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One




Kneeling on the ground, with her wide, white, angelic wings covering her, the woman continued to sob loudly.

Warner didn’t really know what to say or how to continue. His mind had already gone through a great deal in the last day and this was too much for him.

The wings slowly parted and Warner once again saw the woman who had appeared on the plane of Retribution.

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.

She was unfortunately wearing nothing more than a hospital gown. Otherwise, there wasn’t a stitch of clothing on her person, which could be good or bad, depending on your point of view.

Blood was liberally splattered across the gown and covered it down to the hem. One half of a pair of handcuffs with a broken link at the end dangled from her wrist.

To Warner, it looked as if she’d jerked her arm away with enough force to shear the metal apart from the strength of it.

“Why?” she asked in a whimper. “Why’d you do this to me? I just… I was just working there. I didn’t hurt anyone. Not really. I just did my job.

“I don’t even know what I am anymore. What’d you turn me into? What’d you convert me into?”

“You’re an Angelic being. More than a Nephilim, less than an Archangel,” said the first spirit of the plane.

“A very strong Angelic being. She could easily battle the Swordsinger with a little training and practice,” added the second voice.

“Not to mention her beauty, don’t forget that,” finished the third, who seemed to have a different priority.

“Warner, just bring her home. I’ll have a room ready for her before you get here. Well, not really a room, but at least a place to sleep,” said Daria, reminding Warner that the burner phone was still against his ear. “We’ll order pizza, talk everything out, you handle Madison and Aelia, and we’ll move forward. Just like we always do.”

“Right, yeah. Yeah,” Warner agreed. 

“Good. I love you. I’ll see you soon,” said Daria.

“Love you too, see you soon, Tarja,” murmured Warner.

Daria chuckled then hung up the phone.

“—do you mean a Nephilim?” asked the woman in a growl, looking around in every direction. “I was just a Vampire. There’s no way I could be something like that.”

“She can hear us,” said the first spirit.

“Does that mean we should ignore her then? We’re only supposed to respond to the owner. She’s merely a tool,” replied the second spirit.

“What owner?” the woman asked, her wings spreading out further. “And who’s a tool? I’m no tool!”

Rising to her feet, the woman’s wings were now widespread. The white glow that surrounded her began to grow in intensity. In addition to the white, there were also a great deal of golden hues mixed in, as well as a thin line of red that circled at the edges of the power.

“Stop!” commanded Warner in a loud voice, feeling weary and mentally exhausted.

After having battled Warin—the previous Lord of Retribution—to the literal death, spoken to the Architect and discovered that he was indeed Fate-Smithed and of unique status, then been gifted his life back by the same being who killed him and receiving the full rights of Retribution, Redemption, and Vengeance, Warner was in no mood to listen to this argument.

“Name?” Warner asked, pointing his burner phone at the beautiful Vampire-turned-Angel.

“Alina,” said the woman, her mouth now fixed in a firm pout. Her full lower lip was actually sticking out and her brows were down low in a frown. “Alina Floarea. And… don’t yell at me. I’m the victim here. Not you.”

Warner couldn’t actually deny the truth of her words. She was correct.

He had indeed tried to slay her. Likely for something she could have rebalanced given time.

Then I threw up in her mouth and took her life away anyway.

“I… you’re right,” Warner conceded with a long sigh. “You’re right, Alina. I took your life from you. I sentenced you for something that you could have probably worked off given a chance.”

Look no further than my ex-gun-runner Aelia. Or Maddy. They’re no different at all.

“Yeah! Yeah… you did that,” Alina said, her pout becoming less severe with an accompanying nod of her head. Her wings that had sagged with her command rose up once again. “I barely graduated high school and you took it all from me!”

Alina shook herself once when she finished speaking, then noticed her wings and the broken handcuff on her wrist. As if she had forgotten they were there and then remembered all over again.

“Well, I guess it isn’t all bad,” Alina grumbled, her wings slowly dropping back down to her sides. “It’s nice to be in the sun without feeling nervous about it.

“And… uh… smashing my ex in the face. That was a lot of fun. Hehe. I literally busted his nose wide open into like… two parts.”

Alina made a spreading motion with her fingers, splaying them apart. Her emotions were shifting far too quickly for Warner to feel comfortable. He had the feeling that she was on an incredible edge and nearly hysterical.

Beyond even that, she was also incredibly exhausted and would likely fall asleep as soon as she laid down.

“Let’s… take you to my home,” said Warner after a silence began to grow between them. “My wife wants to get you a place to sleep, a change of clothes, and probably put some food in you.

“How does pizza sound? I promise you’ll be able to digest it as an Angel. Your needs will be less than a mortal’s, but also very much the same.”

“Pizza,” said the woman in a soft voice. “Pizza without blood. Like… like when I was a kid?”

“Mmhmm. Don’t worry about toppings. We have a hungry Troll in the house and quite a few people to feed. We order more or less three types of pizza,” promised Warner.

Slowly, he began walking over to her.

“Who’re… who’re you? You’re Yellow Eyes, right?” Alina asked as he came over to her.

“That’s right. I’m Warner and I hold the Right of Retribution,” he said. Reaching out, he tapped a finger against the handcuff on her wrist. With only a splinter of power, he shattered it to nothing more than crumbled metal. The bits and pieces fell free of her wrist and clattered onto the grass.

“I defeated Red Eyes, took a host of Valkyries as my soldiers, ended the Were-Hyena pack, decimated the Werewolves led by Remus while also killing him, cleaned out the capitol building and the Vamps that had poisoned it,” Warner said, holding Alina’s gaze. “And I did all of that in a span of a month or two.

“With you at my side, assisting me, I think we could go a great deal more. You are indeed part of my pantheon and will be well suited to my needs.”

Alina was gazing back at him now. A faint golden glow appeared in her irises as if responding to his words.

Having gotten so much closer to her, he could feel the power in her. A mirror of his own and a reservoir of sorts for him. The power in her was his.

All facets of it, in fact.

Redemption, Retribution, and Vengeance.

With that being true, it meant he could nearly be in two places at once as Yellow Eyes.

“Will you help me, Alina?” Warner asked.

“I don’t know,” she murmured, blinking twice and then breaking his gaze. “I think I want to sleep first. And eat.”

“That’s very fair,” Warner said and then held his left hand up. With a casual twist of his wrist, he opened a portal back to his garage.

Alina didn’t look at him, but slowly walked through the open portal.

“Continue the collection,” Warner demanded of the spirits. “Skip the Valkyries, in case you were thinking of including them. They’re doing something else right now.”

“Of course,” said the third spirit voice.

“Not a concern,” agreed the second.

“Okay,” said the first simply.

Following Alina through the portal, Warner wasn’t really sure what to expect. He hadn’t seen anyone from his family since he’d gone full Vengeance and slaughtered a great number of people.

He’d been on the run with Dayine ever since.

Dayine. I need to call her and Gus and let them know I’m not really dead.

They probably watched me die.

Alina had stepped off to one side and was looking around the interior of his garage. Curious and concerned at the same time.

Moving to the door that led into his home, Warner popped it open and went inside. There was no reason to linger and he figured it’d be easier for Alina that way.

Directly in front of him were Bodil and Daria. They stood side by side and waited for him.

“And thus he returns,” Daria said with a grin. Reaching up, she lightly tucked several strands of her pale-blond hair back behind an ear. Her gray eyes held a mischievous look to them and she seemed dressed more appropriately for going to sleep.

“He returns with another one,” Bodil said with a disappointed slant to her mouth. Her pale-yellow hair fell unbound behind her shoulders. She was dressed in a snug nightshirt that showed off her well-endowed curves.

“Well, he didn’t do it on purpose and Alina isn’t interested in him like that,” Daria argued, turning to look at Bodil. “Nor is Warner interested in her. No changes need to be made at all. See?”

The Rune Reader still looked frustrated, though not nearly as much.

“I’m… what?” Alina asked, standing just behind Warner and to the left.

“Not interested in Warner,” Daria said, turning to speak directly to Alina now. “He has more than a few women in his love life and we’re rather guarded of what little time he has.”

“Oh… no. Not interested. Too old for me,” Alina agreed, shaking her head. She looked tired, confused, and very unsure. Then she started to totter to one side and did a small stagger step.

“Ah, let’s get you changed and ready for bed. After you get some pizza, you’ll go straight to bed. You’ll meet Maya and Lauren tomorrow afternoon and you’ll need your rest,” Daria said, taking Alina by the elbow. “That means sleep as soon as you’re full and that’s that. Otherwise, they’ll run you over. They may be younger than you, but they’ll not stop for anything.”

Daria led Alina out and away, leaving Warner alone with Bodil.

“Well,” Bodil said, crossing her arms in front of herself. “Aelia and Maddy will likely be here in an hour for… for pizza and your evening together.

“Daria and I were just talking about what to do next when you called. And before you ask, yes, she knew you were alive. Probably before you did. It’s hard to think someone is dead when you can still see futures occurring with them, despite what the news said about the whole Yellow Eyes, Red Eyes situation.

“It was rather fortunate that you left a burnt husk of a corpse that couldn’t be identified. Otherwise, we’d have to be doing a lot more work.”

“Oh,” Warner said somewhat surprised. “What… uh… what’d the news show, exactly?”

“Four Angels, fighting. One that looked like Yellow Eyes, but White,” said Bodil, slowly tilting her head to one side as she watched him. “One that was Red, one that was Blue, and one that was Gray. It was a very strange thing to watch on the news.

“It would appear… that the Para world is being forced into the world’s view regardless of what anyone actually wants right now.

“Your fight… it was too big to hide. Too much to block and keep out of the public’s view. Too many witnesses, too many cameras, cell phones, too much everything.”

Warner was very surprised by that news. Surprised and not really sure how to respond to it. As far as he knew, the world as a whole had been struggling to keep the Para world completely submerged and unseen.

“Right? It’s surprising,” said Bodil with a beautiful frown. “Though… I was… very… upset when you died. Very upset. I didn’t even— there was no time to— well… well, Daria was there thankfully so I found out quickly. She made sure everyone was aware that you weren’t dead. Though Maya is still plenty angry.”

“Wait… you’re… talking like this happened a bit ago. Didn’t this just happen like an hour or two ago?” asked Warner. “And… I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to die, or anything. I was trying to protect everyone.”

“It was a day ago. It’s been twenty-four hours, give or take,” answered Bodil and then shook her head angrily. As if she didn’t want to agree with him at all. “You shall not make me a widow before you wed and name me, Warner James. I will call your spirit back from the other side if I have to, just to punish you.”

A memory from not long ago floated up in Warner’s thoughts. One when she’d requested a very serious demand of him when she was in a place of fear and insecurity.

“Bodil James, I will care for you to the best of my ability. I shall endeavor to treat you kindly and with love, Bodil James. To you, Bodil James, I will promise to ensure your safety and well-being,” Warner said in firm triplicate. It’d been something she’d asked him to do, but he’d never had the chance to do so.

The resounding clack of fate settling over him was like a mantle made of gold. It was so heavy that Warner felt as if the sky itself had fallen upon him.

Bodil took a step toward him and laid a hand on his shoulder. Her fingers dug into him and he could feel her hanging onto him.

“I know... I know I asked for that, even if I now wish I hadn’t,” Bodil said in a whisper. Her voice had a tremor to it, as well. “But if I ever doubted my fate in any way, that certainly cleared it up in that moment and… and I think I need to take you away. Now. Before Aelia and Maddy get here and take you for themselves.”

Pulling at him sharply, Bodil began dragging him away back toward what he assumed was her bedroom. Because in addition to the heavy mantle of fate he’d felt drop down over him, there was an additionally heavy and demanding need to bed her.

Immediately.

Apparently, she feels it, too.

Bodil’s hand tightened on him as she dragged him into her bedroom. As if she feared that he might try to slip away or be pulled from her grasp.

Given what he’d gone through in the last week, he couldn’t even blame her for those thoughts.

Not to mention… I really want to bed her. To… consummate… whatever this is.

Warner didn’t fight her and merely watched as she closed the door behind them.




***




Sitting down on the couch, Warner took the first sip of the coffee he’d just made.

Picking up the remote, he flicked on the TV and started moving the channel toward the news.

He’d spent the previous evening with Aelia and Madison as they intended. Though only after Bodil was done with him. It’d been incredibly fun for everyone involved.

And when Maya wakes up in oh… an hour… we’ll make sure she’s alright.

Though given she might have watched me die, she’s probably none too happy with me. That should take care of all those visions she saw of me dying though, I imagine.

“—interested in becoming Vampires,” said the news anchor with a soft chuckle. “The drive will be held outside of St. Luke’s medical center in Denver. You’ll receive the results within a week or so afterward.”

“In a show of solidarity,” said the other anchor. “The Weres of Colorado will also be present at the drive and assisting. The two groups are putting this together in a hope to increase Para awareness, as well as provide accurate information.

“As, of course, there’s a great deal of misinformation around both races, given Hollywood and overactive authors.”

“It’s hard to believe that the world didn’t know about this yesterday, but today it’s this widely accepted,” said the first anchor, looking toward the second.

“Well, you know how it goes. Yesterday’s news and all that,” said the second anchor with a laugh.

No… this is actually hard to believe.

You’re making this seem far too normal. Far, far, far too normal.

“Next up, Para-Leagues!” said the first anchor as the TV swapped to a different graphic.

The video was of a rather beefy-looking Werewolf swinging a baseball bat at a ball that a strange Fishman had just thrown. The bat connected very solidly with the ball, despite the pitch having looked incredibly fast. Almost too fast to follow.

Whipping straight toward the outfield, the ball curved oddly.

“After practicing in secret for a number of years, they’ll be starting actual broadcasts today. There’s an exciting match between the New Orleans Witchdoctors versus Charlotte’s Brown Mountain Lighters,” continued the anchor. “They follow almost all the normal rules you’d expect, but certainly pack a lot more speed, power, and ability. Be prepared to feel amazed.”

Uh huh… it doesn’t hurt that you just happened to have that video feed on hand.

This is all just far too fast. Far too fast and planned out.

The government had a response for all this ready long before it actually happened.

Then gave the media outlets marching orders. I bet if I switch the channels it’ll be the same but in a different way.

Lifting the remote, Warner hit the channel switch button.

“—a rather fun game I bet. I can’t imagine Vampires on hockey skates, but I bet they don’t get bothered by the cold at all,” said a busty blonde on the screen. “Do you think the Hobgoblin’s will do as well? I can’t imagine they have much of a chance.”

“I dunno, I hear they’re rather spry and wiry. Scrappy when you get down to it,” said a different anchor with a deep chuckle. “Though, that certainly will be interesting to watch.

“More interesting than what’s happening locally if you ask me. Today the Aurora county legislature for Paranormals will be voting on ‘mask enforcement’ on certain Para species operating food trucks in regards to health and general safety.”

“Given that’s not really how transmission works for most Para-causing viruses, that seems a bit much,” said the first anchor in a concerned tone. “That’s the type of fear mongering we could most certainly expect from their side of the aisle, though.”

Unable to help himself, Warner turned the TV off and sat there.

“Oh my god, the Para world is politicized, too,” he said after several seconds. Staring at the now dark TV, he really wasn’t sure how to process all this.

The world was moving faster than it should past the discovery of the “Para world”. Faster than he felt was prudent given that neither had truly publicly interacted for as long as they’ve both existed.

In his pocket, his phone vibrated, causing him to look down.

Reaching in, he pulled it out and glanced at the screen.

A text from Dayine had just come in.

Ah… she got the message I sent her last night, I bet.

This’ll be interesting.

Flicking through the screen’s lock and then moving to the messages, Warner found what he was looking for.




Hey!

Come see me tonight at six. We need to talk about next steps and what we’re doing about the Silent One.

