught.”

Warner nodded at that, then spread his wings as well.

He and Dianne leapt into the sky at the same time.


Thirty-Four

 

Dianne turned and began diving out of the air. Her blue wings moved behind her as she angled her descent.

Warner took notice and did the same, sliding in line beside her and matching her. Letting her lead the way and keeping back to a degree.

Dipping her left wing, she banked toward what looked like a wide-open field.

They’d flown straight out of the city and toward the southwest. Moving quickly and alternating at different heights. Trying to keep whoever might be watching or following guessing.

Assuming that was the target, Warner once again mimicked her movements and lined up with the field.

Pulling up just before she hit the ground, Dianne landed lightly. Her shoes skidding across the grass for only a foot or so before she stopped herself. Her entire body leaning away from the point of landing and her back leg slightly braced.

Noticing what she did, Warner tried to copy her.

Hitting the ground a bit harder than she had, he wasn’t able to stop as gracefully as she did. Sliding for twice the length she had before coming to a halt.

“That was actually a pretty good landing,” Dianne said, the helmet that was upon her head vanishing as she spoke. “For someone who’s only been flying for a year that didn’t look like horseshit. And I’ll be honest, I kinda expected you to go ass in the air and your feet to land on your head.”

Dianne smirked at him, putting one hand on her hip, cocking the other hip out in the same motion.

It was a rather sexy pose if he had to be honest.

Warner had a hard time not looking at Dianne. Having her “letting off steam” so often while he was in the same home, and he could hear her doing it, had left him with a bit of a stronger need lately.

He was certainly missing Daria, Aelia, and Madison, right now.

“Don’t look at me like that, Warner. You couldn’t handle it even if you wanted to try. Not that I’m saying no, just that you couldn’t handle it,” warned Dianne, raising her eyebrows. She’d apparently caught the feeling of his look.

Not that she’s… saying no.

Huh.

“I’m a bar owner. I don’t take just anyone home, but it’s not like I’m some shy high school girl, either,” Dianne said with a small shake of her head. She looked rather amused.

Apparently, Warner really sucked at hiding his thoughts from his expression.

“Fair. But it’s hard not to look at you like that. You’re not quiet when you’re blowing off steam, you know,” said Warner, deciding to push back at her. There were many types of battles. Walking over to her he stuck his hands in his pockets. His fingers going to the two angelic items he had there.

“Yeah. And? I don’t care if you hear me,” said Dianne, standing exactly as she had. “If I cared, I wouldn’t be making the noise.”

Okay. Time to retreat. I’m not… good at this.

“I… right. Right,” Warner murmured, looking down at Dianne’s shoes instead.

Closing his fingers around the badge in his pocket, he slowly raised his eyes back to Dianne.

A stray thought had crossed his mind now that he was holding the badge.

Looking at Dianne, he found that she seemed to be radiating power that felt the same as the one in the badge.

“Told you not to look at me like that Warner. You’ll just get burned and not like how it goes,” warned Dianne again. “I’m not like those little Valkyrie girls. Swooning over you and throwing their panties at you. I’d break you and leave you wanting more while I moved on.”

It really does feel like her power.

Is… is it hers?

“Dayine,” Warner said, invoking her true name. “I call you to task here and now for an answer.”

Dianne’s eyes widened, her posture straightening up completely.

“Don’t y—”

“I’m going to ask you to answer me right now, Dayine,” Warner continued, hitting her with the second of three. “You will answer my question, Dayine.”

Lifting her chin defiantly, Dianne squared her shoulders and met his eyes.

“You do not command me. You are not my l—”

Warner pulled the badge from his pocket and held it up in front of himself.

“Do I hold your icon, Dayine?” Warner asked.

There was a massive flare of power from the badge. Which was immediately followed by one from Dianne.

“I… my icon,” whispered the Angel. Her eyes were stuck to the badge. Her hands at her sides seemed like they wanted to fly up and snatch it away from him. “That’s my icon.”

“Is it? Hm. It was with a fragment of my own icon,” explained Warner. “They were being used to hold that Demon.”

“My icon,” whispered Dianne. “He didn’t destroy it.”

“Who, Warin? My predecessor? Seems like he didn’t,” Warner said and let his arm fall back down, still holding onto the badge.

“I—” Dianne’s voice choked off as she stared at him.

He knew what she wanted to ask. What she was also unwilling to say.

As long as he held her icon, he was indeed her lord.

Because he could now feel her power through her icon. He could feel her through the icon.

All of her.

Including her thoughts.

They generally bounced between absolute, panicked fear at what he’d order her to do, and the desire to drop to her knees and beg for her icon back. To offer anything and everything she could to him, to get it back.

“Thanks for your help, Dayine,” Warner said and then tossed her icon at her chest in a gentle underhanded lob. “Consider this my repayment to you for all you’ve done for me. Your kind generosity to me was not forgotten.”

Catching the icon out of the air with a flick of her wrist, Dianne stood there. Holding it in front of herself.

A single second passed before the icon and Angel were joined.

The translucent blue wings on her back, along with her blue armor, instantly shifted. One moment being partially see-through, the next being completely material and real.

Her blue wings took on a white, angelic look, with blue colors extending out of each feather. Becoming a highlight rather than the predominant color.

Power radiated and blew off of her in every direction.

More than enough power to crisp the grass around them and at their feet with the heat that it was putting out.

Just as suddenly as it started, it all ended. All that power returned to Dianne once the icon became her property again.

Slowly, Dianne lifted her eyes and stared at Warner. Her wings quivered on her back as she gazed at him, the badge now pressed to her armored chest.

“Warner… I don’t… I can’t even…” Dianne paused and licked her lips. Her hands pressed the badge harder to her breastplate. “Thank you, Warner.”

Smiling, Warner knew that giving her the icon was the right answer.

It would likely reset an unchecked injustice that’d gone on for millennia.

A debt Retribution owed the Swordsinger.

On top of that, Warner had a strong inclination that it just might be the start of the road to redemption for Dianne. For while she had no injustice to truly speak of, she also wasn’t very just either.

It was precisely because of the way Retribution had utilized her icon.

Retribution had never used it against her, never harmed her. But he’d also never returned it to her. In fact, she’d believed it destroyed.

Putting her under an invisible tombstone that was always above her. Never knowing if she was forever under-powered or just waiting for Retribution to show up and claim her.

Her life was one that had clearly been spent aimlessly. Without direction or motivation.

Unlived.

“I need to go find Gus,” Warner said, still smiling. “Got to find the rest of my own icon. Thanks for your help… Dayine. For that’s who you are now. You can’t hide from who you once were anymore, Swordsinger. As others have told you, war comes, and no one can sit on the sidelines.

“I hope to see you again. Until then, I’ll wish you a fond farewell.”

Not waiting, Warner spread his wings, and took to the sky once again.

Dayine would need time to find who she was again. Who she wanted to be.

Dragging her along to find his own icon wasn’t going to help her. Especially since it concerned Warin.