Most especially so with you ripping the lid off the Para world Pandora’s box. My bar is going to be a busy place, I think.




Smirking at that, Warner couldn’t disagree. It was very likely her bar would be a busy place.

“Dad?” asked a voice from behind him.

Ah, Maya’s awake. Time to apologize.

Bracing himself, Warner stood up. He didn’t think this would be fun.





Two




Warner pulled at the front of his light coat.

It felt weird on him.

Odd.

As if it just didn’t fit him anymore. Where it had felt quite comfortable only a week ago, it now felt like it sat differently. Especially in the neck and shoulders.

Then again… I died. This body isn’t… the same.

It’s one that Warin made for me and crammed my soul into.

I mean, it feels right. Looks right.

But it’s not the same meat-and-bone mech-suit I was piloting previously, is it? This one was created out of angelic power.

Though… uh… now that I think about it, it did feel stronger. Maybe bigger? I didn’t really inspect it. That’d require having a little time to myself and I haven’t had that.

Standing next to his car, Warner glanced down at his crotch.

He’d already used it with Bodil, Madison, and Aelia. None of the three of them had complained about anything, nor had they said that anything was different.

Now he was curious and would have to really inspect it later though.

Shaking off the thought, Warner got to walking. Moving onto the sidewalk and heading toward the Winged Horn bar.

Dayine’s personal business and home.

Passing by the front door, and what sounded like a semi-busy interior, he went into the alley beside it. Heading around toward the back, his goal was to get to Dayine’s home.

Pulling his hand out of his pocket, he knocked on the door twice.

Standing there, he waited, feeling awkward, and looking this way and that.

Pulling his phone out of his pants pocket, he glanced at the screen.

He was admittedly seven minute early, but he didn’t think that’d matter.

Slipping it back into his pocket, he couldn’t help his mind from moving back to his conversation with Maya this morning. A conversation that was filled with a lot of anger, crying, and some firm accusations.

It ended with him promising to take far fewer risks in the future, and then a lot of hugging.

More hugging than he’d ever possibly expected.

Because Maya was right. I have a lot of people relying on me. A lot of people. More people than I can really count. From the Valkyrja all the way to Daria.

Warner reached up and tried the door handle. It turned easily, the door swinging inward.

Of course, she left it open for me. Up until yesterday, I’d been tromping in and out like I owned the place.

Entering the back area, Warner turned and headed up the stairs. Reaching the door that led to her actual home, he opened it and let himself in.

“Dayine?” Warner asked in a neutral tone, looking around. He didn’t see her, but what he did see was surprising. It was as though a different person had moved in since he’d been here last.

Things were cleaned up. Chairs were pushed under the table. The sink was clean and empty. The carpet showed vacuum trails.

Apparently, her symbol fixed some things in her head.

There was a soft bump and thump noise coming from the end of the hall back near Dayine’s room. It accompanied a sound that was a lot like a small handheld vacuum.

Looking down the hall, he saw a large vacuum standing just outside the door to her room.

Wow, she’s in full cleaning mode.

Grinning, Warner headed toward her bedroom.

Halfway there, he realized he was wrong. Incredibly wrong.

“—stare at me. St-sta-stare at me. Look at me,” demanded Dayine in a low and breathy voice.

Oh. She’s… letting off steam.

Warner could now identify the noises he was hearing. It was the same whirring noise he’d often heard when she took care of her own needs.

Turning on his heel, while feeling his cheeks turn quite warm, Warner fled quickly. Exiting her home, he put himself outside the door at the top of the stairs.

It hadn’t helped at all that his body had responded to her voice in a way that was somewhat embarrassing. He couldn’t deny that he was physically attracted to Dayine and hearing her voice like that did him no good.

Standing there, he waited for the time to reach six on the dot. He used his phone to confirm that and keep himself interested at the same time.

The second his phone ticked over to six, he lifted his hand, and knocked as loudly and firmly as he could on the door.

“One second!” called Dayine from inside. Her voice sounded quite normal from what he could tell.

A few moments later and the door swung inward.

“Ah, Warner,” Dayine said, standing in the doorway.

Dayine looked like she was in her mid to late twenties, though she was incredibly lovely to look at. Her face bore a set of features that had clearly been put together by hand.

Normally, her short brown hair was pinned above her ears, though today it was unbound. It hung down on each side of her face and framed it, hiding her ears and their piercings.

Sky-blue eyes regarded him with a great deal of warmth and also some heat to them. Her gaze was filled with intent and focus that he didn’t know how to truly interpret.

As soon as their eyes met, bright-blue and quite solid wings blew out from her back and spread out. The feathers stretched out to each side of her to their fullest extent.

Warner felt no intimidation at the display. If anything, he wanted to get closer for a better look.

On top of that, for only a moment, Warner felt a need to respond in kind to her display. His wings wished to be unleashed and spread wide.  He managed to hold it under control.

Barely.

“Well that’s just damn embarrassing,” muttered Dayine, glancing backward at her wings and breaking eye contact. Slowly, her wide blue-feathered wings began to retract.

It was obvious to Warner that it took a great deal of effort on her part to make it happen and that she was focused on it.

When they finally were about halfway down, they suddenly slid into her without any more effort. Vanishing into her back.

Looking back at him, Dayine blushed deeply and gave him a strange, almost apologetic, smile. Then she shrugged her shoulders.

“I was apparently wrong, alright? I’m now going to be shamed for all time and I doubt this’ll be the last time it happens,” she said with an angry grumble and a tilt of her head. “Fuck me, right?”

“Anyway,” Warner said, deciding to change the subject. It was obvious she didn’t want to talk about or dwell on whatever it was that’d just happened. “Para world is exposed, Warin is dead, I died and became… Redemption, Retribution, and Vengeance at the same time, and… and I met the Architect.”

Dayine’s eyes went wide at his words and her mouth opened. Whatever it was she had planned on saying didn’t make its way past her throat.

Instead, she closed her mouth, nodded her head slowly, and then sighed.

Flicking her hand off to the right, she gestured at the couch.

“We should sit and talk about this,” muttered Dayine. “We have to plan, I guess. Since I’m part of this and all. Daria was certainly right about all that.”

Warner only grinned. Daria often operated in the outskirts of his life. Moving things, people, and situations around all to his benefit. All he ever had to do was just act like he wasn’t aware of it, and do what he normally would.

Following Dayine to the couch, he sat down with her.

“So, you got his icon, portfolio and rights, his plane, and truly became all he was,” said Dayine, leaning back up against the couch and its arm. Resting her head on the top of it, she looked at him. “And then incredibly became a great deal more than him. Though I guess that makes sense.

“Have you managed to tap into his memories or anything from his past? Should be able to just access it, I imagine, but… I don’t know how. Or what that would even entail.”

Shifting around on the couch while listening to her speak, Warner wasn’t quite sure how to respond.

“I have no idea. I’ve tapped into some of it, but some of it just seems… out of reach?” said Warner, finally getting comfortable. “I know it’s all there, but it’s also not.”

“To be fair, millions of years of memories would likely weigh you down in a flash,” Dayine said with a wide grin. “Come on, Warner… you’ve been on this speck of dust we call Earth for less time than it’s taken me to wear down a few pairs of boots I don’t put on very often.

“Probably better that all those memories aren’t just… there. Just try asking it questions and see if it responds to that.”

Dayine accompanied her statement with a waggle of her fingers before crossing her arms across her middle. Unfortunately, that drew Warner’s eyes to her chest for a split second.

“I mean… okay, yeah,” Warner said, looking away from her. “Asking it questions, hm?”

Why did Dayine get so flustered at her wings popping out like that?

No sooner than Warner finished thinking the question, he had several responses from the memories of Warin answer him. As if he were calling up possibilities for what it could have been.

The primary one was intimidation.

Given that Warner hadn’t felt anything of the sort, he dismissed it.

Secondary to that was a surprising response. Angels weren’t quite Human and did have some animalistic tendencies. A lot like the same way that Demons did.

In this case, the memory suggested that Dayine was spreading her feathers in a show of courtship. That it may have been a completely unconscious response to him now being what he was, instead of just an Angelic Human.

She’d displayed a mating ritual to him, for him.

“Oh,” Warner said, realizing that actually might be true considering her response. Based on what she’d said and done after it happened. Looking back at Dayine, he nodded his head. “Seems like that worked. Asking it questions gave me a response. Almost like Warin was making suggestions to me.”

Normally, the mention of his name would have sent Dayine into a raging fit. One that required her to go break things or blow off steam.

Now she only shrugged her shoulders at him.

“At least it worked,” she offered. “That’s good, I guess. One thing solved. But that leaves a lot left to go over and work through. At least for my side of the story.

“The Silent One moves onward; Seville, Skipper, and Shirley remain. While we certainly helped to right the world by ridding it of Warin, it’s precious at best. Now… what’d the Architect tell you? Anything we can use?”

Warner was watching Dayine closely now. He couldn’t help but think about what she’d been up to when he arrived and then her response to him.

What’d she said? Look at me?

Calling up his power, Warner felt the warmth of it flowing into him. It filled his extremities with an unshakable strength.

Except this time, it didn’t have the feeling of justice and the pursuit of it by itself. It felt tempered now. The urge to gauge the person before him and determine a course of action that’d clear the scales through redemption, regardless of their deeds.

Because nearly anyone could find redemption.

Around Dayine lingered a faint hint of injustice, though it was dissipating even as he watched slowly fading away into nothing. It would only be a day or so before she was as neutral as distilled water.

Slowly, Dayine blushed, her eyes unable to look away from him. Her eyes were wide and almost unseeing as she looked back at him.

The bright-blue of her power dwelt within her pupils. Much in the same way that his own did with the Valkyrja.

“Kn-knock it off,” Dayine muttered. “You’ll… you’ll make ’em pop out again. You don’t have to rub my nose in it. I admit it, alright?”

Letting his powers fade away, Warner smiled at her and shrugged his shoulders.

“You did ask me to look at you,” he said then scratched at his jaw while Dayine’s eyes impossibly grew wider. At the same time, her pupils contracted down to nearly pinpricks. “As to the Architect… I’ve been thinking about that. For a while now. The answer I came up with isn’t actually very fun.”

Dayine lifted her chin fractionally, the muscles in her neck flexing. Her jaw tightened once, and then she let out a single noise.

“Mmm?” she hummed in a curious way.

Apparently, she didn’t have the ability to speak at the moment.

“We’re in an unforeseen future now,” Warner said slowly. “The Architect spoke to me as if I was going to die. That I’d be ferried off to the other side of existence and wouldn’t be coming back.

“For someone to be so sure about everything else, but not know I wouldn’t be dying, really only leaves that one conclusion. That whatever future we’re in now, wasn’t expected by the Architect. Whatever plans he laid down, aren’t on track anymore. We’re in a blind spot.

“He was expecting for me to move on, and Warin to remain among the living. Which means anything involving me, or him, is now… wrong.”

“A-and what’d Daria… say about all this,” Dayine asked in a tight voice. Her right hand was now up near her throat, her fingers sliding back and forth slowly.

“Much the same as always when it comes to our futures,” Warner said with a shrug of his shoulders. “She can see a lot of things ahead of us. Some of it’s dark, some of it’s not, and some makes more sense than the last time.

“Realistically, while this was unforeseen by the Architect, it’s not far off from where Daria felt we’d be. We’re running along a primary future path that she’d seen many times. We’re good. She wants you to come over tomorrow. Everyone is. We’re going to have a discussion about… everything, I guess. Figure out what we’re doing.”

Sitting on the couch, staring at one another, Warner wasn’t sure what else to add right now. He was hoping that Dayine would respond to his statement and they could keep the conversation going.

“Daria told me I’d eventually pursue you,” blurted out Dayine as the silence lingered. The hand on her middle was pressing quite hard against her stomach now. “I thought she was just taunting me. Teasing me. You know… girl talk… stuff.”

Warner opened his mouth, froze, and contemplated what he’d just heard.

The absolute, very last, not on this earth thing he wanted, was yet another woman in his life. Nor had Daria made any mention of this in any way, shape, or form to him. In fact, it was practically the opposite.

He knew nothing about this at all.

Though it sounded like Daria was preempting everything by telling Dayine about it.

Warner closed his mouth and then sighed. With a shrug of his shoulders, he gave up. Daria seemed intent to keep adding women into their relationship. Warner already felt quite distraught about the situation and being dragged in multiple directions.

“Daria warned me not to… to tell you about this,” mumbled Dayine after it was obvious to her Warner had no idea what to say. “That it’d just make it worse for me. That I was better off letting things handle themselves in whatever way they went.”

“Well, at least I’m not the only one who fucks these things up,” Warner said with a laugh. “She often tells me exactly that. To not act on the information she’s given me.

“The results of those warned upon actions most recently got me in bed with Bodil. So if Daria tells you not to do something, you probably shouldn’t. I’ve learned from experience to trust her now.”

If Daria wanted him to bed Dayine, he’d bed her. He was done struggling against Daria’s prescribed fate for him.

Considering how lovely the Swordsinger was, Warner wasn’t opposed to taking things there. He’d fought against Bodil for so long and so hard, only to realize that he’d just been penalizing himself. 

Bodil was an incredible woman.

I just need to make sure I return the favor to her when I can. Random things that break her future sight and keep it weird and fun for her.

“Anyway,” continued Warner, deciding to shift gears. “How goes things with you? The Para world becoming ‘visible’ really will shake things up, I imagine.

“The news and the government are doing their best to make it seem like this was so ‘boringly expected’ that it almost feels badly executed.”

Dayine’s lips were pressed together right now. Staring at him as if what he’d said wasn’t just stupid, but not worthy of even responding to.

“Okay then,” said Warner. Reaching out, he patted Dayine on the knee, causing the woman to twitch violently.

If I didn’t know what the wing spread was about, I’d be offended. Ha.

Getting to his feet, Warner nodded his head.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, around seven,” Warner said. “If you want a chance to be included in choosing whatever we’re ordering, come over at five instead. Otherwise, you’ll just get whatever we decide on.”

Not waiting around, Warner turned, waved a hand at Dayine, and left. Leaving her alone in her home.

Heading into the alley, he pulled his phone out of his pocket. Looking at the screen, he was expecting a message from Daria.

Chances are she’d already be aware of what happened, what Dayine said, and that he’d like to talk to her about it.

As soon as his eyes settled on the screen, a message bumped through.

Flicking it open, he read what was sent.




I know. I’m sorry. I was afraid if I told you about it, you’d just react the same way you did to Bodil.

Dayine is an important member of our family. A very important one!

And I couldn’t risk you doing to her what you did to Bodil.

There were several points in time that you could have easily screwed it up. Sometimes on purpose when I told you about it in advance.

I couldn’t take the risk at all. I’m sorry, but I’m also not sorry.

This worked out really well.

Really well!




Rolling his eyes, Warner couldn’t actually blame her. Given his reaction to Bodil, Madison, and even Aelia, he’d drug his feet through it all.

“Fine,” Warner said aloud, nodding his head. “I won’t fight Dayine joining our little… cult… or whatever. Nor will I fight the Valkyrja.

“But unless you tell me right now about anyone else that might be joining, I’ll fight them tooth and nail later. Do you understand?”

There was a blip from Warner’s phone just as he turned the corner onto the sidewalk. A new message had come through for him.




I promise she’s the last!

After Dayine and Laurel, we don’t have anyone else join us!

Well, other than Ylva, Inger, and Kari. But you said you wouldn’t fight the Valkyrja and they only make any headway on you in a few years after things settle down. Especially Inger.

She ends up becoming more like Maya’s mom long before she makes any progress with you romantically. Maya really likes going out with her in the future since they share enough features to look related.

Maya loves being with Bodil and myself but… we don’t -look- like her mother.

Anyway, yes, after them, that’s it! No one else.