Time to find our dear Mr. Boogieman.

 

***

 

Warner felt the pull of Gus’ injustice. It had led him ever onward since he landed inside city limits.

All it had taken was Warner moving back to a position where Gus had been today. From there he’d be able to follow it back nearly anywhere else.

It was coming from a parking area attached to a fast-food area. There was a lot of foot traffic to and from cars, as well as vehicles moving around.

Gus was sitting in the car they’d been in earlier. He had his phone to his ear and was talking directly into it, rather than using the Bluetooth to the stereo.

To be fair, when people use that, others can usually hear the conversation outside of the car.

Walking up to the rear passenger door, Warner leaned down and stared in through the passenger side window.

“—yeah. Yeah, I know,” Gus said, shaking his head. “I will. I promise. Yeah, I can do that. Okay, that’d be great. Soon as I get back.”

Lifting his left hand, Warner contemplated how to knock in a way that wouldn’t spook the man.

“Uh-huh. Yeah, we can do that. It’d be fun to try it,” said Gus with a chuckle. “I love you, too, Melody.”

Rethinking the idea, Warner stood up and walked away from the car.

The last thing he wanted to do was interrupt a conversation like that. Instead, he’d walk around from the front and let Gus have a moment to end his call as he wished.

Walking out far around the press of cars, Warner integrated himself into the people moving around. Then he approached Gus and the car from the front. Exactly where the vast majority of people would be coming from.

Gus had set himself up to watch people, he just hadn’t likely thought of the possibility of Warner tracking him directly.

Making eye contact with the Boogieman, Warner inclined his head to the man. Walking for the passenger side door.

By the time he reached it, Gus looked like he was closing up his call.

“—yep, bye,” Gus said after Warner opened the door. “Hey there, bud. Where’s the other one?”

“Gave her what she came for and told her to go home,” explained Warner in a simple way. “Just you and me for now.”

Reaching into his pocket after closing the car door, Warner held out the shard of his icon.

“This was all they had. Power is active though, and it’s clearly part of a larger whole,” said Warner with a shrug of his shoulders. “Any chance you can use this piece to track it back to the rest of it?”

“Most definitely. Should be even easier than getting here, in fact. The only tricky part is… well…” Gus paused, turning the fragment end over end in his fingers. “I can already tell it’s on another plane. We’ll need a plane hopper.”

“If I had my cell phone, I’d probably call some family I know,” said Warner.

“Anyone I could reach out to?” Gus prompted.

“Actually… yeah, probably. My Aunt Aster, Aunt Stacia, Aunt Eugenia, or Aunt Irene. They could all open portals for us,” said Warner as he thought it out. “They’re all—”

“Sam’s wives,” muttered Gus and then laughed. “Yeah. Family. My own family in a way, now. Right. We can call Sam then. He could probably meet us somewhere and then get us a portal opened.”

Gus went to get his phone out of his pocket and it started to ring instead.

“Huh. I don’t… know this number. Looks like it’s local to your area though,” murmured Gus.

Tapping the accept button he held it up to his ear and looked to the steering wheel. “Gustavus Hellström.”

Answered that like Althea does.

“I— yes, I do— Sam, yeah but— I mean sure it’s— right now?” Gus asked in a stuttered conversation. “The alley across— but we c— now? Okay, okay. Now.”

“Oh, that must be Daria,” said Warner with a sudden grin. There was no mistaking the way Daria ran people over. Not at all.

Gus hung up and then pushed his phone back in his pocket.

“Your… uh… wife… called,” Gus said, turning the keys in the ignition and starting the engine.

“So I gathered. She runs people over like that. Don’t take it personally,” apologized Warner.

“I— Yeah. More than even Melody ever does,” mumbled Gus, putting them into drive and wheeling them out of the parking space. “We’re supposed to go across the street to the alley over there. Go straight in at exactly seven miles per hour and don’t stop. She said she’s already spoken with Sam.”

“Huh. Well, that’s good news. That means she can still see my future to a degree,” Warner replied offhandedly. “I wonder where we’ll end up.”

Gus only shook his head and moved them into the stated alley.

Driving into it at a slow rate of speed, both Warner and Gus had more than enough time to see the portal open up in front of them.

Entering it, they found they’d driven onto a plane of utter blackness. Devoid of all color and light.

Yet they could see each other, the car, and its contents, quite easily.

“Mitch!” said a voice from the darkness. “It’s so good to see you!”

“Auntie Irene?” Warner asked.

“Yes, dear. It’s me. Now, just give me a moment. I’ll be shuttling you over to a bit of an odd one if you ask me. But that young lady was so adamant to send you there,” Irene said in that odd, slightly offbeat way Warner had noticed about her.

As if she were always processing two thoughts at the same time.

“Uh… hey… Irene,” Gus said, looking up out the window.

“Hello, Gus. It’s good to see you, too. Now, let me work. I have to concentrate,” Irene said in a good-natured yet stern way.

Gus looked to Warner, who looked back at him.

“She’s always like that,” said Warner defensively.

Nodding his head, Gus looked like he wanted to say something but didn’t.

Warner took a second, then nodded his head. He knew what Gus wanted to say about Irene. Which meant he’d clearly met Aunt Irene.

“Yeah, I know,” he said with a smirk. 

Grinning back at him, Gus seemed to realize Warner knew what he wanted to say.

Anyone who meets her always thinks the same. It isn’t a surprise.

I mean, how often do you—

“Ah! There we are,” said Irene as a new portal tore itself open in front of them. This one however was completely black except for the outline which was a swirling miasma of colors. “Definitely a hub plane of sorts. By the way, the car won’t make it through for some reason. No idea why. I’ll have to bother Sam about it.

“The rest of your electronics should be fine, but I’m not sure.

“Oh, and before I forget, do come by for a meal, or just anything really. I mean it, Mitch! You know the girls would love to see you. I heard about it all from Deccy, by the way. It made it all the more exciting that I even got to talk to your wife after that. She seemed very lovely. Bye now!”

The portal in front of them zipped forward and engulfed them. Launching them straight away into another plane.

Before they’d even crossed over the barrier completely, the car vanished just as Irene said it would.


Thirty-Five

 

Over the last several hours, Gus and Warner had walked a great deal. Traveling through more planes than Warner could actually count.

Warner had been forced to learn how to open planar portals with his power after they found the very first barrier point. Where Gus said that they needed to cross over to “somewhere else” but he wasn’t sure where.

At which point Warner had needed to open planar portal after planar portal until Gus found the one they wanted. Thankfully, cycling plane to plane endlessly hadn’t been too exhausting.

“Not this one,” Gus said with a firm shake of his head.

Warner sighed, then pulled with his power once again.

The portal in front of them split in half, reconfigured itself, and then appeared once again. Another new world yawning open before them.

At least I’m getting a lot of practice with portals.

I probably can do them as quickly as Aunt Irene or Aunt Stacia now.