I promise!

Harem building complete. I’m all done.

We have all the people we need to fight.

Oh, and Gus is fine. He’s in hiding and recovering. Dayine didn’t know where he was so she didn’t bring him up. I’m going to end up talking to him in an hour or two and see what we can plan out. Especially with his friend and the Fed.




Warner only chuckled at that, then pushed his phone back into his pocket.

“Harem building, huh,” he muttered, putting his hands in his pockets now. Walking toward his car, he couldn’t help but feel rather hopeful.

Things were moving in the right direction.

Well… the return of “Yellow Eyes” through Gus’ friend.

This should be interesting.





Three




Warner was quietly working through the seemingly endless number of Chinese food containers. In the end, that’d been what the group had settled on.

Gus’ friend, Mark, wasn’t going to be able to make it as he was apparently being watched by the Fed and the PID. They were extremely interested in him right now as he’d already reached out to both agencies.

His offer had been simple; make contact with the “Eyes”. The ones that were of interest were White, Yellow, and Blue. Apparently, Gus had managed to go unnoticed or discounted by the other agencies.

That or they thought he was dead and not worth discussing.

Or maybe Mark told them he was dead?

Huh.

That’d be what I did if I was protecting a friend. ‘Yeah, sorry, can’t help you. That guy died. Anyway, here’s what I got for ya’ and just move right along.

Nodding his head at his thoughts, Warner looked back down at the containers. He definitely had a better idea of how Mark was probably playing this out.

“Orange-orange-orange chicken,” said Madison, stacking up three containers of food rapidly. Watching with a smile, Warner couldn’t help but be amused.

Glancing over at him, Madison gave him a wide smile. Her dark-brown eyes seemed quite bright today. She was clearly very happy over the situation.

“What?” she asked, still smiling at him. Reaching up with one hand, she tentatively pushed her short black hair behind one ear. The pretty, firm details of her face that she and Daria had sculpted certainly drew the eye. “I didn’t change anything lately, why are you staring?”

“Because your mood is infectious, and your smile is beautiful and generous,” Warner said, grinning back at her. “Is that a good enough reason?”

“Huh… I… uh… yeah, that’s a good reason,” Madison said and then wrinkled her nose even as she grinned. “Let’s try to break a bed tonight. You and me, babe.

“You’ve been looking great all day and I can’t help but keep thinking about sex. So let’s do it. A lot. Okay?”

Chuckling, Warner shrugged his shoulders and then picked up Bodil’s, Maya’s, and Daria’s order. He’d managed to get them all sorted out.

“If I have the time, sure. I might be working tonight,” countered Warner. “Come with me, though, if I do work? We can watch something dumb on a cell phone if we don’t find anything to do.”

“Yeah, that’d be fine! I like our movie time,” Madison said as she turned on her heel and left the kitchen. “I even remember the movies when I’m with you.”

Rolling his eyes at that, Warner followed the Troll into the living room.

Bodil, Daria, Aelia, Maya, and Lauren were all arrayed out in various seats and spots.

Warner laid out Bodil and Daria’s meals on the coffee table in front of the love seat. Turning, he put Maya’s down on the TV tray that was pulled up next to the recliner.

His daughter Maya shared many features with her mother, though thankfully, none of her personality. She had black hair, dark eyes, was quite petite, and of decidedly Asian heritage.

“Thanks, Dad,” Maya said with glee in her voice as she flicked open the container with a pop and then snatched up the fork he’d stuck inside it.

Her mother had tried everything in the world to get Maya to use chopsticks, but it’d never stuck with her. Warner had always wondered if it had more to do with the fact that it was Asa who was trying to make it happen.

Looking over, Warner found Aelia watching him with a curious look. Then she gave him a crooked smile. Her white skin and nearly unnatural paleness didn’t stand out so much indoors.

Her dark-brown eyes—that were almost impossibly too large—watched him.

Almost in a near mirror way to what Madison had done, Aelia reached up and tucked some of her blond hair back behind an ear.

“He’s just staring cause you’re pretty,” Madison said from where she was seated next to Aelia and Lauren. The big Troll often fussed over the small young Were woman. “He told me that earlier. He’s not wrong either.”

For her part, Lauren had her hands in her lap and was quietly watching the television.

Since her rescue from the Were farm, and then CPS, she’d slowly started moving back to her original personality. Though, she still had times like right now when she seemed more on autopilot.

As if noticing she was being watched, she turned and met Warner’s gaze.

Her black hair was pulled behind her head in a ponytail. The brown eyes that’d once held a love of life and a desire to push forward had mostly returned.

Grinning at him, she waved a hand and then looked back at the TV.

“He’s not wrong,” said Lauren, contributing her own part to the conversation.

Warner finally looked back at Aelia, who slowly blinked and watched him silently.

“Pretty?” she asked after they stared at each other for several seconds.

“I mean, you are incredibly pretty, Aelia,” Warner said and then nodded his head to the kitchen. “But there’s something else, actually. Pretty sure either your order isn’t in there, or I’ve got your order wrong in my head. What’d you get again?”

“Oh,” Aelia said and then laughed, getting up off the sofa. “I ended up changing it last second. I got the same thing as Dayine.”

“Okay, but what was it? I’ll get it. Still have to get mine and Lauren’s,” Warner said, following after her.

“It’s fine, I can get Lauren’s,” Aelia said with a casual wave of her hand.

Warner followed despite that and ended up standing next to her at the island.

“How’s she doing?” Warner asked, sneaking a glance back at Lauren.

“Fine. Had a nightmare last night,” said Aelia, checking the contents of two containers and then stacking them one on top of the other. “I was up, like usual. We just hung out and talked.

“She said she sleeps better when you’re over, by the way. Apparently, having Yellow Eyes as a pillar of strength in her mind is a very real thing.”

“Mm. I’ll see what I can do about staying over more often. This back and forth is getting a little tough on everyone.”

“It certainly is, but it’s not like we can just renovate your home to put in another floor or add a second basement. As much as we’d like to, that’s a lot of paperwork. Right now, the less paperwork on you, the better. Maybe we can look into just buying a giant plot of land later. Have everyone move there together,” said Aelia who then made a clucking noise. She was sorting through condiments before she finally found whatever it was she was looking for. “Especially since Dayine and the Valkyries bought all the houses around us.

“Now hurry up, it’s almost time for the call. We’ve only got a few minutes before Daria calls Mark. And where hell is Dayine, she’s moving from fashionably late to rudely late.”

Aelia left the kitchen area without another word.

Shrugging his shoulders, Warner grabbed his own food, and headed back to the living room.

Dayine had apparently entered while he was in the kitchen with Aelia and was now talking with Daria. She seemed to be apologizing to the other woman.

“Hey, Dayine, foods in the kit—”

The Swordsinger had turned to look at him when he started speaking. The moment her eyes met his own, her wings shot out on each side of her, spreading out wide to their full wingspan.

Her feathers quivering with the stretch even as her pupils glowed a bright blue.

With a grunt, Dayine broke eye contact and began wrestling her wings back down. Her gaze slid off to the side and nearly at Daria’s feet.

Growling, the Angel said nothing as her wings folded down back into her once again.

“You shouldn’t have said anything,” Daria admonished, patting Dayine on the forearm. “You only made it harder on yourself. Not for anyone else in any way. It even made your wing-response almost automatic.

“Now, go get your food. You can have my spot on the love seat. I’m already done eating and will be directing the call anyway. Cups will be behind you when you think to ask.”

No one commented on Dayine’s wings or what Daria said. Everyone here was quite used to Daria saying more than anyone wanted at any time.

Though, that does have an interesting consequence, doesn’t it?

No one comments on anything Daria brings up and just accepts it as whatever it is.

Lauren had moved off from the sofa and was now sitting next to Maya in a chair pulled up next to the recliner. She was sharing the same TV-tray as his daughter.

Sitting down between Aelia and Madison, Warner opened his container and dug in. He didn’t have anything to add right now and he might be asked to say something once the call started. That would make eating rather difficult if he had to talk.

And the food always gets cold too quickly.

Amazing taste, great prices, but gets cold way, way too quick.

With a mouthful of chow mein, Warner just watched the rest of the room.

Daria had pulled out a burner phone and was now sitting in front of the coffee table in a dining room chair. She looked perfectly at ease and almost bored. Staring off at one of the walls without moving at all.

“Seeing something fun?” Warner asked, deciding to break the food-chewing-filled silence.

Giving herself a rapid shake, Daria turned toward him and gave him a smile.

“Actually, I’m enjoying not seeing anything,” she said with a laugh. “At the moment, the future is blessedly silent.

“Ever since your run-in with Warin, my future sense has been a lot… quieter. Many of the noisy futures that ran along the edges of what I could see are all gone. Everything is becoming much more focused and to the point.

“Which means I don’t see the future half as often as I used to. It’s quite lovely to not feel like I’m constantly rushing through a movie at eight times the speed.”

“I have no idea how you do it,” Bodil said, dabbing at her mouth with a napkin. “I get overwhelmed just from what I can do when I do it. I couldn’t even begin to consider how hard you have it.”

“I mean, it’s not like I had any other choice?” Daria asked in an odd way. “That’s like me saying how wonderfully you handle having such… impressive… assets.”

It was obvious to everyone Daria was talking about Bodil’s chest.

“Oh. I guess I see what you mean. It’s just… a part of you,” replied the Rune Reader in a thoughtful way. As if on command, several grains of rice slipped off Bodil’s fork and went down her shirt. Vanishing away as if into another plane instead of just her cleavage.

Bodil ignored it and simply kept eating. Food falling into that space wasn’t exactly new.

She often referred to the area as “crumb catchers” and remarked that she’d sometimes find things she hadn’t even realized had fallen in.

“But I’m most definitely enjoying the lull. I’m sure it won’t last as we start moving again but… for the moment… it’s nice,” said Daria, then she turned her wrist over and looked at the watch there. “And it’s time for Mark to call.”

Dayine sat down with a light thump on the love seat next to Bodil.

“H-hey… Rune Reader,” Dayine murmured, looking at the other woman.

“Dayine,” Bodil said with a grin and a nod of her head. “Good to see you.”

Dayine nodded her head in turn, then looked around the room.

Everyone greeted her as she made the circuit with her eyes, though everything was kept very short. Even Maya and Lauren said hello to the Angel.

The burner phone was ringing away on the coffee table. The speaker phone was engaged and the volume pushed up to full.

Madison finished off the last of her food, wiped her mouth and hands quickly, and then put an arm around Warner’s shoulders. Then crossed one leg over the other, looking incredibly comfortable.

The hand attached to the arm around his shoulders was now idly tickling through the back of Aelia’s hair. Madison didn’t settle for just touching Warner, but also Aelia.

“Ah! Yes! Hello!” said a voice on the burner phone. “I’m so sorry. I uh… I’ll be honest, it took me a minute to figure out the buttons. Ha.

“But yes, hi, hello, heya. I’m Mark, Gus’ would-be-husband if he went that way. How are you all? How ya doing?

“Oh, and thanks for the burner phones. This’ll make it a lot easier to keep in touch.”

“Not a problem, Mark,” Daria said with a smile. “That was definitely part of the reason we sent you so many of them.

“We’re all here. We can do an attendance call if it would help you at all?”

“Uh… no. If I don’t have to do the corpo-schmuck routine, I won’t,” replied Mark with a laugh. “I’ll have to do that enough if I get this job. No sense doing it here, too.”

“Great. Then I’ll just dive right in,” said Daria, folding her hands one in the other. “Unless there’s something you wanted to bring up first?”

“Nope! Other than thanks. You all got Gussy out nice and quick. I’ve patched up worse injuries for him than what he got working with you all,” Mark said in a genuine way. There was no humor in his voice this time.

“He was instrumental to our cause,” Warner said sincerely. “It’ll be sad that he can’t work with us going forward, but we understand it completely.”

“Well, he’ll be busy working for me. Ha. I plan on using him and his wife extensively as a third-party contractor,” admitted Mark. “Anyway, no, please, jump in.”

“Right, I’ll get right to the tricky bits then,” said Daria, staring at the burner phone. “We’re going to continue to operate as we have been. We’ll not slow down, change what we’ve been doing, or alter our course.

“We’ll act as vigilante justice and do what we feel is best. For the time being, we’ll remain local to Colorado. We don’t exactly have the type of manpower to cast a wide net.

“We don’t imagine you’ll be able to tolerate our actions, and fully expect you to dedicate a task force to catching us. Let alone publicly, where you’ll have to condemn us.

“I can easily promise you we’ll do everything we can to stay out of the Fed and PID’s way, though. We have no desire to look into either department as it would only cause problems. Although if you wanted us to, we could. But that’s more on you.”

“Uh… ah… that… ha. Hahaha. Yeah!” Mark said as he clearly caught up with the conversation. “Yeah, all of that. Exactly. Yes. Thank you, yes. That is so refreshingly direct that it’s amazing.

“As to my own departments… let me get the job first. My plan is to use the ‘Eyes gang’ as my intro card. I should be able to wrangle them to a degree and get them to dial it down or stay away from certain targets. As well as keeping a watch on ‘Red Eyes’ as the Fed dubbed him.

“Also, would you be willing to look into things I send your way and see if it’s something worth eliminating through you, or having someone from my own group investigate it?”

“None of that’s an issue,” said Daria with a hand wave. Not a word of this conversation so far was anything they hadn’t already discussed prior to the phone call. “Though if it’s a particularly nasty injustice, we might have to go for a target regardless.

“Like Patton and company. That was a particularly ugly thing that needed to be handled regardless of the political ramifications.”

“That’s fine, that’s fine. So long as I get a heads-up about it before it happens,” said Mark easily. He sounded incredibly relaxed. It even sounded like the squeak of a chair as he leaned back in it. “If you can give me seventy-two hours at the bare minimum, I can spin something up.

“Part of the job, and the deal that I’m working to get, is that I can pursue whatever cases I want. Independent of the Fed hierarchy. I’ve already proven myself to them several times, pointed to those who have infested the upper echelon, and even have connections with the right people.

“Oh, that might happen by the way. You might have to go to Fed headquarters with me to peek through some people, Warner. See if there’s anything wrong about them. I’m pretty sure the Council has people at the top ranks of the Fed.”

“That’s fine,” Warner said as everyone turned and looked at him. Then a weird thought struck him. Struck him hard to the point that he had to say something. “I have a request in return for that though. Maybe it’ll also be helpful for you as well.”

“I mean… getting you to go to Fed HQ with me is… uh… I’m willing to pay a lot for that, but I can’t sell you my body,” Mark said in a loud whisper. “I’m already in debt up to my eyeballs with my wife when it comes to my body.

“Beyond that, Gussy has all my IOUs on it. Anything other than that and I can probably make it happen though. What’s up?”

“You have an employee in Colorado who could be helpful,” Warner said while everyone still looked at him. “She worked as a beat cop. Got caught up in the PID, did a lot of cleanup from all the mess I wrought and found a lot of low hanging fruit that I missed.

“She got promoted to the Fed, then told to pilot a desk, sit down, and shut up. To take whatever’s given to her, do nothing else, and get pay raises, presents, and bonuses to do so. If she said no, they told her they’d just make her wish she had agreed.”

Is it… weird to be asking for this? I don’t think it is.

I think Althea could help Mark a lot. She could also help us out quite a bit as well.

“I had a brief romantic affair with her, she knows who I am, and has helped me in the past,” confessed Warner. He wanted to make sure he was being honest and upfront with Mark. “I’m not asking you to promote her, but I think she’d be instrumental to a Fed department working with, while also against, Yellow Eyes. As well as someone who doesn’t like roadblocks.”

“Sounds like my type of agent. What’s her name?” Mark asked followed by the sound of what seemed an awful lot like a pen click.

“Althea Frias. She just really wants to serve justice,” said Warner in a low voice. “It’s one of the reasons we didn’t work out. I’m not the particular type of justice she wants. Hers involves charges, arrests, trials, and a courtroom.

“Mine is at the tip of a sword or the end of a gun. It isn’t very polite or welcome in society.”

“Eh, sometimes the world needs a kick in the pants,” Mark said with a laugh. “Alright, as soon as I get this position sorted, I’ll look her up.

“Any chance you can make an appearance this week with me? I’ll want to prove that Yellow Eyes can be reasoned with to a degree. That’d seal it for me. I just roll up for my interview with Yellow Eyes. Though, we’ll need to be careful. They might try to do something stupid and then you’ll have to bust some heads open.”

“Sure, not a problem,” Warner said, nodding his head.

This all worked out rather well, if he was being honest.

There was no way the Fed could ever approve of his actions. Not publicly or in any way that could be shown to someone.

In the background and together on certain things? That’s power in a way.

Things are ever moving forward.





Four




Warner felt weird.

Looking at the ground, he idly kicked a rock out of the way and toward the wall. It bounced and clattered about before vanishing over the curb.

Right now, he was standing in front of a coffee shop that wasn’t that far away from the local Fed building. One that was full of people who were more than likely looking for him in one way or another.

And my dumb ass is walking into the lion’s den with someone who’s going to be the director of the Fed. For the entire damn state.

This is just stupid.

Shaking his head, Warner considered leaving and not for the first time. The longer he stood out here, the more he felt like this was just a giant mistake.

“Hey! I’m so, so sorry,” said a familiar voice.

Looking up, Warner found a man coming toward him at a fast walk.

He was dressed in a suit that screamed ’Fed’ and looked exactly what Warner would expect from the person described to him as ’Mark’. Not to mention, he really did look like what someone would expect from a Fed agent.

Tall, dark hair, blue eyes, muscular, handsome, and with an air of danger around him. Warner wouldn’t be able to deny that Mark was a handsome man that likely had great luck with women.

“I know, I know. I said we should get here early so we could make this work and I’m the one who ended up late,” Mark apologized, coming to a stop in front of Warner. “I had a tail though and had to shake them. There was no way I was going to lead them back to you.

“Though with that said, let’s get the fuck out of here before someone spots us. The last thing we need is someone seeing you with me just before we shock the world.”

Before Warner could even respond, Mark put a hand behind his shoulder and hustled him into a nearby clothing store. Then straight into the bathroom as if he were guiding a drunk to somewhere he could throw up.

“What’re—”

Mark got down in a hunch and looked at the bottom of the stalls. Then stood back up and went one by one, pushing each one open and checking the contents.

Once he was satisfied everything was empty, he nodded his head and then turned around to look at Warner.

“Warner!” Mark said and held his arms open and came at him.

Standing there awkwardly, Warner got hugged by a man he’d just met.

“Thanks again for making sure my Gussy got out of there safe,” Mark said, squeezing him tightly. “And beyond that… thank you for telling him that his… his past didn’t weigh him down. That his actions were righteous.

“You have no idea how much that took the weight off his shoulders. That his actions weren’t right, but they weren’t wrong either. Thank you, Warner.”

“Right, uh, yeah,” Warner said, standing there, being hugged in a men’s bathroom by a man he barely knew. “Should we… get going?”

“Oh, yeah. Yeah, we totally should,” Mark said, letting go of Warner. “Go ahead and get into your Yellow Eyes thing and we’ll head over that way. You can pick me up and carry me to the front of the Fed building. It’ll look great for me.”

“Not here. Alley or somewhere behind a building. Less cameras and people watching,” Warner argued as Mark let him go.

Retracing their steps, they headed back out to the street, then down a small alley to the side of the buildings.

Warner only had to look around for a few seconds to see they were outside of view. There were no cameras or prying eyes here.

Reaching down into the well of his power, Warner called it up. Let it flood into him fully and completely. Vengeance, Retribution, and Redemption were all equal parts of him.

Holding onto Retribution, however, Warner let it be the dominant force. It was the one that he was the most familiar with, but also the one he could directly control.

Redemption relied on others and Vengeance was a loss of control.

“Okay, that’s pretty cool,” Mark said, watching Warner as he became Yellow Eyes.

“It is indeed quite glorious to witness,” said Warner with a chuckle. “Though I’m no longer alone. I have a junior partner who will be assisting me going forward, Yellow Wings.”

Warner felt like the name wasn’t very creative, but it was something Alina came up with and she was happy with. Who was he to naysay what she wanted to be called.

Alina chose that moment to land next to Warner and Mark. Her yellow wings were spread wide apart on each side of her. The yellow glow that distorted Warner’s visage did the same for her.

She’d been staying at Aelia’s house and practicing the use of her newfound powers. The basement in Aelia’s home was very well suited to letting her power rip and testing it.

“I see. Well. Given how many there are of you now, that’s not surprising,” murmured Mark, looking at Alina. “Will Blue Eyes be joining us as well?”

“Yes,” said a voice from above them. Perched on the edge of the building and staring down at them was Dayine. Her wings were widespread and Warner had the impression she was staring at him.

Not Mark.

“Okay! Well, this’ll certainly be exciting for me,” Mark said, rubbing his hands together with a grin. “I honestly wasn’t expecting to have three of you, but this’ll be perfect. Showing up with you three behind me will lend a great deal of weight to my claims. More than I ever expected.”

“Did they offer you the job yet?” Dayine asked from above.

“Indeed. Paperwork is already signed and done,” Mark replied, looking up at Dayine. “This is my first day of work where I meet the national director of the Fed. They’ll be my boss. There’s no one higher and I report to no one else.

“I’ve already gotten permission from them to begin investigation of other state directors as well. I’ll be digging deep into the Fed to find the Council. Because I bet they’re there. In fact, I know they’re there. I’ve already told my boss that I’ll be working with Yellow Eyes to root anyone out who doesn’t belong.

“This won’t make us allies or anything, but you’ll be playing the part of Internal Affairs in a way. Pulling out anyone that would be a problem for the Fed. Then we’ll go through the PID once that’s done.

“Well, if you have time. This won’t be that quick I imagine. Not very quick at all.”

“Yellow Wings can act as my proxy,” Warner said, reaching over and laying a hand on Alina’s shoulder. “I trust her implicitly with my powers and discretion. She holds the same portfolio I do, but is my trusted subordinate.”

Alina nodded her head quickly at that. Her wings rose up and stretched out slightly.

Positive reinforcement went a long way with the young woman. A very long way.

It seemed she received very little to none at all during her life up to this point. She was rapidly looking toward Warner as more a paternal figure.

“Shall we be away?” Warner asked, looking at Mark and tilting his head to one side.

“Uh, sure. Just go easy on the suit. This one was kinda expensive and it sits really well on me,” Mark said, taking a step toward Warner. “Makes my wife gooey, ya know?”

Warner only raised his eyebrows at that, then moved behind Mark. As casually as one might lift up a child, he wrapped an arm around Mark’s middle, then flapped his wings.

With rocket-like force, Warner took off into the air, his wings pumping hard and propelling him skyward. They moved high into the sky in only moments.

Alina and Dayine quickly joined him.

“Holy shit, I need wings,” Mark said in a loud, excited voice. “This is way better than anything else. I always feel sick when I’m in the air but this isn’t bad at all!”

A smirk on his lips, Warner quickly found the Fed building. It always stood out to him like a sore thumb given the amount of magic circling it at all times.

Angling his body around, Warner began to descend toward the front of the Fed building. At his sides, he could feel both Dayine and Aline flanking him.

Seconds before landing, Warner flapped several times to slow the descent. He wanted to deposit Mark as delicately as possible given their future relationship.

No sooner than they all landed then the front doors of the building opened and several people in suits came outside with firearms. All of them were raised and pointed toward Warner.

“Whoa, whoa!” Mark said, holding his hands up in front of himself. In his right hand was a badge set in a leather wallet. “State Director Mark Ehrich! I’m in charge of every single person in this building and I’m ordering you right now to withdraw!

“Anyone who doesn’t withdraw, I’ll be firing you this afternoon after I’m done eating lunch! I’ll sign your damn paperwork with my ketchup stained fingers!”

The agents who had seemed quite fired up and ready to pull triggers were now very quickly reconsidering how to proceed. A few looked like they wanted to argue about the situation, but it was also apparent that this wasn’t what they were expecting.

“Again, I’m State Director Mark Ehrich. I was hired last week, today is my first day,” Mark said again, still holding his badge above his head. “Unless you want my first day as your last day, you’ll holster up right now. This instant. I won’t even count to three.”

That seemed to do the trick and the Fed agents began to slowly put their weapons away.

“Great, thank you,” Mark said, letting his arm down. “I believe National Director Ames is expecting me. You know, Corey Ames? Signs all of our paychecks? Even mine?”

Whatever doubts the agents had vanished with the mention of the national director. Not only did they put their weapons away, but they then moved to hold open the doors and adjust their suits.

“Fantastic. Thank you,” Mark said with some sarcasm to his tone. “Now, who wants to escort me to Director Ames? Because I’ve only got about ten minutes before my meeting with him and I really don’t want to be late.”

Dayine, Alina, and Warner fell in behind Mark as they entered the building. Moving together with him, their wings folded on their backs, they created quite the spectacle.

Countless agents from the Fed, even some officers of the PID who were on site, watched from anywhere they could. From open office doors, to the open cubicle layout, and even from hallways.

The procession marched straight down the main entry and lobby to the elevators.

Standing there at the elevators and waiting for one to arrive, Warner began to casually inspect all those around. Those who were watching and especially the ones who were trying to hide.

Except Warner could sense their injustice even from here.

An injustice of betrayal. Of working for one, yet serving another.

“Wings, follow that trail and bring them before me,” Warner commanded, peering off to a far distant hallway. “Director Ehrich, I believe we’ve already found someone who serves the Council. Is there an emergency fire exit? And can we restrict access to it?”

“I… yeah, we can do that,” Mark said, looking away from the elevator and then around himself. Then he pointed to a hallway that dipped off to one side. “It’s right there. It leads out to here, that’s the only other way down. There’s no other way out. It’s a new building that everyone just moved into a week or two ago, so the layout was easy to get.”

“Blue, hold the exit. Anyone who comes out, hold them, make Wings check them here in front of the elevators,” Warner said. While he phrased it as a statement, it was also clearly a request.

Not a command.

“Of course, it’ll be my pleasure,” Dayine said with a soft growl of pleasure in her tone. Apparently, she was enjoying herself. Summoning a fiery blue sword from nothing, she marched over toward that hallway.

“Uh, yeah. ‘Kay. This is just… you know… a normal first day at work,” murmured Mark, turning his gaze from Dayine and back to where Alina had gone.

She was now returning with an unconscious woman held in her grasp. Dragging her by the collar of her suit jacket like something out of a caveman caricature.

“She is a hidden member of the Council,” declared Alina, coming up to Mark. “There are no others on this floor that I can sense. She is a Boogiewoman and attempted to attack me. Unfortunately, her magic did nothing to me, as justice has no fear.”

Coming to a stop in front of Mark, Alina lifted her arm up. The agent dangled in the Angel’s grasp as if she were a child’s toy.

Warner reached over and took her from Alina’s grasp, then casually flipped her over his shoulder. Laying a hand across the woman’s thighs, Warner looked at Mark.

“I will carry the traitor for you, Director Ehrich. Wings will remain here at the elevators and check those who come, or those Blue brings,” said Warner. “It would seem we must begin the hunt today. Do you have anyone I can work with to coordinate this accordingly?”

Mark was staring at Warner now. It was obvious he hadn’t been expecting to find someone so soon. That perhaps it wouldn’t have been that easy for Warner and his people to find those who belonged to the Council.

“Not yet,” Mark murmured slowly.

“Mind you, this person here has done no true wrong,” added Warner in regards to the woman on his shoulder. “She is a traitor to justice, and that is how I was able to identify her, though she’s done no wrong. This will be a case of your court systems, not my own justice.”

Rather than say anything, Mark nodded his head, then turned back toward the elevator doors. Clearly, he was reassessing his early plans for his job in the Fed.

With a ding, the elevator doors opened.

Standing inside the elevator car was Althea.

Much like the last time he saw her, her black hair was pulled up behind her head in a very tight ponytail. Her light-brown complexion was mostly hidden now underneath what looked like the kind of suit Warner imagined federal agents wore.

As soon as she saw him, her dark eyes widened.

“Well, look at that. It’s my lucky day,” Mark said with a bark of laughter. “You know, it actually really is. Very lucky day. Agent Frias, remain with me. My name is Director Ehrich.

“I’m your boss as of today and I’ll be promoting you to be the Assistant Director. Congratulations. Let’s talk about your first task for me.”

Moving into the elevator, Mark looked at the young man who was guiding Mark to Director Ames.

“In or out, Sport, time to go,” Mark said.

The agent entered and then Warner finally did as well, ending up standing next to Althea.

“Agent Frias, Yellow Eyes. Yellow Eyes, Agent Frias,” Mark introduced as the other agent pushed an elevator button. “You’ll be working with one another while we root out the Council. Any questions?”

“I… no, Director Ehrich,” said Althea in a tight voice.

“Glad to hear it. I look forward to working with you,” replied Mark. “And before you get nervous, I already read your file. You’ve got a real problem with authority. Trying to tell your bosses what to do and not listening when they try to stop you.

“I like it. Keep doing that. Especially if you find a problem. We’ve got corruption here and the only way we’re going to fix it is cutting deep. That means really looking into our own people.”

“Yes, Director Ehrich,” Althea responded.

“Great, repeat the key highlights for me. I promise I’m not being condescending, just making sure I haven’t missed anything,” Mark said, watching the lights above the elevator doors as they went higher and higher.

“You’re the state director, I’m the assistant state director, work with Yellow Eyes, dig out corruption,” ticked off Althea.

“Perfect. Get yourself an administrative assistant to handle the crap you don’t want to deal with like paperwork,” Mark said with finality. “Sure as fuck hiring one myself. I can tell already this is going to be a cluster-fucker of paperwork if we’ve already found a Council member.”

Shaking his head, Mark reached up and adjusted his tie. Then he lightly pulled down on the sides of his jacket. As if realizing he wasn’t alone, he turned and looked at Warner.

“Hey, Yies, I look good?” he asked, meeting Warner’s eyes directly as if it were only them in the elevator.

Yies…? Is that supposed to be Yellow Eyes? Yies?

“Ah, you look fine, Mark,” Warner answered, feeling like Mark was asking him like that deliberately. As if he wanted to make a point that he and Yellow Eyes were on a first name basis.

“Fantastic, thanks,” Mark said a second before the elevator doors opened.

“Director Ames is in office number one thousand and one, Director Ehrich. It’s likely going to be your own office,” said the agent who had escorted Mark this far.

“Oh? That makes it easier,” Mark said and then walked out of the elevator. Warner and Althea took up positions at his sides and a step backward.

Behind them, the agent remained in the elevator, the doors closing and taking him from view.

Althea caught Warner’s eyes and held them for several seconds.

“He knows,” Warner said after a pause. Indicating that Mark knew who he was, which was likely what Althea wanted to know.

“I do know,” Mark agreed. “Secrets are amazing. I promoted you because of what you were trying to do, Agent Frias. Not because of him.

“So don’t even think about believing that this was favoritism. I need someone to shake things up and you’re exactly someone who can do that.”

Well… shit.

I owe Mark a little bit more, don’t I?

Mark walked up to the office door that was numbered correctly and knocked on it twice.

“Enter,” called a voice from inside.

The three of them, and one unconscious Boogieman, entered.

Here we go then. No looking back.





Five




Sitting behind an office desk with a monitor on it was the man who Warner assumed was Director Ames.