“Nope. But uh… she’s really pretty,” murmured Gus.

Looking up from what he was doing, Warner found a very lovely young woman standing on the other side. Staring at him with wide eyes.

She had thick, curly red hair and bright-green eyes. Her impressive figure and short height made her incredibly attractive.

It was like she’d fallen out of some kind of Irish storybook.

Warner wanted to stare at her for a bit longer but realized he couldn’t get distracted right now.

“Uh, planes and other worlds exist, but they’re not all friendly. It’s also just magic,” Warner said to the woman. “Don’t worry, we’re not gods or anything like that.”

Gus nodded his head slowly with a smile on his face.

The woman asked something in a language Warner didn’t know.

“Oh, that makes sense,” muttered Warner and then waved his hand at her. “Bye now, pretty lady.”

Reaching up with his power, Warner once again split the portal and reformed it.

“Damn, she was hot,” Gus muttered.

“Too hot. I uh… I could always open that plane again later,” said Warner. “If you wanted.”

“I’m married,” lamented Gus.

“I mean… so am I, but… damn,” Warner remarked as the planar portal opened once again.

The woman had been extraordinarily beautiful. To the point that Warner wanted to at least learn her name.

Except when he thought about it, he realized that his reaction didn’t feel quite right. There was something off.

Something had been very different about that plane.

“This is it,” said Gus, gesturing at the open portal. The other side looked like an empty, open field of grass. “This is actually the plane we want. Not leading us somewhere else, but the actual plane.”

“Really? That’s great. I’m honestly tired of plane traveling,” grumbled Warner as he walked through the open portal.

They’d found that it was better for him to go first since his magic could shield them from any problems.

Like the possibility of falling straight into a lake of lava.

Popping up right into the middle of two armies battling one another.

Or right into the bedroom of two people having sex.

“I mean, it wasn’t so bad,” countered Gus. “And some of it was rather interesting. Or funny.”

Gus was a man that would come out rating rather high on a measurement if one could rank taciturn. But he was also funny if you could get him to speak his thoughts.

For whatever reason, Gus seemed particularly warm toward Warner since the bank job.

“Alright. So… which way?” Warner asked, slowly turning his head around and inspecting the area.

Gus joined him and made a one hundred and eighty-degree turn.

As soon as the portal closed in on itself once it was no longer powered, Warner could see it.

A massive, beautiful mausoleum.

Made of what appeared to be glowing marble, the construction looked impossible. There were no cracks, joints, or fittings. As if someone had found an impossibly large block of marble.

Then carved the entire crypt straight from it.

Only the doors themselves were of wood and separate from the crypt.

Throughout the structure were carved images and small statues of Angels. Holding weaponry, donning armor, and staring outward. As if protecting the mausoleum from any who might venture here.

As far as crypts went, it was the most beautiful that Warner had ever seen before.

Looking up at the front of it was his answer. Just above the two dark-stained wooden doors, a name was carved directly into the marble.

Retribution, or Warin, had only ever respected and cared for one individual.

Only one person had warranted concern for him.

“Baron,” Warner said aloud. “It would seem that your ancestor ranked having an entire plane dedicated only to him.”

Turning his head, Warner looked to Gus.

Ever since the man had set foot on this plane, he’d become still and somber. Almost as if he could hear something.

“Yes,” he said simply. It was a tone that was almost devoid of emotion. “What we want is inside.”

Warner nodded his head and then went straight up to the doors. Taking the marble steps two at a time.

As the doors swung inward at his gentle push, Warner found that the interior was lit by skylights. There was more than enough light to see the entirety of the contents of the room.

It was very sparse, with absolutely nothing in it.

Except for a large marble tomb that was also yet part of the crypt. Though the lid of the tomb was a separate piece, of course.

“I think people may have understated just how deeply Warin cared for Baron,” Warner said, his thoughts turning to the sheer scope of what they were standing inside of. What he felt was that it wasn’t just carved from marble, but that the entirety of the location was modified.

It didn’t quite feel like his power, but more akin to the magic he’d seen and felt Leena or Bodil use.

From the ground beneath the crypt to the crypt itself, to the air inside, and above it. Everything was supercharged with magic. To the point that he could faintly hear what sounded like a humming vibration-like noise.

“It’s in the tomb itself, isn’t it?” Warner asked, walking over to the marble coffin at the center.

“Yes, it is,” whispered Gus. “I can feel this whole plane. It’s as if it’s welcoming me home.”

Warner looked down to the lid of the tomb and found that there was an inscription.

“‘Here lies my brother. He who fell in my defense, even when I could not save his family. May he lie forever in rest,’” said Warner aloud.

“Couldn’t save his family,” repeated Gus. “Well… given what we’re starting to suspect of my lineage… I can tell you where Baron’s family ended up.”

Reaching out, Gus laid his hand to the lid and then started to push at the corner.

“It’s right here at this corner,” Gus said as he continued to push at the marble slab. His fingers were able to find purchase there and he was actually slowly moving it.

Though given the way the veins were popping out on his forehead, it was clearly taking a great deal of effort.

Warner reached over and got his palms on the spot next to Gus and began to shove as well.

With a grinding noise, the lid slowly moved out of position.

Right around the time that Warner could see what looked like a boot, Gus stopped and then reached right into the tomb.

“Forgive me however many Greats Grandfather,” apologized Gus. “But we’re in a bit of a bind and we need this. So—”

Gus froze for a few seconds and then pulled his hand out.

Opening it revealed two objects.

Once again, Warner had found another piece of the icon of Retribution. This one was considerably larger than the first one he’d found.

Delicately, Gus picked it up and held it in his other hand. He was now entirely focused on what remained in his hand. In fact, he couldn’t seem to take his eyes away from the second object.

It was a round badge device. Almost identical to the one Warner had given back to Dayine. 

“I… can feel it. But it’s as if it were a closed door to me,” said Gus, reaching up with the hand that held Warner’s broken icon piece to run a finger over the edge of the badge. 

Is it because he’s… not the owner?

Am I the owner? As Retribution’s inheritor, would I not technically hold claim over this crypt and its contents, other than Baron himself?

“Hand me my icon piece first,” Warner said. “I might be able to unlock that ‘door’ for you.”

Warner had a sneaking suspicion that as soon as he touched this second piece of the icon it was likely going to change him. Because as soon as he had that new piece in his hand, he would be holding more than fifty percent of the original icon.

He would no longer just hold the Right of Retribution, but perhaps become Retribution outright.

If he was being completely honest, he was nervous about losing himself. Much in the way he’d lost himself to Vengeance.

Even now, he could still feel the flickering anger of it at the back of his mind.

He’d been able to keep it bottled away. At the back of his mind and away from himself.

But there was a nagging doubt in his mind.

If he was put in a situation where he lost emotional control of himself, would he not suffer the same fate again? Become the terrible visage of Vengeance and lay low friend and foe alike?