Blond hair, blue eyes, dressed in a suit that was equal to Mark’s, he gave off a similar air to what Mark did. He was typing away at the keyboard on the desk and seemed quite intent on the screen in front of him.

“Welcome, Director Ehrich,” said the man without looking up. “This will, of course, be your office after I get up and log out. I just had some paperwork to finish up before I set off after your arrival.

“Needed to make sure I had HR completely behind anything and everything you do here after all. Wouldn’t do us any good to eliminate threats just to have lawsuits pop up, though those do tend to happen.”

Rolling his eyes, the man continued to clack away at the keys.

After a minute, he came to a stop, grabbed the mouse and moved it around, clicked, then smacked the escape key.

“And done, this office is all yours and—”

Director Ames was staring at Warner.

Who stared back.

“Ah… I see. I apparently don’t… have as much situational awareness as I thought,” Ames said with a chuckle and then held his hands up in front of himself. “My apologies, Yellow Eyes.”

From here, Warner could sense a rather deep undercurrent of injustice and justice alike around the man. That he’d made terrible deals against and for people. 

Betrayed people, saved people, and everything in between.

“You reek of injustice,” Warner said in a cold voice. “The blood of the innocent and the guilty alike are upon your hands. You will have a heavy price to pay in the afterlife when you sit before the Judge.

“You should begin to work toward your redemption now. Lest you suffer for a great while after your death.”

Director Ames blinked at that, then took in a slow breath.

“Yes. Well. I suppose that isn’t something I wasn’t expecting,” said the man in a much more subdued tone. Standing up behind the desk, he pushed the chair in and then came around the other side. “Anything truly awful though? Have I betrayed my nation or killed anyone directly?”

“Betraying your nation is only a minor offense. It wouldn’t know of your crimes,” replied Warner, still staring into Ames’ face. “You have many great sins upon you for what you’ve done to others. I would judge you harshly if I weren’t here for the Council.

“Your price would be to immediately relinquish your role, join a charity group, donate all your wealth, and begin working for others. Likely until you died of old age.

“Even then, it is unlikely your soul would be clean of the filth you’ve put upon it. It is quite foul, indeed.”

Ames opened his mouth, nodded his head, and then closed it. A second later he began shaking it while chewing on his lip.

“You’re not wrong, I’ve certainly done a great many wrongs on the behalf of my country,” answered Ames. “And Director Ehrich? How does he rate?”

“His injustice is weak when it comes to his work. All his actions have been righteous and he has always kept his word in one way, or another. Even to his enemies, he has gifted them mercy and restraint when others would not have,” said Warner immediately. He’d already weighed out Mark and found him to be wanting, but not in a way that would make Warner uneasy. “His misdeeds are more to do with his personal life, than his work life. He is working to correct them already and has made inroads on them.

“His sentencing from me would be no more than to truly work with those he harmed and assure their happiness. He is already doing that.

“Now, to the case at hand. This is a traitor to your agency. I have my people on the ground floor working to ensure no one escapes physically. That doesn’t eliminate magical means of egress. We must act quickly. How shall we proceed?”

Warner pulled the woman off his shoulder and dumped her onto the ground between the two directors. He wasn’t sure what they wanted to do with her and really didn’t want to be involved more than he was.

Her injustice was very minimal and didn’t interest him. The only reason he was willing to see this through at all is because she belonged to the Council. An existence that seemed poised to fight Warner directly and wanted him to be exterminated.

“—telepath. We can pull everything we need from them directly,” said Director Ames.

“Agreed. That doesn’t solve the building though,” argued Mark. “Nor does it solve the other buildings in the state. I can’t just leave this as it is. I need to clean house.”

“You may utilize Yellow Wings,” Warner said, moving his gaze to Mark. “That should allow you to do so without any problems. I and the rest will have to move back to our own goals.

“If you should happen to find a location that the Council inhabits, I would appreciate you giving me that information. I would like to… judge them.”

“Yeah, sure, no worries,” Mark said, then reached over to slap Warner on the shoulder. “Soon as we get a location, I’ll more than happily send it over to you. Just make sure that you leave enough of them alive for us to send to jail and… uh… interrogate.”

“If that is your request, I will make sure to spare them all,” said Warner, smiling at the other man. “Handing them over to you would also be a form of justice as long as you can assure me that they will all receive appropriate sentences to the crimes I submit for them.”

“Sure, no worries,” said Mark who gave Warner a thumbs up. “Just make sure you get me a list of who gets what and I’ll give them the time for the crime after we get it pulled from their minds.

“Telepaths can easily dig up whatever you want them to so long as they know what to look for. Saves a lot of time and effort and there’s really no magic that can save them for it. Like having a key for a door.”

“Superb,” Warner said with a dip of his head. “Then I’ll be leaving for the time. Agent Frias has a way of contacting me if you have need of me as your liaison. While I don’t expect us to remain comrades past the elimination of the Council, I will try to keep my activities to those who clearly deserve retribution. Please have someone relieve Blue from her post with agents to direct toward Wings. Thank you.”

Turning on his heel, Warner left.

He had things to do and he’d already given Mark what he asked for in this situation. Staying any longer would make him feel more like he was working for the Fed.

Which he most definitely was not.

Non ducor, duco.

Warner wasn’t sure why Warin’s memories decided to interject that saying at that moment, but it felt correct.

I am not led, I lead.




***




With a thump, Warner landed in the backyard. Letting his wings settle down in place, he considered how to go about making contact.

Thankfully, it was long after sunset, which gave him a little bit of leeway as far as being spotted went. There weren’t as many working streetlights in this neighborhood.

He’d decided on a spur of a moment to seek out someone who had given him a great deal of information previously. A person who had single-handedly righted a great many injustices by simply making Warner aware of these people.

Tito was a drug dealer who dealt in normal merchandise as well as Para goods. A man who kept his drugs as clean as he could, dealt with better people, and worked to constantly balance his scales.

A truly terrible man, while also being a great man at the same time.

Balanced on a needle, Tito was a man who had managed to subvert the scales completely.

Standing there, Warner wasn’t sure how to proceed.

Last time, Tito had simply known he was here and had come out to greet him when he arrived.

Slowly, Warner walked over to the door to the back yard. Hesitating for a few seconds, he eventually lifted his hand and knocked on the door.

There was some shuffling from inside before the door opened.

A young boy, perhaps twelve years old, stood in the doorway. Looking at Warner with wide eyes and a surprised expression.

“I’m looking for—”

“The police took Dad out front!” blurted out the boy.

Now that Warner looked more closely at the child, he realized he shared many of the same features as Tito. The same brown hue of his eyes and shade of hair. He even looked like he might share the older man’s wiry build as he grew older.

“He didn’t do nothing this time! He didn’t do nothin’ to them and he’s got no beef with them but they wanna get paid!” explained the child.

Warner’s eyebrows rose at that.

Abuse of power, dereliction of duty, and most importantly… gross injustice.

Not waiting a second longer, Warner snapped his wings out, then down. Leaping at the same time, he pushed himself forward and up.

No sooner had he cleared the roof, then Warner saw a cop car in front of Tito’s home. One cop was sitting in the driver’s seat while another was leaning into the rear passenger-side door.

It looked like they were talking to someone on the inside of the squad car.

Even from this distance, Warner could feel injustice from the officers.

“We gonna beat ’em?” Dayine asked from a few feet away. She’d been hovering just above Tito’s home, rather than going with him. Watching for anything that might try to sneak up on them.

“Indeed. We’re going to administer justice,” murmured Warner. “And then… perhaps you and I can visit the local police stations. As well as the PID station.

“While we’ve stated previously we would leave it to Mark and Wings, perhaps you and I can work from the bottom up. Though I must confess… I have a particular weak point for wanting to punish wicked officers.”

“I mean, if someone ran over my kid with a car, I would too? But I don’t actually have any kids so, that’s kinda a weird thought,” Dayine said and then laughed. “Hey, hey, when we go to the station, I wanna be the one to punch whoever we find. I wanna punch them in the face. In front of them all. In the middle of their precinct.”

The sudden thought of Maya being run over by a policeman on duty flashed to life in Warner’s head.

Flapping his wings, Warner summoned his power into the form of a glowing blade. Brandishing it beside him, he flew straight at the cop car.

A bang loud enough to be a gunshot echoed as Warner’s feet hit the hood and crumpled it. His booted feet smashed into the engine as well.

“Officers!” Warner declared and lifted his sword high above him. “I find you to both be unjust.”

The policemen, both in their middle age, one dark-skinned and the other light, were staring at Warner now.

“Your crimes include bribery, extortion, planting evidence, assault, theft, and general misconduct,” Warner shouted and then leveled his sword point at the two men. “I will take you into custody and leave you with agents from the Fed. It would be best if you did not do anything foolish.”

With a slam, Dayine landed on the trunk of the cop car, crushing it just as much as Warner had done to the front. Holding her hands up at her side, she looked almost amused.

“If I were you, I’d do what he said. He’s in a bad mood because I reminded him of a bad memory,” warned Dayine. “He might just kill you if you do something dumb. Like fight him.”

From inside the squad car came the sound of someone laughing hysterically. Like they’d just been told the world’s funniest joke and couldn’t contain themselves at all.

“Hey, Yellow Eyes, they’re super crooked!” called the laughing man, who was likely Tito. “They wanted bribes from me and drugs!”

“I am aware. They will be chastised appropriately,” declared Warner while still staring at the policemen.

As if realizing the situation was more than they wanted to deal with, the two cops held their empty hands up. The one in the car looked just as flustered as the one next to Tito.

“Blue, handcuff both of them and put them in the car,” said Warner and then dropped off the front of the car. Walking around to the rear passenger side, he found exactly who he was looking for.

Tito was wearing a t-shirt, pants, and socks. Apparently, they’d grabbed him without even letting him put shoes on.

Reading the situation, Tito bounced up out of the squad car and laughingly went over to Warner.

“S’up, Yellow Eyes. Didn’t think you’d drop by again so soon. Not for me, right?” asked Tito with a grin.

Warner could already feel that Tito was, once again, completely balanced. Last time he’d been balanced upon a knife’s edge with his actions. Act for act, each one leveled another one out.

Though he did have some balance towards justice at the moment, which seemed a bit odd. He was closer to doing right by Warner’s senses at this time.

“No, I was here to wrangle wicked police officers,” Warner stated, glaring at the closer officer. They wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I just happened to run into you. Though, I’ll need to speak with you briefly to get a statement as to what they wanted. Do you mind?”

“Nope. Not a damn bit. I’ll fucking narc on these two like the rattiest rat-fuck that ever squealed,” Tito said with even more laughter. Sticking his hands into his pockets, he started to strut back toward his home.

At the same time, Dayine had finished putting the officer behind the wheel in handcuffs and was now moving toward the second.

Moving away from the cop car, Warner followed Tito.

The goal of the evening had been to link up with the man and see if he could get more information from him. The visit was already paying returns in the form of two crooked cops, but that was by no means enough for Warner.

Taking a seat on his stoop, Tito let out a loud breath, then started to laugh again. He was watching Dayine push the cops into the back of their own squad car.

“Man… I’m gonna get some serious shit about this later,” Tito said with a chuckle followed by a sigh. “But that’s fine. Whatever. Everyone was already kinda thinking I dumped my enemies on you since they all kinda vanished. In one night.

“You did take care of everyone in that book, didn’t you? A lot of them just went silent and dark. They’ve done it before, but never this long.”

“Dead or in prison, there is no alternative,” Warner said, coming to stand near Tito. “Anyone in the book you gave me was handled. You were correct in all your assessments. They were all very deserving of the fates given to them.”

“Heh, nice,” said Tito with a shake of his head. “Came back for more?”

“Indeed. I was hoping that you perhaps had another black book of people I might pay a visit to,” admitted Warner. He saw no reason to beat around the bush with Tito.

“Considering you’re not angry at me, I’m betting that last book I gave you, gave me quite the balance in favor of good. Since I haven’t done anything particularly nice since then,” murmured Tito, scratching at an elbow. “Yeah. I do have another ‘black book’ for you. Filled with a bunch of bitches and scumbags you’re welcome to get rid of.

“I didn’t put any of these people in the last one cause I didn’t know how to balance it out in my head. Still not really sure but clearly it was worth a lot more than I expected.”

“You still have some balance toward justice right now,” confirmed Warner. “Though if I were you, I would keep that balance if possible. But that is only my humble opinion.”

“Yeah, yeah, maybe. Anyway, I’ll go get that book but you should know something,” warned Tito getting to his feet. “Some of the names I have in it this time? Mob, mafia, gang types. Not sure how your justice magic, hoodoo, the fuck whatever does, but these guys have a way of saying things that doesn’t lead back to them. You get it?”

“Of course,” Warner said and meant it. He had a fairly good understanding of what he was going to end up handling if what Tito said was true.

Leaving Warner there, Tito went into his home. From outside, Warner could just faintly hear what sounded like the young boy talking to his father.

Warner looked out toward the police car to find Dayine standing atop the hood of the vehicle. She was moving up and down, causing the vehicle to rock. She looked like she was enjoying herself quite a bit.

The door opened once again and Tito reappeared. Standing just behind him was the same young boy from earlier. He was smiling and waved at Warner briefly before the door closed.

“Here ya go,” Tito said and then moved around to the front of Warner. Putting his back to anyone who might be looking. Then he held up a small black notebook at his midsection. As if he were just crossing his arms. “Those two idiots out front ain’t in it, but this is everyone else I got. Anyone I could think of at all that might be someone you’d consider worth dropping in on.”

Warner dissipated his weapon, letting it vanish into nothing. Then he reached out and patted Tito on the arms as if he were consoling him, and took the notebook at the same time.  He nodded his head at Tito after having secured the notebook away and out of sight.

“Be well, Tito,” said Warner, walking away from the man. “I will come back in a month to see if you have anything new. If you do not, that is well and fine. I do not expect you to always have it. Though I would be appreciative if you did, but I do not hold you to it.”

Reaching Dayine, Warner already heard Tito go back into his home.

“So, how do we get these chuckle-fucks out of here?” Dayine asked. “Gonna be a bit of a show no matter what we do, won’t it?”

“We will carry the vehicle itself. To the Fed building,” declared Warner, leaning down to peer into the window at the policeman inside. The windows were down for some reason but Warner wasn’t concerned with that.

“You can’t do this. We’re police. No one will believe you,” said one of them.

“When this is over, I’m going to kick your ass,” said the other cop.

Warner gave them a slow smile and tilted his head to one side.

“You believed you were above the law and that it didn’t apply to you. You have now tested that assumption at your convenience,” he said in a deathly chill voice. “You were incorrect.”

“In other words, you fucked around and now you’re going to find out, you dumb bitches,” Dayine added helpfully, then laughed. “I can’t wait to go check out your precinct. Wanna give me some names by the way? That’d help. Makes it easier on me so I don’t have to wait for Yellow Eyes to go all bloodhound on them.”





Six




Warner flapped his wings several times and much harder than normal as they came down. Landing in front of the Fed building without too much issue, he was glad. If he was being honest with himself, he wasn’t quite sure how they’d manage to fly a police squad car.

Setting down the front end of the vehicle, Warner made sure Dayine was alright with her end. Though it was obvious he didn’t have to worry about her.

She dropped the back end of the vehicle without a care at all, letting the two officers inside bounce around violently.

To say she was enjoying this was an understatement. As far as Warner could tell, she had an ugly little chip the size of a truck on her shoulder for authority.

Especially local police.

Turning his head. Warner looked toward the front doors of the Fed building. There was no reason for him to go inside and he had no doubt that someone would eventually come out to “greet” him.

The question in Warner’s mind was if it would be with guns drawn or if Mark had already communicated the current role of Yellow Eyes. Given Mark’s nature, Warner really wasn’t quite sure which to believe.

“Hahaha, it’s like shaking a can of spam,” laughed Dayine, who was now shaking the squad car rather violently. The entirety of the vehicle rattled and groaned under her displeasure.

“Stop,” murmured Warner, meeting Dayine’s eyes. “You’re only falling to their own level. It isn’t very just or right to behave in such a way. Now is it?”

Dayine clicked her tongue, sighed, and gave up her amusement. Putting her hands on her hips, she looked rather annoyed but more than willing to listen to him.

Curious.

She’s become considerably more docile since giving her back her Icon. Not to mention, her physical response to me coming around her.

Was she emotionally and mentally stuck until that moment? Perpetually in a state of anger, despair, and resentment? It would seem so, though I can’t confirm that without really talking to her about it.

I wo—

The doors to the Fed building opened and Mark came outside, looking like a man fighting back laughter.

“Okay, I’m sorry, I can’t help it, but… it’s like when my cat comes back with a mouse,” said Mark who finally started to laugh now. “Then waits for me to come get rid of it. Should I assume this is much the same?”

“Kinda,” Dayine said before Warner could reply. “But they’re alive. They’re crooked. You name it, they’ve done it. Just… get rid of them before their little police union can try something.

“Oh! We should go look into that, too. I bet you they’re all sorts of twisted evil. Wanna bet?”

Dayine was now talking to Warner as far as he could tell, rather than Mark.

“It would be worth the time to inspect them and their facilities, certainly,” allowed Warner. “Though it would need to be at our lowest priority. Those who interact with the public would be our main concern for the moment as well as leadership. They’re the ones most likely to be in league with the Council.”

“Awww, fine,” grumbled Dayine. “But… you did say we could. Just not until after we get their uh… I dunno… their front line, down, yeah?”

“Exactly. The union could definitely use a firm look through,” Mark said, leaning down and peering into the squad cars window. “Oh, nice. You brought me a white guy and a not-white guy. That makes this better.

“If you could have brought a white woman, a white guy, and a not-white guy, that’d have been even better. Always gotta look for the political and HR angle, ya know? Especially for these two. I need to display a good ‘case example’ of what we’re going for first.”

Warner raised an eyebrow at that, but didn’t say anything.

He couldn’t really find fault with what Mark said. It actually made sense even if it was a ridiculously off-color and ugly comment. There would need to be a few examples or ’set piece‘ cases that would act as an object for people to circle around.

“Whatever, here’s two pigs. Roast ’em,” Dayine said and then slapped the back of the car, making it lurch forward and bump into Warner. It caused him to shift his weight and move his right foot, but that was about it. “Shit, uh… sorry… uh… Yies. Sorry, Yies. Little stronger than I used to be since… you know.”

“Could you two start fucking already so we can get through the awkward teenager phase?” Mark asked, having stood up when Dayine had knocked the car forward. “I mean, seriously. Fuck each other a few times and move past this. We got work to do and you’re in the lame phase of a relationship.”

Dayine’s eyes had dropped to the ground as soon as Mark had started talking. At the same time, it looked a lot like she was fighting her wings. They apparently wanted to leap out of her back at the mention of sexual relations with Warner.

“Anyway, got work for ya. We dug out a location of interest I want you to go check out,” Mark said, apparently deciding to spare Dayine and not pushing further on the previous conversation. “Not somewhere I can go or anyone in the Fed.”

“Why’s that?” Warner asked, pulling the small notebook out that he’d gotten from Tito. If he was going elsewhere, it meant he would need to hand over what he got to Mark and have Alina work on it.

“Because unlike me who has to eat flavorless non-authentic Mexican food here in the great state of ‘what’s salt?’ Colorado, you’re going to Mexico. Here’s a number of addresses that could really use you looking into them,” Mark said and then gave Warner an odd look while pulling a slip of paper from his suit-jacket. “I swear, Yies, no one seasons anything here. No salt. No sugar. No spices. Flavorless and bland.

“It’s like… it’s like everywhere in this state is food for old people. Old people without any senses left and three teeth. It’s absolutely mind-boggling.”

Moving over to Mark, Warner took the paper and gave him the book in exchange.

“This is my personal list of people I was going to look into,” explained Warner. “It took some doing to get it put together. Have Wings work through it with you to get it squared up. If you have any questions, you know who to ask.”

Warner assumed Mark would know he meant Daria. She was practically Warner’s handler at this point. There wasn’t anyone else on the planet that Warner trusted more than her.

“Yeah, no, not if I can help it. That one scares the fuck out of me,” said Mark with a rapid shake of his head. “No, no Sir. I shall pass on that and please ask that they don’t come looking for me. Bad enough I have to deal with Jill and her brain tinkering.”

I… yeah, that’s fair.

Looking at the paper would be a waste of time. More than likely, it would be an address he didn’t know, in a city he’d never heard of. Keeping the folded paper shut, Warner slipped it into his clothing tucking it away and not bothering with it.

The last thing he wanted was to give someone a chance to take a peek at it with a long-range camera of some sort. Or some other means of viewing the information from a distance.

“That’s it,” Mark said with a shrug of his shoulders. He had the notebook held tightly up to his side. “Wings is doing great work by the way. We’ve already found seven infiltrators. It’s where we got that address, too.”

Warner grunted at that and then a weird thought popped into his head.

“Weird question,” Warner said, tilting his head to one side. “It feels like one day the world didn’t know about Para, and the next it did. Like someone just threw a light switch. It was… too simple. Too easy. Like everything was planned out far in advance.”

“That? Yeah. Years and years ahead,” Mark said, looking back toward the Fed building and waving a hand at it. “They’ve been filming ‘Para news’ for like a decade. They just always did it without broadcasting. So when the time came to go live, the only thing that changed was… the broadcast.”

Huh.

Alright then. Makes sense.

Not waiting around any longer, Warner snapped his wings down and propelled himself upward. He needed to reconvene with everyone in the morning and talk about next steps.

About what needed to be done and how to do it.

Probably call Althea too… that won’t be a fun call at all. She’s probably stewing in anger as deep as an ocean that I’m now recognized by the Fed.

I know I would be if I were her and her sense of justice.




***




Standing in his living room, Warner was very confused. What was in front of him wasn’t something he was expecting.

Not on any level, possible future, or existence.

Standing in his living room were far more people than he’d been expecting.

Daria, Bodil, Aelia, Madison, and Dayine were there, of course. They all seemed quite normal and prepping for what looked to be breakfast.

By the time Dayine and Warner had finally made it back to his house, the clock had just turned over to three in the morning. Separating, they’d decided to get some sleep before trying to get everyone together for lunch.

It was certainly surprising seeing them all here for breakfast, but they weren’t what had stopped Warner in his tracks.

In addition to them were also Laurie, Ylva, and Inger.

Ylva and Laurie were standing next to Daria who seemed to be having a rather friendly conversation with them. The two Valkyrja looked quite into the discussion as well.

Warner had a hard time when looking between the three women. Daria was quite attractive to him, but Laurie—or Laurel as others addressed her— and Ylva were both very pretty as well.

The former had short brown hair—which fell no lower than her jaw—that was drawn back toward her ears. Her warm-brown eyes had what felt like a magnetic pull to them that always drew Warner in.

Normally he’d only ever seen her in clothes that emphasized her body and her attributes. Most likely to bring in tips at the bar. Today she was dressed far more like Daria and looked quite fashionable.

Next to her was Ylva, a busty and bright-eyed redhead. She had a personality that always seemed seconds away from bubbling over. She was also dressed as Daria was, though it had a bit more sex appeal to it.

Not far from them stood Inger, who was talking with Maya. She shared many traits with Maya though they were unrelated. Both showing an Asian heritage with their dark hair and brown eyes.

Now that he looked, Warner was surprised though.

It wasn’t just that they were both Asian, which held a myriad of different countries, locations, and traits inherent to them, but Inger seemed to actually be of Japanese descent, just as Maya was.

The Valkyrja was holding up a top against Maya and seemed to be judging her appearance in it. Holding her left hand up, she reached up and quickly brushed Maya’s hair this way and that. She critically inspected the younger woman and seemed to judge how her hair looked best as she did so.

For her part, Maya seemed surprised, yet rather pleased.

Inger’s hand on Maya’s head went to her cheek and then cupped it.

“Goodness, no matter what we put you in, you’ll just be a radiant beauty, Maya,” Inger said with a laugh. She patted Maya’s cheek then put the top down next to them on the couch. Then she started rifling around in the bag at their feet and came back up with yet another top and a jacket this time.

Maya had turned a deep shade of red, smiled, and just watched Inger, saying nothing at all.

“Apparently, she’s decided to take over being her mother,” murmured Bodil as she sidled up next to Warner. “That’s fine by me, Aelia, and Daria. We can mother her, be there for her, but we wouldn’t look like it.

“Maya is still in a place in her head where she doesn’t just want a mother figure, but for that person to be assumed to be her mother. Daria seems to think the more mothers Maya has the better and… well… it honestly doesn’t seem to bother her at all. Looks to be growing from it.”

Bodil wrapped an arm around Warner’s middle, shoved his own arm over her shoulders, and pressed up into his side.  Then she went still once she’d done so.

“I do wonder what our own children will be like,” muttered Bodil. “Daria swears up and down I’ll have at least two no matter what I do. I swear if you give me twins you’ll deal with both of them.”

Warner took in a breath, then let it out with a chuckle.

“Be at ease, Rune-Mother Bodil James. All will be well,” Warner promised. “Now, shall I say it in triplicate or are you satisfied?”

“I think if you said it in triplicate I’d likely be forced to take you to a bedroom and we’d be working on number one today,” complained Bodil. “You can’t name me Rune-Mother three times unless that’s something you want me to be right now. At this moment.

“Instead of all that, let’s go sit down. Daria just gave me the look that said, ‘get him seated’. One does their best to make sure Daria is taken care of in this relationship, because she in turn takes care of you.”

Bodil began moving Warner deeper into the room and maneuvered him down onto the couch. Doing so without anyone really noticing other than Inger and Maya.

Everyone else was still going about their own conversations and things.

Maya gave Warner a wide grin, her eyes widening slightly.

“Dad, Inger wants to take me shopping for some new clothes later today,” Maya said in a low tone. “Uhm, can… I have some money for that?”

He’d never once heard his daughter say something in the way she had just now. The excitement bleeding off her was nearly visible to him.

“Of… course,” Warner said, then looked at Inger. The beautiful Valkyrja gave him a heated smile, then pointed to the top she was holding.

“She needs more clothes like this,” said Inger. “Less of what she has right now. None of the old clothes does anything to show her off. Our daughter is beautiful, so we should dress her appropriately. I’ll not take no for an answer.”

“Yes, not a problem. Just keep a receipt for whatever you spend and I’ll get you paid back,” said Warner, not missing the possessive inflection Inger had used. One that had included him in it.

Maya had nodded her head at Inger’s words, however. The young woman who had declared she didn’t want anyone else in her life, seemed very accepting at the moment.

“Good. Thank you, dear,” Inger said, giving him an even more radiant smile. Then she reached out to lay a hand to his forearm. “I appreciate your trust. I promise to keep it low and not spend too much. I’ll buy a couple things just for you and me, too.”

Warner didn’t miss the implication there. Realistically, it didn’t matter since funds were fluid in this relationship.

Though he was certainly curious what she intended to buy for ’them’.

Maya hadn’t missed any of it either. Except, for reasons unknown to Warner, she didn’t seem to care either. She only nodded her head again and smiled.

What in the fuck…?

He wasn’t going to argue with a happy daughter, though. Even if that meant ending up letting Inger talk him into a bed.

“Thank you, Inger,” said Warner honestly.

“Alright. Lauren is home sick at the moment with a flu that only hits Weres, otherwise everyone is here,” Daria said in a slightly raised voice. “Time to discuss Warner’s expected trip down south and what Bodil and I have seen.”

Everyone turned to look at Daria at that moment only now realizing that Warner had made an appearance as well.

The moment Dayine saw Warner her wings sprang out in an involuntary reaction again. Her feathers smashing Madison in the face since she was standing next to the woman.

“Bluuggh, get your damn Angel lady-boner out of my face,” complained Madison. “You’re hot but I’ve got enough girlfriends. Keep it in your pants for my bestie until later.”

Everyone up to this point had ignored Dayine’s wing-response.

Madison was always going to be Madison.

Case in point, she marched over to where Warner was sitting, sat down next to him, and put her arm around his shoulders. Her hand ended up partly around Bodil as well.

“Sorry, Bo, my arms are big. You don’t mind, do you?” asked Madison, still dominating the room by just being her.

“Not at all, Maddy. Though, if you’re going to keep your hand there, rub my shoulders,” said Bodil as if it really wasn’t a concern at all.

“Oh, okay,” said the Troll, who promptly started rubbing Bodil’s shoulders as requested, her arm firmly around Warner as well.

“Great,” Daria said with a light clap of her hands. “The group going south won’t be what you all thought it would be.

“Aelia, Madison, Bodil, and Laurel will be going to the addresses we got from Mark in the south. That’s more than enough firepower and survivability for them to make it happen.

“The team leader will be Bodil with the second as Aelia. I’ve already bought your tickets, you fly out in a few hours. I also already packed all your bags. It’ll be up to you, Aelia, to get weapons and equipment once you’re in country.”

No one argued with Daria. The women in question all nodded their heads.

“Warner will remain here and work with Dayine, Inger, Ylva, and myself,” continued Daria. “I don’t see any signs of people not making it back, but that doesn’t guarantee anything. Be on your guard, be safe.

“We’re all family here and without any of us, Warner would be less. Don’t put yourself at risk if you don’t have to. We share a goal, but our lives are worth more. It’s that simple. Any questions?”

“Can we have sex before I go? I’ll miss you, Daria,” Madison blurted out. “And could you ask Warner to jo-uh, what? You okay?”

The request clearly shocked Daria and caused the woman to slowly blush a deep shade of red. To the point that even Madison had noticed.

“I… ah…” murmured Daria.

“Maddy, we don’t ask stuff like that,” Aelia said in a stern tone. “She’s our girlfriend but that’s rude. Okay? Ask her privately next time.”

“Oh, got it,” said Madison who looked to be deep in thought. Then she grinned and nodded her head, looking at Warner. “Warner, let’s have sex before I go. Will you please invite Daria to join us? I’ll miss both you guys real bad.

“Please? I love you. I need you to make sure our girlfriend comes too because I love her like I love you and Aelia. I don’t mind being in the middle or if Daria is. Either way. So long as I’m with you two.”

I mean… she didn’t ask Daria that time. She asked me.

So she’s technically doing as told.

Madison gave him a wide smile now that almost looked impish to him.

Or she’s trolling us again.

Damnit all.





Seven




Earlier this morning, everyone had left. The house was significantly quieter now with so many people missing.

Inger and Maya were out shopping at the moment. The two had left while laughing and talking the entire time. They planned on picking up Lauren on the way to include her.

With Aelia heading south, they’d have to take extra measures to make sure that they included Lauren. As her newly adopted daughter, she was very likely to become Warner’s step-daughter in a way.

Which meant she would also be Maya’s step-sister, which both seemed to find perfectly reasonable. Warner had the distinct impression they’d already talked out most of the possibilities between each other.

Warner sat down on the couch and then pulled out his phone.

“Alina’s fine, don’t bother texting her,” Daria said, coming into the room. She flopped down hard onto the couch next to him. “I’m glad Madison learned how to be gentle with me considering how rough she was with you, but even then, I think I still need her to be a bit more gentle.”

Daria let out a slight groan and then leaned against Warner’s side.