Should the alternative be… become someone else… I think I’ll take someone else. Vengeance would kill Maya without hesitation.

In that second, Gus held out the piece of Retribution’s icon and Warner took it.

Holding it between his fingers, Warner realized he was right.

But also wrong.

Warner did indeed feel another entire presence join his own. Though it felt more like a vintage book collection he inherited.

Racks upon racks of old books spanning across thousands of years. Filled to the brim with the memories of Warin, the holder of the original mantle of Retribution and Justice.

A great many of those books weren’t entirely legible to Warner, however. The lettering was garbled, words were lost, and quite a few were missing entire chapters.

This was entirely due to the fractured nature of the icon.

Most of the missing memories dealt with the first hundreds of thousands of years after creation. Primarily, what would likely be the most interesting, to be honest.

So… I’ve inherited… everything. From memories to the icon, to the plane.

And that means, all the things that Warin owned.

Right?

And the power?

Warner held up his hand and then flexed his fingers.

As easy as snapping his fingers, his power responded to him. Because it was truly his power now. It would hide, resent, or battle him, no longer.

Gus stuck Baron’s icon into Warner’s hand unexpectedly.

He found himself staring at the icon of a sword crossed with a scroll, raised above a pedestal. Baron’s icon, sigil, and banner.

An entire section of the memories from Warin trembled. Demanding to be examined and relived just on seeing the crest.

“As the descendant of Baron, you should inherit his mantle,” said Warner, promptly holding out the icon to Gus. “I declare this as yours.”

As soon as Gus took ownership of the icon, Warner felt something break. A distinct and powerful force set free unto the world again.

“No!” shouted a distant and echoing voice. “NO! YOU ARE NOT BARON!”

The voice felt as if it were coming across many distant miles. Across planes, time, and space to reach them here.

Warner knew the voice instinctively.

“We need to leave,” declared Warner. Not waiting for Gus, Warner turned and ran out of the crypt. Up ahead, he tore at the fabric of reality itself.

Opening a portal with a single thought.

With the memories of the past, along with all his recent experience, Warner now possessed a deep understanding of how to open portals.

In his mind, he was now what Warin would classify as a Planar Lord. He could create and maintain his own planes if he so wished.

Even if his body died, he would be able to reform it if he so chose.

So long as his plane of power remained, everything else would be a question of resource requirements.

“Is that home?” Gus asked in a near shout, running along behind Warner.

“Yes! It is! We have to get out of here as quickly as we can. This plane is being held up by Warin. That is, the original Retribution!” Warner explained as they ran.

“He’s dead though! Isn’t he!?” yelled Gus just as they passed through the portal and out onto the other side.

They ended up standing somewhere downtown. Not far from the Winged Horn, in fact. Standing in the middle of the street, traffic came to a screeching halt around them.

“His body was dead,” Warner said, coming to a stop and looking around quickly. The Prime Material Plane was exactly where they needed to be if they wanted to have a chance. “Only because he decided to leave it so. And that voice we heard that said you weren’t Baron? Well, that was—”

A giant red portal opened up in the sky above them. It was made of fire and looked to be writhing in an unnatural way.

“Warin was a Planar Lord,” murmured Warner. “And he’s coming because we just robbed his best friend’s grave. Or I guess… his brother’s grave.”

Gus lifted his head and looked up to the sky above them.

“You’re the new lord of Retribution, right?” asked Gus, his right hand clenched tightly around the icon of Baron.

“Yes. I am Retribution,” Warner agreed, watching the portal out of the side of his vision. He could see something forming just on the other side of it.

Then Warner realized it was a corpse. One that looked mostly mummified and very dried out.

“I suppose that makes me Baron,” said Gus with a chuckle. Then he attached the icon to the front of his jacket. “You’ll have to teach me how to fly though.”

“Teach you to—”

A pair of grey wings burst out from Gus’ back and then spread themselves out.

Warner could feel a power similar to that of Dayine’s and his own coming from the Boogieman now. He was the true inheritor of Baron.

“I see,” Warner said, looking up to the sky above them. “I’m not sure we’re strong enough to beat him.”

“You’re not.”

Turning his head to the left, Warner found Dayine standing there.

Her wings were out, a blade held in her hand, and her armor adorned her. Even if she hadn’t spoken though, Warner would have identified her easily.

Today, her armor sported a different color scheme than he remembered. It was dyed in blacks and reds. Making her look rather fierce and dark.

“Focus on your armaments, Gus,” Dayine offered, her helmeted head turning to the man.

Warner followed her gaze just in time to see a set of armor and a sword appear atop Gus. He looked very similar in coloring and armor to Dayine.

“Right, uh… okay. A swordfight. I’m— right,” said Gus, clearly trying to catch up to the situation as quickly as possible.

Turning his thoughts to what Dayine had suggested, Warner found he was suddenly staring up at the portal through the slit in a visor.

In his hand, he felt his power had already formed into a sword.

“Three of us versus one of him. What’re the odds, Dayine?” asked Warner aloud as the body of Warin finished rejuvenating itself.

“We’ll probably die. Or be maimed. But that’s alright,” Dayine said with a chuckle. “I blew off a lot of steam after we parted. Even did it the last time using my icon. That was a real fun one. I’m ready for a fight to the death. Especially against Warin.”

“Right,” Warner said as the portal closed.

But only after disgorging a ruby-red-eyed, full of rage, and angry Archangel once known as Retribution. Even his wings were completely crimson.

“I’LL KILL YOU ALL FOR DEFILING BARON’S REST!” screamed the Angel who then threw his head back and screamed wordlessly at the top of his lungs.

“Father, watch over us,” whispered Warner.

Though this time, it felt different when he said it.

All times previously, he’d only felt the words were accurate.

Now, he knew they were true.

There were so many memories of a man who had spent a lot of time with Warin. A man who had given him all the tools to succeed in his life. Along with a great deal of warmth and care.

The Originator himself, who Warin did indeed view as his father, and not just the Father of his beliefs.

Warner also felt a kinship with this Originator. Not just because of his memories from Warin, but for what he felt when the Originator had taken a peek at him. 

He had recognized Warner and knew him. Knew exactly who he was.

Then the time for thinking was over. Warin looked ready.


Thirty-Six

 

“Don’t fight him in the air,” Dayine warned them. “He’s just… he’s just stronger in the air than on foot. I always had less of a chance whenever I fought him in the air.”

“You’ve fought him repeatedly,” said Warner even as Warin began to dive at them.

“I always lost, but he never got the chance to kill me,” muttered Dayine.

“Yeah, I don’t really know how to use a sword,” grumbled Gus. “A knife sure, but—”

“You’ll have to learn quickly,” countered Warner. Warin was close now. “Or dip into the memories left to you from Baron.”

Warner planned on doing just that. It was a shame that the full knowledge of Warin’s life wasn’t available to him.

Then the angry, red Archangel was on them.

Landing with a massive thump in the middle of the roadway, the well over six-foot-tall, imposing man glared down at the trio.