“Don’t bother texting her, because she lost her phone in a fight with a Boogieman,” elaborated Daria to Warner’s unspoken question. “It gets found a few hours from now and given back to her. She won’t be able to respond until that happens anyway, given how busy she is. She and Mark are really going through the ranks to find… well… everyone.

“Honestly, I wouldn’t worry too much over Alina. Consider her more of a remote asset on loan. She doesn’t really work well with us, anyway.

“Realistically, this is more of a lesson that we must learn in regards to your power. You can forcefully convert someone into becoming part of your forces. Or at least in the case of a Vampire. Though, I imagine it might be true for other species and Para types, but that’s not something we can prove without testing. Which we won’t be doing.”

Warner slowly nodded his head. It all made perfect sense, of course. There was rarely a need for him to discuss much with Daria when she was involved. By this point, she’d more or less figured out what to say and how to say it to address anything that he might bring up.

“I’m sorry, that’s… kind of rude of me,” muttered Daria, laying her head on his shoulder completely. “It was a two-way conversation only for me. You never even got to discuss it. Uhm… I’ll work on that. Okay?”

“Okay,” said Warner with a grin. Turning his head, he kissed the top of Daria’s head. “So, why aren’t I going south? I thought the whole point was for me to head down that way.”

“Because if you go, someone always dies,” Daria said with a hand gesture that looked like she was pushing something away. “And that’s just not allowed. For whatever reason, if you go, someone doesn’t come back. But if you don’t go, everyone always comes back.

“Something happens down there that you react to, that they don’t. Your reaction causes someone to not come back. I’m not sure if they die, stay in the south, or something else, but they don’t come back. I can’t see further than that but… yeah, no. Not allowed. No one can take from my family.”

“Your family, huh?” asked Warner with a soft laugh.

“Yes, my family. They all respect me,” Daria said with iron in her voice. “I even have girlfriends as well that love me, for me, as well as you. And it’s always new and surprising. Exciting.

“My life is an experience for me for the first time and I’m enjoying it. So no, no one can take anyone out of my family. They’re mine now, I’ll not give them up. None of them. Not even Dayine, as she fights me for every inch of ground.”

“Speaking of, what are she and Ylva up to? I know Inger is with Maya so that’s kind of self-explanatory.”

“Ylva and Dayine are talking about her lovestruck infatuation with you,” Daria said, her eyes slowly moving up to the ceiling above them. Likely to the guest room that the two were probably in. “Dayine does a fair impression of a Human, but she isn’t. She’s a being that was meant to withstand the crush of ages passing.

“As is Ylva and the rest for that matter. They’re not Human. Not like us. You, me, Bodil, Aelia. Well… I guess Madison is Human, too, in her own way. Trolls are really just a subdivision of giants and the like. Or that’s what Bodil told me and I trust her when it comes to things like that.”

“That makes sense,” said Warner slowly, this thoughts chewing on that. When he really thought about it, he knew Dayine wasn’t Human. Not at all.

She’d seen the turning and burning of endless years. The literal rise and fall of empires and Humans going through their actual infancy.

“Never really thought about it like that until this moment,” mused Warner.

“Right? So yeah, they’re talking about that. Dayine is rather annoyed,” said Daria with a grin. “She’s especially angry at me. Apparently, my unheeded warnings are now resonating in her mind with the results. As if I didn’t warn her ‘strongly enough’ against what she was planning to do.

“Now she spends way too much time thinking about you in a sexual way and has put herself in a sexually-frustrated rut. No matter how much she tries to take care of it by herself, it doesn’t really get rid of it. More Elemental than Human, after all.

“If you ever find yourself alone with her and sexy-time comes up, best you see if she’s willing. Or at the worst, if she asks you directly, don’t say no. Her ego is incredibly fragile right now that she’s whole. Complete.”

“Surprising that it doesn’t affect the Valkyrja in the same way,” murmured Warner, not wanting to talk about Dayine any longer at all.

Daria was already nodding her head before Warner had even spoken. She’d clearly jumped ahead in the conversation but was working to what she’d said previously.

Letting him actually talk.

“It actually is even worse on them, but they all can eliminate most of that feeling by pulling on your power,” explained Daria. “Quite a few of them spend their free time just lounging around while fully holding onto it. Considering how long they went without their powers, it isn’t that surprising.

“Inger, amusingly, is handling it the best and that’s by more or less going full mother-mode on Maya. As you noticed, I’m sure.”

“Maya seems happy and I can’t… I can’t see any malice or that it’s disingenuous from Inger,” Warner said almost defensively. “Maya never really had a mom and now she’s suddenly got a lot of women who want that title.”

“Yes. She likes it. It may be childish but she really does enjoy so many women all vying to be a mother figure to her,” said Daria with a snort that sounded like a chuckle. “Not that I can blame her, given her bio mom’s actual nature.

“Speaking of, I think Asa got arrested and is in jail. In New Mexico. Sounds like she got arrested for some type of fraud thing.”

“Good. They can keep her,” grumbled Warner, who then wrapped an arm around Daria’s shoulders. A sudden thought struck him and it seemed like the perfect moment to do it. “Hey, will you marry me? Ring is probably in your pocket, knowing you. You probably put it there so that you’d know when I’ll propose because I’d have to go get it first.”

Daria froze up against him, her entire body going stiff.

“I… yes,” she said after several seconds passed. Her body slowly lost its rigidity. Then she started to laugh softly and began to speak again. “I will. And… yeah it’s in my pocket. I did want to know when you’d propose. Saw right through that, huh?”

“Course. Your entire life has been spent knowing what’s coming up,” said Warner, laying his cheek against Daria’s brow again. “You claim it’s exciting to not know what’s coming, but you also take comfort in knowing. So… you’ve probably had the ring since the day I put it in the aluminum foil box. Tucked away on your person at all times.”

Pulling away from him slightly, Daria pulled said ring from her pocket and deftly stuck it on her left hand’s ring finger. Flexing her hand, she held it out and spread her fingers wide.

It was a lovely wedding ring and not an engagement ring.

“I don’t need an engagement ring, the wedding ring is fine,” Daria said to his unspoken words. Then she curled up into his side and stuck her head up under his chin. “We can go get it settled tomorrow with a court clerk so it’s official. We’ll have time in the morning, I think.”

Warner laid his arm around Daria and held onto her.

Ever since meeting her, everything had changed.

While his life as the holder of the Right of Retribution had begun before her, his life hadn’t truly changed until her. Changed for the better and in a way he’d never let go of.

In fact, he wanted to take her upstairs to the bedroom right now. He suddenly wanted to know her intimately again. Last night hadn’t been enough.

“Oh,” said Daria in a surprised but accepting tone and was already getting up. “Okay. I’d like that. Let’s go.”




***




Warner had put this particular visit off for a long while. To the point that he now considered himself incredibly tardy. Tardy and irresponsible.

Standing in front of Tammy’s grave, Warner scratched at his arm.

I really hope she’s not in there. If she’s in there and has been buried away in the dark this whole time… ugh. I’d be no better than the Manticore that did it to her the first time.

There’s going to be a nasty piece of work down there if she’s been awake this whole time, too.

Looking around, Warner confirmed that no one was nearby.

It was a fairly normal-looking cemetery— graves, headstones that ran from elaborate to simple, overgrown grounds in some areas, and cared for in others.

There was no one around in any direction. Nor could Warner see any cameras or anything that could be watching him.

He was alone.

Slowly, Warner got down on his knees and then laid his hands on the grass growing over Tammy’s burial site. He knew that her remains had finally been laid to rest here as he’d kept himself aware of what her sister was doing.

It’d only taken her a few days to get Tammy buried and blessed by a priest. The site had been consecrated quite firmly.

Okay… let’s… hope she’s not down there. That she moved on.

Come on, Tammy, don’t be here.

Slowly, Warner began to push his power out of himself. Out through his palms and into the very ground itself. Down through the wormy earth and toward what he assumed was either a box or a coffin.

His power wasn’t able to shift through the ground as easily as he hoped. It took an entire minute before it met something that wasn’t dirt.

She actually had Tammy put in a real coffin.

Your sister really loved you, Tammy.

No sooner than his power touched the coffin, Warner wanted to stop. He was terrified that he’d find her inside and present.

That she hadn’t passed on.

Pushing onward, Warner felt it when his power moved past the exterior of the coffin and into the interior. Felt it when it settled over Tammy’s bones and began filling her skull.

And found nothing.

Tammy wasn’t here.

She’d completely moved on and there was nothing left but bones. She truly had passed on and was no longer part of the mortal world.

Relieved, and feeling quite a bit better, Warner began retracting his power back into himself. Out of the coffin, back through the dirt, and into his palms.

Standing up, he let out a slow and comfortable breath.

She’s not there. She moved on and… and can’t be troubled any further.

I hope wherever the Judge sent her, brings her peace.

She was somewhat of a bitch at times.

Blinking several times, Warner was surprised how easily Warin’s memories came to him. Memories of the Judge, Eugenia, and that she rarely acted in any capacity outside of her domain.

All the memories of the original incarnation of Retribution were with him and available at his disposal. They weren’t actually a part of him though and held no ability to overwhelm or overpower him.

Quite simply, it was like having a library. He could take down any book and read its contents, and put it back when done. They held no power over him.

“You look like him, but don’t,” said a voice off to one side.

Turning his head to the speaker, Warner found a woman standing there. She had a fairly normal face with pale-brown hair and bright blue eyes. Her figure and much of her body was covered by a large coat and loose jeans.

Warner didn’t recognize her physically, but knew who she was on another level.

He knew her through Warin’s memories. He could feel the hatred and despair bleeding off his predecessor’s life.

On top of all that, there was an ancient stink of injustice.

An injustice so great that it was as if everything he’d ever encountered before was nothing. That in comparison to what he saw before him now, nothing could ever be weighed against it.

“Hello, War,” Warner said in a flat voice. He could feel his heart start to hammer away inside his chest. Fear began to gnaw at his guts and threaten to take away his wits. “What’s the Traitor doing in a place like this? Looking for your lost honor? Your pride?

“I imagine you’d have to have buried it somewhere since… you know… you killed those. Along with your friends and family. Can’t imagine that they’d be in this graveyard though.”

Smiling back at Warner, the woman who was the incarnation of War’s nose wrinkled and her eyes crinkled at the edges. She found his words amusing.

“Ooh! That’s rather feisty coming from you,” said the woman in a warmer tone. Her right hand came up and started to unbutton her coat. “I liked it. Wanna tell me some more? I’ve got a van outside that we could get cozy in. You could fight me more with those words while we do it. I haven’t gotten laid in years.”

“Pass, sorry, the nasty bitch personality doesn’t do it for me,” Warner said, considering his surroundings. He knew from Warin that War had been his equal in combat.

Though it had been many thousands of years ago since the last time they crossed blades. It was quite likely she’d grown stronger since then.

Warner wasn’t Warin’s equal in combat at all, either. That meant he couldn’t actually engage her.

“Mmm, yeah, that,” War said in a purr as she pulled her coat open, revealing a form fitting top under it. It was pulled in tight at the right spots to emphasize that she certainly had more than the average woman there. “I can change what I look like to match whatever you want. Just give me a hint?

“And while you’re giving me a hint, tell me more. Insult me more. Ridicule me. Fight me with your words.”

Ha.

War.

War is her element, incarnation, and drive. Of course she likes it when I disparage her. To her, it’s a form of fighting.

“You’re not even worth it considering how low you’ve sunk,” hissed Warner.

“Yes! I love it,” War said and bit her lip hard. Hard to the point that blood began to dribble down from her mouth and across her chin. “I’m not even worth it, yes. Oooh, you like blondes. Yes, I see you, Warner James. Blondes, good size chest, some softness in the hips and waist. I can even tell the features you’d want to see in their face.”

Almost instantly, War’s face shifted until she looked like an odd blend between Bodil, Aelia, and Daria. On top of that, her body had morphed as well. She was now incredibly attractive, full-figured in the right way, and a little shorter than him.

“My opponent, Warner James, does this suit you more?” asked War, taking several steps closer. “Come to my van. Let’s have a… a sword fight… in the back. I bet you can really stab me.

“Make sure you insult me more and fight verbally while we do it. I wanna hear more. So much more.”

When she was within two feet of him, Warner realized his mistake.

War was being what he considered insane, but she was still War. An entity of such extreme power that it radiated and crackled around her as if she were a flame.

In her presence, Warner felt much like a candle sitting near a bonfire.

Pulling on all three aspects of his power, Warner called it into himself. Willed it to come into being and to fill him.

Warner felt it when his wings burst free of his back. When a cocoon of force surrounded him and began pushing back at War’s power.

He could feel Vengeance, Retribution, and Redemption, all present and empowering him.

War’s eyes widened but she took another step closer. Her teeth gnawed at her lower lip as blood continued to dribble down and drip from her chin.

“Oooh, Warner!” whimpered War, her hands held out in front of herself and trying to push through his power. Her fingers wriggled against it as she tried to force herself closer. “Yes! Fight me, fight me, Warner. Be my enemy. I want you to war with me.

“I want to kiss you. To lick you. To swallow you with a smile. I need you to fuck me from behind while pulling my hair. Call me by someone else’s name so I can try to buck you off while you just pull harder. Making my neck bend and my back arch.”

“War, while I am most certainly your enemy, I am not your partner in war,” Warner said and held up a hand in front of himself. “Know that I am also not simply Retribution. I am also Vengeance and Redemption.

“You are thrice-scorned, War. I reject your advances and will sentence you for what you’ve done. For yours is a great betrayal that can never be undone.”

“Yes, sentence me, fight me. Drag me kicking and screaming before Runner,” pleaded War. “Sentence me to be your bound concubine and ravage me against my will. Force my head down into the bed while pinning my hands behind my back and take everything from me.

“If you can, that is. If you can do any of that. Because while you’re mighty, and I want you to do those things, I will fight, of course. I’m War, after all. And right now… the world is at War with itself.”

As if to emphasize that point, War began to push her hands through his power, breaking the cocoon that surrounded him.

Then her hands were on his chest, her fingers sinking into his clothes. She was inches away from him now. Her blood-smeared mouth and chin hovered close to his own.

Warner had his own hands on her chest and was trying to push her away, but to no avail. Nor could he actually wrestle himself away from her.

She was a physical presence that outstripped him in terms of power.

“Mmm, Warner,” moaned War. “I will mark you as mine now. You’re the one I must do battle with. My partner… my partner in war.

“If you win, I’ll be such a good concubine to you. I’ll fight just enough for it to be fun, then give in. That way we can both enjoy it. Conquering me and fighting me.

“If I win, you’ll be such a good concubine to me. I hope you fight me lots. Every time I mount you, I want you to fight me. Fight me until I take what I want.”

Leaning in, she kissed him. Her blood splashed over his lips and mouth. Then her tongue was shoved into his mouth, writhing along his own.

No matter how hard he tried to bite down, he couldn’t even force his mouth closed. His teeth couldn’t actually move her tongue at all.

Moaning, War continued to kiss him, her tongue rolling all through his mouth. She explored his teeth and the roof of his mouth. Her hands were hard-pressed to his back, keeping him against her.

Suddenly, she let him go and leaned back from him.

Blood was liberally smeared all over her chin and cheeks now.

In fact, Warner could actually taste her blood in his mouth.

A bitter, smoky flavor that was most certainly unlike Human blood. It felt like the taste lingered around him as well.

“I’ll see you… Warner… soon. We’ll have our fight and then… and then the winner takes the prize,” crooned War, her right hand gently stroking his cheek with the backs of her fingers. “I can’t wait for one of us to become a concubine. I needed a strong partner. You’ll be my partner.”

Laughing deeply for several seconds, War abruptly vanished. She left behind no trace of her having ever been there.

Warner was released from her hold in the same instant, her body simply no longer existing, it seemed.