“He’s fucking huge,” Gus said, breaking the silence.

“Vengeance claimed him,” Dayine said, quickly moving around to the backside of Warin. “He will be very strong.”

“I am not Vengeance, you cur,” hissed Warin, his head following Dayine as she moved. “I am Lord Retribution, as conferred upon me by my Father, the Originator! In Runner’s name, I will end all three of you!”

Warner expected to feel the Originator’s presence again at being invoked by Warin.

Yet nothing happened.

In fact, Warner had the feeling that Warin often called out to his “Father” in the past. Tried to summon him by name and call him back to the world.

Warin had a troubled relationship with the Originator though.

He never was able to fully separate the man that was the Originator, the head of his religion, from the man who tried to be Warin’s dad.

What did happen, however, was a cold and malevolent feeling fell down upon the area. One that didn’t bode well for anyone at all.

“I feel your eye upon me, Silent One!” cried Warin as he lifted his sword. “Do you send your lapdog for me? Shall I end his life today, too? Him and his nasty little pet Elf?

“Do you dare, Zeus!?”

As quickly as the ugly sensation had fallen upon them all, it left. Whatever it saw going on here, it had decided it didn’t wish to be a part of it.

“As I thought. None will stand before me after knowing my truth! Knowing that, in His name, I shall right the world!” screamed Warin.

Then he charged forward straight at Gus, catching them all off guard.

Screeching with flames, the red sword of Warin came around in a blazing arc toward Gus’ head.

Whatever Gus’ talent was in, it was most indeed certainly not swordplay. He was, however, familiar with getting out of the way of an attack.

Not raising his weapon—instead leaning away and to the side—he successfully dodged the attack and then repositioned his feet. Which was ideal considering Warin recovered nearly instantly and launched a thrust toward the Boogieman.

Gus once more was able to move out of its path, stepping to one side and narrowing his profile. This time, he brought his weapon up and deflected Warin’s follow-up attack.

A slice that lacked true strength but came at Gus’ middle with ferocious speed.

Dayine and Warner had both closed the distance on Warin by now.

Lashing out with an attack aimed at Warin’s legs, Dayine went in low. To which Warner decided to come in high. Lunging forward with his white blade toward Warin’s center.

Sliding forward, Warin put himself outside of Dayine’s sweep and Warner’s thrust. Whipping his left arm around as he spun, he landed a dangerous backhanded strike to Gus’ temple.

Stumbling several steps to the side, Gus got his feet under him and then raised his weapon. The blow had been harsh, but the man was apparently made of sterner stuff.

Warner quickly started shuffling his way to the side, putting Warin between the three of them once again. Watching for any opportunity where Warin might be at a disadvantage.

Gus moved further away from the Archangel while Dayine took up a position similar to Warner.

They were effectively pulling pressure from Gus with this arrangement.

“You three shall fall before me. You cannot compare to the glory that is His instrument!” growled Warin.

“You’re not Retribution!” screamed Dayine, slashing forward with her sword. “You’re Vengeance!”

As soon as Warin’s eyes had moved to Dayine, Warner attacked. Thrusting straight at the man’s back.

He had no moral convictions about stabbing the man when he wasn’t looking. This was no gentleman’s duel for honor.

This was a fight to the actual death for all four of them.

Except that even if they killed Warin’s avatar, it could come back again.

I have to deal with him in the same way I did Messalina!

And so he must also deal with me in the same way.

Not bothering to shift away from the attack, Warin instead focused heavily on Dayine. Warner’s blade plunging neatly into the small of the Archangel’s back and passing out through the side.

Groaning, Warin parried away Dayine’s blade and then launched a counter strike. His blade flashing forward to her chest.

The tip slipped into her flesh despite the quick response from her. Trying to squirm away from the riposte.  It entered at her left shoulder and neatly exited from her back near her spine.

Screaming, Dayine fell away from the blade, red-hot flames sizzling along Warin’s blade as he pulled it out of her. She stumbled backward and held her left hand to the puncture in her armor.

“Your armor is better than it used to be,” Warin commented, still ignoring Warner’s attack. “You should be burning from the inside out.”

“I was forgiven by Warner. You hold no sway over Retribution, Warin. You no longer hold the mantle,” hissed Dayine. She changed her position and moved her right foot out in front of herself. Her weapon changed shape and became more akin to a fencer’s blade.

“You? Forgiven? For all that you did? Do not jest,” Warin declared and then turned toward Warner. The blade that was in the red Archangel’s flesh slid out with the turn making the wound considerably worse. “You do not hold Retribution’s power. I do.”

Holding up his left hand, Warin made a grasping motion.

Warner felt something wrenched to one side inside of himself, but there was no change otherwise.

The power wanted nothing to do with Warin’s call.

“You’ve been set aside, Warin,” said Warner and took the opportunity to attack again. “The power will not respond to you for your misdeeds!”

Warin neatly parried Warner’s attack and responded with a slash toward his head. To which Warner deflected cleanly and responded with a cut toward the other man’s knees. Warner already knew what Warin would do, because, in a way, he was Warin.

With extreme ease, Warin brought his arm and blade across the front of himself to block the attack directly.

Sliding his weapon up along the length of Warner’s he targeted his wrist and hand.

As if he had done the attack himself countless times, Warner simply turned his hand to the side and moved his body. Warin’s attack went wide and struck nothing but air.

Whipping his blade upward in a slash that changed course downward after it started, Warner attempted to catch Warin’s shoulder.

Except once more Warin caught it and trapped it with his own blade, then stepped forward toward the man.

“You’re not Retribution. He has forsaken you, just as you forsook him,” hissed Warner. Staring at the other man as they held their blades tightly locked together. Each struggling for dominance.

“Hideous lies. Your swordsmanship is quite good, foul creature. But not good enough. Because you brought your own weaknesses with you,” growled Warin.

Spinning away from Warner, the Archangel made a leaping lunge toward Gus.

Not expecting such an attack and likely still getting used to all the memories that were pouring through his mind, Gus didn’t react well.

The attack caught him low in the abdomen. Going straight through him and out his back.

“Ha, there’s one. Now—”

Suddenly the power that’d encompassed Gus shifted into something else. A mass of dark magic shot out of him and into Warin. Magic that had the thick, ugly feeling of absolute terror.

Warner had no idea what it was that fell over Warin, but the man recoiled strongly. Leaping away from Gus with a flap of his large wings and gaining distance rapidly.

“I’ve got him,” Dayine said, coming over to Gus’ side. “You take Warin. We’re just in the way at this point.”

Grimacing, Warner couldn’t disagree. The longer they were here, the worse it would be for him. They were both wounded and it would take a great deal of work for Warner to keep Warin away from them.

“LIES!” shrieked Warin, his blade snapping out in front of himself at nothing. “LIES SPREAD BY ZEUS! BY HIS CRONIES!”

Taking the chance, Warner closed in quickly on the bigger man. He needed to keep him closer since Warin’s reach was better than Warner’s.

“You’re not Retribution!” Warner shouted. “You’re not even a pale shadow of it. You’re Vengeance. Revenge! You would strike down anyone! In fact, you would have struck down even Baron like this! You already struck down his descendant!”

“NO!” Warin screamed.

Raising his left hand, he released a massive blast of hot, angry power.

Standing there, Warner didn’t move away. Instead, he charged right into it. Lifting his arm to at least shield his eyes.

He could already begin to see what had happened to Warin. What would have happened to him, in fact.

If he lost Maya, he would be no different than Warin. Going from what would have been justice, straight toward ugly revenge.

Slamming into him, the burning hot taste of agony washed over Warner. Crisping his flesh and burning away his hair almost instantly.

Then the blast of power was gone. Leaving Warin staring at Warner.

Not hesitating, Warner kept moving forward. He was inexorable now. He knew exactly what he needed to do. Exactly how this had to end.

Because there was no other answer to him now.

Seeing that Warner hadn’t stopped, Warin lifted his hand and blasted him again. Warner only lifted his arms to shield his eyes again, but otherwise made no move to dodge away.

“DIE!” shrieked Warin.

“Warin, you’ve already killed me,” rasped Warner. He knew his body was failing. The clothes were burnt clean off him and he couldn’t even feel his skin anymore. “But that is beside the point. Because this isn’t about me. It’s about you.

“This has always been about you. My life has only existed due to your actions.”

Warin didn’t respond to that and then lifted his hand to blast Warner again, yet the latter did not stop his progress. Closing in on Warin.

“There was a time you fought for truth and on the side of right, Warin,” said Warner in little better than a wheeze. “Right up until the only person you cared for was killed on that fateful night. I know your heart was shattered as you laid away his body and commended it to our Father.

“But there’s a problem with that, Warin. You vowed revenge to all those who caused it. Not justice, or retribution. But vengeance.”

“NO! You don’t know! They killed him! They killed him. He was the only one who ever stood beside me,” cried Warin, only to let loose a massive blast-wave through Warner once again.

This time Warner hadn’t been able to even lift his arm to protect his sight.

Which resulted in him instantly losing his sight as his eyes were burned away.

“Warin, Father would weep to see you this way,” whispered Warner as he reached the other man. Or so he guessed when he felt two powerful hands land on his shoulders to hold him back. His voice felt like two sticks rubbing together. An odd saying popped up in his head. He wasn’t sure where he’d heard it, or if it had been Warin who had heard it, but it felt correct here. “When you sought revenge, you should have started with two graves. One for them, one for yourself. Because in this mad chase, you only lost who you were. You’re not Retribution anymore, Warin Norwood.”

Warner knew this was Warin’s true name. A name only he and his father knew. A name that could command Warin to action and dominate him.

One that came to Warner only now as he stood side by side with a man that was so similar to himself.

“But… I… I lost Baron,” Warin said in a strangled voice.

“And lost yourself afterward,” countered Warner. He felt incredibly cold now. Like he was in a freezer. “It wasn’t someone else who brought back injustice to our plane, Warin. It was you.

“It wasn’t villains who corrupted the scales. It was you.

“It wasn’t someone else’s choice to punish everyone who crossed you. It was you.”

Upon speaking it the third time, Warner felt the terrible hand of fate swing in over himself.

“You chose to take the lives of anyone who disagreed with you. Even the one person you gave the remainder of Retribution to,” whispered Warner. He felt like his knees were giving out. He wasn’t sure if he was holding onto Warin now, or if the man was holding him up. “You gave me the Right of Retribution yourself. With the help of Miles. Me. Your inheritor. Warner. And you’ve ended my life, all while trying to kill the offspring of Baron, and the Swordsinger. Who you wronged greatly, as well. You reek of injustice, Warin.”

While Warner could no longer see, or even smell, he could detect the extreme injustice coming from Warin.

It was intense.

“No. I-I… no. No. Warner? I… no. Miles said… Mitch. I gave it to—”

“Me. I was born Mitchel Hallsy. Miles renamed me Warner James after I was discovered,” argued Warner. “With me, Retribution will be no more. The one piece you gave up to save the mantle. But that’s alright. I’ve gone beyond Retribution, Warin.

“I’ve become more. And in this act, I think perhaps I can give you the mantle again.”

Warner wasn’t sure where he had come to the conclusion he had, but it made sense to him right now.

He wasn’t actually Retribution.

He was Redemption, though he held the Right of Retribution.

The slow inexorable power of something that took a path of pain to be overcome and resolved. To accept what one has done and to become better than it. To put paid the price requested, and then far beyond that.

Warner saw this now as his price, even if it cost him his life.

For Warner had no plane he would own if he followed through with his sudden plan. There would be nowhere for his soul to retreat to while he rebuilt his body.

“I hold the Right of Retribution, but I am Redemption, Warin,” Warner said honestly. Though he could feel his body failing him, Warner also felt the indestructible and intractable power he’d made for himself.

The white power that’d been taking over his golden hues. Just as Warin had been consumed by Vengeance, Warner had been taken by Redemption.

“You gave Retribution to me in a last-ditch attempt to save the power, even if you couldn’t save yourself. Miles told me so,” said Warner, feeling his energy rapidly running out. “You’ve been consumed by Vengeance ever since. Yet you didn’t remake a body. You didn’t trust yourself to not cause more problems. You merely watched. Hoped.

“While you couldn’t redeem yourself through your direct actions, you redeemed Retribution through my own actions. My actions that were allowed to me, by your last sacrifice as Retribution.

“Now, as my last act of Redemption, I give you the Right of Retribution, and the plane it calls home. For the world desperately needs balance and if I’m not here to give it, you must do it.

“Please balance the world, Warin. I charge you to do so, in our Father’s name.”

Warner wanted to say more. To explain everything to Warin, but he didn’t have the ability to do so.

“Warner?” asked Warin in a choked voice.

With nothing more than a sigh on his lips, Warner knew no more.


Epilogue

 

Warner found himself standing in a plane he couldn’t begin to understand.

It didn’t feel like a material plane or a spiritual one.

There was no overall feeling of anything, in fact.

No owner, no connection, no laws.

It existed by itself, and would exist for all time it would seem.

Given what Warner knew of planes from Warin, that was impossible.

“Hello, there!” said a cheery voice.

Turning toward the speaker, Warner found himself looking at a strange silhouette of a man. It was glowing but lacked detail.

“The shit? That’s not right,” said the man. “Uhh… let’s try this.”

The silhouette reached over and messed with something Warner couldn’t see.

A second later, the glowing shadow became a person. A man, in fact. Lifting his eyes back up, he looked right at Warner and grinned.

He had brown eyes, so dark they were almost black.

His straight black hair lay flat on his head. Though it had a strange “about to go bad” look to it. As if his hair was naturally wild.

“Well! It’s a pleasure for you to meet me. Because technically, I’m not meeting you. You probably already suspect, but this is pre-recorded,” said the man with a shrug of his shoulders. “I had to set up some things just in case. There were only so many things I could do to try to keep things on track, after all. There had to be notes and messages just in case something happened outside of what I could affect.

“Most especially… most especially, if Zeus somehow kicked Runner’s and my ass. And if this is playing… that means we really got our ass kicked. Bad.”

“Uh,” Warner said aloud, staring at the man.

Pre-recorded.

So… this is like a video playback.

“I’m sure you have questions. You might have just asked one. I’ve set up a bunch of pre-set answers to things you might ask but that’ll have to wait until after this recording ends,” said the man. “First things first. I’m Ryker. Or the Architect.

“And you’re… you’re either Wally, Warner, or Bob. I have no idea at all how you could end up being called Bob, but hey, people name their kids stupid-ass things. Ya know?”

The Architect.

The man who… supposedly made me.

“If you’re here… one of the systems I set up has failed. Badly. Justice, to be more specific,” Ryker said and then sighed. “There was always the chance of it getting fouled by making it a person. Rather than say… a law. Like gravity.

“But with a law there is no bend or sway. It is, or it isn’t. And that works for a lot of things. But not for making a universe. I had to settle on a person for some things. Like War. That’s another system that has probably gone haywire if you’re listening to this.”

Warner could only nod his head. He was following along pretty well, but it was also hard to keep everything straight.

“Since systems were people, that also meant that they needed… more… than just a directive. They needed souls,” Ryker said and held his hands out expressively. “And souls Runner gave them. Except… for you, Wally, Warner, Bob.

“Your soul is different. It is and isn’t… yours. I built you as a person. But I didn’t fill you with a soul. Runner did. Who you likely regard as your father. You can just call me your Uncle, everyone else does.

“Anyway, your soul. It’s actually a part of the system known as Justice. There’s multiple facets of justice depending on the timeline and circumstances. I mean, what I could view as just, might be very different to you, after all.

“And that’s a problem. Because if you view someone differently than I do, how can justice be fair? In that way, the system itself was always going to be balanced on a razor’s edge. Which meant I needed a back-up plan.”

Suddenly, Warner had a very bad feeling that he was that back-up plan.

“Yeah, you’re the back-up plan,” Ryker said and then laughed in an annoying way. “Sorry, not sorry. But don’t worry, don’t worry, Uncle loves you just as your dear old Daddy Runner does.

“Runner carved you off from a piece of the soul of Justice and put you into the vessel I made. You are… everything I wish I could be, Wally, Warner, Bob.”

Saying that with a heavy sigh, Ryker looked down and to the side.

“Smart enough to know you know nothing, kind enough to engender love and care from others, wise enough to figure out justice and all its facets, and humble enough to become the last phase of it without letting it dominate you,” explained Ryker, finally looking up again. “Like I said. Everything I wished I was. And if you’re here, then you did it.

“You redeemed an incredibly ugly version of Justice that cared little for context or nuance. You gave your life for it, in fact. Justice will begin functioning correctly again due to your actions.

“From here, I honestly can’t even begin to guess at what might happen. But at the very least, I wanted to leave you something on your way out. To answer any questions you might have had or wanted cleared for you.

“Of course, I figured you might have questions later as well. So you can always access this place whenever you wish. You merely have to call out to me. The Architect. Now that you’ve been uh… flagged… for this area, your return will be simple. Even if you’re in the afterlife. So… what questions do you have?”

Taking in a slow breath, Warner then let it out.

Most of his questions had already been answered with the knowledge he’d gained from Warin. Ryker had certainly provided more context to it, but he’d known the answer.

“You made me?” Warner asked.

The man flickered and appeared in the same space, though in a slightly different pose.

“I most certainly did, Wally, Warner, Bob. Right down to the fact that you know exactly how many hiccups you’ll have. I thought it’d be a fun little quirk to give you. Made you feel special, didn’t it?” asked Ryker with a laugh.

Holy shit.

It did make me feel special, actually.

“I existed just to… die?” asked Warner.

Once again, the man flickered and reappeared.

“Of course. Everyone does. Even I will eventually die,” said Ryker with a grin. “Your life just had more meaning than most other people. We make fun of all those people who think they’re special, that they’re little snowflakes unlike anyone else.

“Pfft. They’re all as common as trees. Every tree looks different but they’re all the same.

“But you? You are a truly unique individual. There was nothing about you that has appeared in the world or would appear after you.

“Well, except for your daughter, Miu, Maya, Debora. She’ll keep a lot of those nice unique traits of yours.

“And really? Debora? Come on, Wally, Warner, Bob. Or maybe that’s the problem. You got named Bob, so you named her Debora. Anyway.”

“What if I don’t want to die yet?” Warner asked in a subdued voice.

Ryker made a popping noise and then came back with a morose expression.

“We all die. You made your choice and gave of yourself willingly. I can’t reverse it. But… when the time comes and I come back… I’ll come get you,” promised Ryker. “You and whoever else you want me to take with you. We’ll all go somewhere else and just… have a good time. I’ll get you all set up with new lives in whatever way you want.

“Your dad will most certainly agree. He actually really loved spending time with you, you know. I know he’ll miss you if this timeline comes to pass.

“You won’t remember it though. We ran you forward in your timelines a bunch of times just to talk to you and be with you. Maybe you’ll get those memories back after you pass over? Maybe not. Not sure.

“Shit, half of the crap I do never makes sense anymore. Do you know how hard it was to make this entire universe by myself? Your dad is a great guy and all, but that rat bastard just leaves it all to me. Bastard.”

Unable to help himself, Warner started to laugh at that. Then he reached up and ran a hand over his eyes. Feeling like he wanted to wipe away tears but finding nothing there.

“Is there anything else to know?” he asked, feeling like anything else he asked would be pointless right now.

“I love you, my nephew,” Ryker said immediately and then smiled. “So does your dad, by the way. But he can’t know about these messages. He doesn’t even want to consider these possibilities.

“Especially this one with Warin going wrong and War going full-on Brutus. That and the whole ‘Father this’ and ‘Father that’ bologna. Makes him feel weird. He’s a pretty normal guy, ya know.”

With a snort, Warner could only nod his head. “Okay. Send me over to the other side then. I guess I’m ready.”

“Alright. I’m here if you want to just hear me talk or replay this message. That or ask questions. I pre-programmed a whole bunch of answers,” Ryker said with a nod of his head. “Anyway. Get ready, it’ll take a few seconds.”

“Really? Okay. What’s the meaning of life?” asked Warner in a spur of the moment question.

“Forty-two, of course. Which I know you actually get,” said Ryker with a deep laugh.

A handful of seconds of silence later and Warner was cast out into a dark void.

Only to appear on the plane of justice itself. Standing before the scales.

“Ah! I caught you,” declared a voice.

Turning in place, Warner found Warin standing there in front of him.

He no longer burned with vengeance and seemed quite calm.

Looking at the man, Warner found he shared a great many features with the other man. As if they were brothers.

“Huh. We really do look alike,” Warin said, leaning down to look at Warner in the face. “I clearly got the height though, didn’t I?”

“I… I died,” Warner stated.

“You did. You… did. I killed you,” admitted Warin with a shake of his head and a grimace. “But I snatched your soul as it tried to cross over and brought it here. Could feel it. Felt like my own. Then I gave my inheritance, my rights, my possessions, and all that I am to you.”

“Uh… what… does that mean?” asked Warner.

“It means you’re Retribution. Or… Redemption… I suppose. But you’re also Vengeance,” admitted Warin with a sigh. Reaching up, he ran a hand back and forth over his head. “At least you understand vengeance better than I ever did. It just… ate me up. Consumed me.

“But anyway. You’re alive. You’re a Planar Lord, and I know you know what that means. Since, you know, I know you have all my memories. Or most of them. Since you had most of my icon.”

Holding up his left hand, Warin held forth the icon toward Warner.

It was whole and complete, the entirety of it being put back together. Without even a blemish or a hint of a crack in it.

“And this is the last of it. The last of who I was,” said Warin and held the icon closer to Warner. “You have to take it. It’s time for me to retire. I plan on going to the other side and… well, I want to find Baron. I know where he probably is and it shouldn’t be hard to talk Eugenia into letting me go there.”

Warner reached out toward the icon and hesitated.

“Are you sure, Warin? There’s no going back after this,” asked Warner. He wanted to be sure that Warin knew what he was doing.

“Yes,” Warin said, then tipped his hand to the side, the icon landing in the palm of Warner’s hand. “If you see Father, or Uncle, tell them I miss them. I fought as long and as hard as I could.

“Oh, and uh, sorry about all the injustice on the plane. I’m sure you can take care of it.”

Even as Warin spoke, he faded away from reality.

And vanished before Warner could even respond.

Looking down at the icon in his hand, Warner could feel the entire life of Warin come into clarity in his mind. Filling in the pages of that library in the back of his mind with endless amounts of information.

“Goodbye, Warin,” whispered Warner. “Uncle will probably come get you later so don’t worry about it too much.”

In the end, Warner had saved Warin. Only for Warin to save him in return.

All that was left was for Warner to go home.

Home to his daughter and family.

“Need to get a hold of Gus and get him to call his friend,” mumbled Warner. “Start settling everything back down again.”

Lifting his gaze, Warner looked around. He found that he was in Retribution’s Redoubt.

Sticking the icon to the front of his shirt, he cleared his throat.

“Are you there?” he asked.

“Of course,” said the first ethereal voice.

“Great,” Warner said before the other two could respond. “I need you to figure out names for yourselves.”

“We can do that,” said the second voice.

“Yes! We can do that. What should we do now?” asked the third.

“I… don’t know. Probably get ready to go home,” said Warner with a nod of his head.

“I understand,” replied the first voice.

“Should I bring all your possessions here?” asked the second.

“Or perhaps we should take care of the injustice outside?” prompted the third.

“My possessions?” Warner asked.

“Yes, yes. All the accoutrements of Justice. Everything that has been marked by Justice and is a tool in your arsenal,” explained the first voice.

“You’re not talking about the Valkyries, are you?” questioned Warner. He didn’t want them jerking the girls around.

“No, no. They’re part of your pantheon, not tools,” dismissed the second voice immediately.

“Though we could summon them if you wished,” the third voice offered.

“No, leave them be. But… yes. Summon the accoutrements. And my burner phones. Small portal so they’ll work. I need to call Daria,” commanded Warner.

In a second, a burner phone appeared in his hand.

All around him, items began to appear.

Weapons, armor, shields, staves, a great many things, and always more.

“This’ll take time,” stated the first voice.

Taking that as a hint, Warner looked to the burner phone.

It actually was getting a signal.

Dialing Daria’s number which he knew by heart, he let out a slow breath. Then brought it up to his ear.

“Warner!” cried an ecstatic voice on the other end of the line. The phone hadn’t even rung once. “My love! I’m so glad you’re okay. And I know, right? So strange! But everything with your uncle was so fascinating, too.”

Grinning, Warner had momentarily forgotten that calling Daria was an experience all its own.

“O-oh. Oh. I… huh. I don’t even know what to do about that,” said Daria.

What?

A woman appeared before Warner.

She had black hair, wide green eyes, and was very well put together in the hips, waist, and chest departments.

Not to mention she was strikingly pretty.

Other than a hospital gown, she didn’t seem to be wearing anything.

Blood was liberally splattered across it and dripping down from the hem. In her hand was what looked like a chair arm that’d been ripped free. Dangling from her wrist was one half of a pair of handcuffs. 

“I— What— Where?” she asked, looking confused, her eyes running up and down Warner as if to determine what he was about.

“You! You did this to me!” she shouted, her eyes widening.

At the same time, a golden-hued aura burst out around her and formed a shell. Slowly, the power cycled around her and became white in color.

He could still see the green-eyed woman at the center and finally recognized her.

The Vampire who he’d woken up on top of. He’d come to with his sword stuck through her. Warner had left her there amongst the dead and fled.

“You did this… why? Why did you convert me?” demanded the woman, breaking down into a choked sob.

With an odd fizzling noise, the power of Redemption that’d encased her faded away. When it fully faded, she sunk to her knees, her shoulders and head hanging in defeat.

“Why did you force-feed me? I was happy as a Vampire. I didn’t… want to be this,” complained the woman. Then she dropped the chair arm and began sobbing brokenly.

A pair of white wings grew out of her back and then covered her, hiding her away from Warner and his gaze.

Uh… what?

Warner started to work through how he’d woken up on her.

He’d never fed her as far as he knew. He had most certainly thrown up, but he certainly hadn’t bled on her.

Wait. I threw up on her.

On her… face.

And I always threw up golden liquid that became blood.

So… angelic blood.

I force-fed her angelic blood by throwing up on her face and in her mouth.

Warner felt sick at the idea of throwing up on someone’s face, but then he realized that’s exactly what he’d done to this woman.

“Right. Well, hello. I’m Warner,” he said, unsure of what to do about this.

The woman didn’t respond to him. She hid behind her wings and sobbed brokenly.

Warner then noticed the wings were made with the white power of redemption, but were not real physical wings. She was displaying all the same signs that he did when he dipped into his powers.

“She’s a tool,” said the first voice.

“A very strong one,” added the second voice.

“And a beauty,” finished the third.

“Yeah, I have no idea what to do about her,” Daria said on the phone, reminding him that he was still on the line with her. “I’ll make up a room for her and we’ll go from there. Anyway, Maddy wants to do pizza for dinner tonight. And after she heard that you’re coming home, she’s demanding that it be a sex night for you and Aelia.”

Warner only nodded his head, staring at the sobbing woman in front of him.

Without a clue of what to actually do.
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