Left behind was the lingering taste of her blood in his mouth though.

Reaching up, he wiped at his face and then glanced at his fingers.

They were smeared liberally with her blood.

That’s just disgusting.
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Getting back to his car, Warner popped open the center console and grabbed some tissues. Looking into the rearview mirror, he wiped repeatedly at his face. Trying to get everything off of him that he could see or find.

Even then, he still felt disgusting and dirty. The lingering injustice from War clung to him. Like the leftover sticky mess from Maya’s fingers when she was a little girl.

Shaking his head, Warner stared into the mirror. There was nothing physically left on him that he could see. Nothing that stood out or caught his attention.

The problem was he could still feel it, though. Sense it.

Like a lingering aftertaste.

Sighing, he picked up his phone and stared at it.

He half expected Daria to text him, or had already texted him.

Nothing happened. Nothing came through nor was there anything existing.

“Uh,” Warner said aloud, still gazing at his phone. “Daria? My little Fruitloop? Any advice there?”

Nothing changed.

A frown formed on his face and Warner unlocked his phone. Opening it, he tapped into his contacts and dialed Daria directly.

After ringing several times, it was picked up far later than he expected.

“Oh! Hello! What’s… what’s up? I didn’t expect you to call or anything,” Daria said in an excited and curious way.

“Ah, sorry. I was expecting that you’d know what happened just now,” Warner said, suddenly feeling very confused. “I just had a run in with an existence greater than my own. Was hoping you’d have some advice.”

“I’m… I don’t see anything right now. Nothing at least that I haven’t before,” Daria said slowly. As if she were inviting something to happen as she spoke. “I’m sorry, I don’t have anything.”

“Alright. I’ll call around to a few people. See if I can’t meet them in person. Not something I want to discuss over the phone,” said Warner. He was concerned that someone could be listening in to his phone. Just because he was helping the Fed as Yellow Eyes didn’t mean he wasn’t immune to being wire-tapped as Warner.

“Makes sense. We’ll talk more about it when you get home,” said Daria. “Bye for now, my love. Be safe.”

Warner grunted at that and hung up the phone. Flicking through his contacts, he found the most likely person to give him information next.

Tapping the listing for ”Aunt Decima”, Warner held the phone up to his ear.

It went straight to voicemail.

Letting the phone fall down from the side of his head, he tried another. This time hitting “Aunt Stacia”.

Not bothering to lift the phone this time, he heard it immediately click over to voicemail without ringing.

“Okay, what the fuck?” cursed Warner.

Selecting “Uncle Sam” as the next person to dial, Warner tapped the speaker phone option and waited. Hoping he’d pick up.

Once again, it went straight to voicemail.

“Something’s wrong,” grumbled Warner as he moved one person up on his contact list. If Uncle Miles didn’t answer, or didn’t have any information, Warner wouldn’t even know where to begin.

Thankfully, it actually began ringing. Warner immediately pressed it to his ear and listened as it rang. Staring out the window, he looked without direction across the tombstones.

Four rings in and Warner was getting nervous before the line suddenly popped.

“Hey, Mitch, how are ya?” asked Miles on the other end of the line.

“Oh, not too bad. Just uh… things… have… happened. Things I’d love to talk to you about in person,” Warner confessed. “Any chance we could meet up? Now?”

“Uh, sure. We can do that. Come downtown. I have a storefront where we can meet. It’s just a used bookstore. Not much business,” explained Miles. “Let’s me ‘lose money’ as a write-off while keeping a place I can use.”

“Right. Text me the address and I’ll see you there,” said Warner, turning on the car at the same time. He didn’t want to sit around here any longer. Not after War had found him here.




***




Warner pulled up in front of the used book store. Flipping the engine off, he turned and yanked the keys. Stuffing them into a pocket, he opened the door and got out quickly.

Forgetting to lock the car, Warner rushed toward the door and pulled it open with almost too much force. Moving inside, he found Miles standing at the other end of the building. Watching him from a doorway that was open.

Despite the fact that Miles appeared to be in his mid-thirties, Warner knew better. The light-brown hair and brown eyes belied the fact that this man was millions of years old.

Old as mountains and continents, in fact.

Moving toward him quickly, Warner gave him a tight smile.

“Wait until we’re in the office,” Miles said and hooked a thumb backward toward the room behind him. “We can talk freely in there without anyone being able to listen in.”

Not waiting for Warner to respond to that, Miles turned and entered the room. Warner simply followed along and only paused to pull the door shut behind him.

“So, who’d you meet? And how’d it go?” asked Miles, moving over to take a seat at a small table with three chairs at it.

“War. I met War and… I think she’s insane,” replied Warner, going to sit down across from Miles. “She said… a lot of very crazy shit. Like, broken in the head kind of crazy shit. Then she bit her lip hard enough to start bleeding all over.

“The stink of injustice on her was wretched. Absolutely wretched. Old as could be and still violently awful as the day it was done. Of absolute betrayal.”

“Indeed,” Miles said, looking somewhat surprised. “I never thought War would come looking for you. Not you, Warner. Warin, certainly. She knew him and had a grudge against him. But you?

“Other than holding the Right of Retribution, you’re not that much of a target for her. Or at least, so I thought.”

“Well, she showed up,” grumbled Warner.

“What’d she say exactly to you?”

“That I was her opponent. That she wanted me to fight her. Fight her while we had sex. That whoever won would be the concubine of the other. A lot of nutty shit like that.

“I mean, I can’t deny I’ve got a soft spot for the weird—look no further than Daria—but this was some next level insanity for me. Her blood tasted and stunk of smoke and ash. What do I do?”

Miles sighed, looked up to the ceiling, and scratched at his face.

“She’s drunk on power. The whole world is at war. There really isn’t any place that it isn’t anymore,” muttered Miles. “Even this country is at war with itself. Their politics are completely bipartisan now to the point that party lines on both sides use their ideals as weapons and shields.

“Even if it was for the betterment of their country, those two sides would rather fight one another with their stances. There is no middle ground in their war. Each side has their soldiers and their battles.”

Warner felt a lot like an unheard voice without volume as Miles spoke. He knew exactly what the man was speaking of.

While Warner had no mind for politics and didn’t get involved, he knew without a doubt that Miles was right. Both parties were in a full-on engaged conflict with the other and there seemed no way for them to back up and start over.

“Taking it to a global scale, it only gets worse. There’s even a belief that humanity is nearly at war with the earth itself. We’re lucky, very lucky, that the Fed and the Para officials spent so much time trying to make sure the two sides could connect as they did.

“That would have just been yet another war. So… yes. War is incredibly powerful right now. Stronger than anyone on the Originator’s side by a great deal,” continued Miles who then let out yet another sigh. “If she’s marked you as her opponent… there’s not much we can do. She’ll start a ‘war’ with you one way or another. You’re better off engaging her directly if she does appear.

“Just keep in mind she doesn’t gain anything from winning, or losing. Only the continued struggle.”

“She gains power through war and the struggle,” Warner parroted back. “Does… that mean she betrayed the Originator just to keep the whole war going?”

Miles went still at that question. Remaining completely motionless for ten seconds, he finally dropped his chin to his chest and looked at Warner.

“I swear… if that’s the only reason she kicked off this whole mess… then… then… I don’t even know how angry I’d be, but I’d be really angry,” Miles said in a low voice. “This whole mess is because of her. If she did it for the sake of empowering herself and nothing else… I don’t even… I don’t—”

As his words trailed off, Miles lost control over his emotions. Warner could tell just from the way the man looked but there was something else.

An ironclad control over his power and presence was part of who Miles was. It was just something you could feel being around him and knew it was the truth.

In losing his control on his emotions, he lost control over even that.

Warner was blasted fully by it.

Including all the wrongs and transgressions Miles had committed. Of which there were a great many.

Atrocities, murders, assaults, robbery, intimidation, firebombing, and a varied number of awful crimes that Warner couldn’t even attribute a name to.

All done for the sake of the “Originator” but still terrible and disturbing things. None of these were ordered or commanded for him to do, however. Nothing was forced upon him.

Where Seville had a great deal of injustice wrapped about him, he also suffered a great deal of injustice done to him.

Miles was nothing like that. He was a mountain of injustice second only to War.

“You’re as guilty as she is,” Warner said as his power involuntarily flared up inside him. It filled him without him even wishing it to. “Miles Dennis Campbell, you are a sore upon the world and have committed crimes untold in number. If the Originator could see what you’ve done… he would weep for you.

“Father never wished for such things to be done for him. Never. Not even Uncle would condone such actions and we both know he was far more… cynical than Father.

“What have you done?”

As if Warner’s words were a bucket of water dumped over a match, Mile’s snatched up his control. Burying all the evil he’d done once again. Pushing it down deep inside himself where Warner couldn’t feel it.

But it was too late. Far too late. Warner knew a great deal of Mile’s wrongdoings.

“You slew Bodil’s grandfather,” said Warner in a soft voice. Slowly, he shook his head, looking upon the other man with pity. “He was no soldier in your war with the Silent One. He didn’t even know there was a war. You murdered a man who was only doing what he believed to be his job. No different than an ice cream truck moving about the neighborhood.

“Your evil has unmade your very soul, Miles. Father will weep for what you’ve done and look upon you with disappointment. I suddenly think that maybe… maybe I want no part of your war. No part with you or what you’ve done.

“The stench of your deeds is second only to War. Even Seville had the stink of evil in a lesser amount than you do and he’s your enemy. He serves the Silent One, yet you are worse than he.

“You are no different than War. This… that’s… you’re not someone I can be around as I feel sorely tempted to judge you. Judge you and attempt to end your sorry excuse for a life that could never be redeemed. I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

Miles was staring at Warner with wide, almost-unseeing eyes.

Getting up, Warner left without looking at Miles again. The man was responsible for so much suffering. A near endless amount of it.

The very same man who had caused Bodil so much distress.

Begging the power inside him to let him walk away from Miles, Warner kept going. Opening the door, he felt it when the desire from Retribution was made clear. To turn around and punish the man outright.

Vengeance had a similar need, though it was considerably more urgent and violent.

Redemption cared not at all as it had no idea how one could ever redeem one such as Miles.

“Mitch—”

Warner pulled the door shut behind him the moment he felt Vengeance and Retribution recoil at Miles using his true name. Both powers released their desire momentarily, then retreated.

Acquiescing to Warner’s wishes, they allowed him to leave without fighting him.

By the time he exited the front of the bookstore, he’d managed to wrangle his emotions into a semblance of order. Or at least, enough that he was no longer “Yellow Eyes”. 

Making his way over to his car, he got into it.

Sitting there, he had no idea what to do next.

Right now, his world felt incredibly unsure. The only things he knew were that those in his immediate circle loved and cared for him. They were certainly working in lock-step with him, though he couldn’t count on anyone else.

Even Sam and his aunts were unreachable which meant they were probably in some sort of situation themselves. Except they also worked with Miles quite often.

Sighing, Warner put his forehead to his steering wheel, closed his eyes, and thought.

No matter which way he came at the situation, there were only two things that came to his mind. Two people, that is.

“Architect, Ryker, Uncle, I want to talk,” Warner said in a quiet voice.

Instantly, Warner felt himself yanked straight out of the world and deposited somewhere else. Somewhere that shouldn’t, couldn’t, possibly exist.

A space between the world itself and somewhere else.

“Well hello there, Warner!” said a voice a second before the image of the Architect appeared. Waving a hand at Warner, he stood exactly in the same way Warner remembered him.

The Architect’s brown eyes that were nearly black stared at him with more than a little humor.

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.

Out of nowhere, as if a lock had been undone, Warner had new memories. Memories of spending months and months with this man. Going on camping trips, going to movie theaters, countless experiences. Spanning a great number of years as if he grew up at the same time.

Memories of going with Ryker and Runner to see countless worlds and locations that made his current view of the universe very small.

“Well, it was certainly exciting to see Warin handing you back your life, wasn’t it?” asked the Architect. “I hadn’t expected that at all. You really did a number on redeeming the big lug. Ya know?”

Opening his mouth, Warner felt very strange. Something was wrong.

This was different.

None of this was what he’d been expecting.

Ryker had addressed him as Warner, not Wally, Warner, Bob. He was also talking about the fact that Warin had given his life over to Warner, of which the original message knew nothing.

He’s… here. Isn’t here?

That or he set up another set of messages much later.

Given the way Ryker was watching him, Warner suspected it was the former though.

“You’re… actually here, aren’t you, Uncle?” Warner asked after wracking his brain for an answer. His voice felt tight, like a strained bowstring that’d been pulled taut to the point of breaking.

“Got it in one,” said the man and held his arms out in front of him. “It’s really good to see you, Warner. Or should I say, Mitch. Admittedly, I only ever saw your name as—”

Warner stepped forward and went to hug the Architect.

Amazingly, he found that Ryker was corporeal. He was really there.

Trying to crush the man in that hug, Warner just held onto him.

“I remember everything,” Warner said in a whisper.

“Oh, oh, uh… mm… that’s good,” said Ryker in a somewhat awkward way. Then he put his arms around Warner and hugged him back.

“How are you here? I thought you were locked out,” Warner asked, letting go of Ryker and taking a step away. Reaching up, he wiped at his face, displacing the tears that were falling.

“I am. That hasn’t actually changed. I just… pulled… you out. No one will even notice,” said Ryker with a casual wave of his hand. “Not that big a deal. I promise. You just seemed like you really needed a break after you found out about Miles going all Ahab.

“You know, that whole Campbell family is like… three bad choices away from going full-on super villain. Something very wrong with them, but I can’t really find anyone else that can do the job they can. Well, I take that back, there’s others, but they’re equally problematic. You’re like the only kid in class that pays attention and does all his homework.”

“So… Miles really is that guilty?” Warner asked.

“Of course. He’s lost sight of the fact that the difference between Runner and Zeus is precisely why Runner left. He wasn’t willing to sacrifice everyone to that goal,” said Ryker. “In fact, I even cautioned Miles to do nothing out of the ordinary and that given enough time, things would swing back the other way. Much like a pendulum.

“And since your Uncle Sam didn’t fuck things up, that’s happening. In another year or two, the trap will be fully sprung. Zeus will be unable to resist when we attack. It’s one of the reasons I’m able to be here.

“He’s right and properly fucked at the moment. Srit is having a god-damned field day with him. We would have already taken back most of the worlds Runner lost to him if it wouldn’t free up resources for him.”

“Things are… things are going in the right direction, then?” asked Warner. Right now, he needed reassurance of any type.

“Oh yeah. I mean, I got bored for a while there and wasn’t watching for a couple hundred thousand years, but yeah,” Ryker said with a chuckle. “My trap is working perfectly. Zeus is being ground to a standstill.”

“Trap. Could you… explain a little?” Warner asked. He knew he was probably asking for quite a bit, but he was genuinely curious.

Pursing his mouth, Ryker looked like he was thinking about it.

“It’s kinda simple, really,” said Ryker with a shrug of his shoulders. “Your world is a trap. From the ground up. It was literally designed to need constant maintenance and upkeep. That or a super-secret special button that would bring everything back into order that a certain Incubus wasn’t supposed to find.

“But anyway! Yeah, constant upkeep. Zeus can’t keep up with all the needs anymore. He’s just… you know what, it’s like a computer with way too many programs open. He’s run out of RAM and can’t do shit, now.

“I just made it so this world would keep opening more and more programs. So many programs. Programs until his computer grinds to a damn halt and he gets a fucking blue screen of death.”

Ryker began to laugh at his own words, nodding his head at that.

“Oh. I… this world is… everything, then.”

“More or less. I mean, once we spring our trap, all hell will break loose. Chances are Zeus will probably finally figure out what happened and disengage. But by that point, the war will have started,” Ryker explained. “We’ll be going after countless worlds. After his armies and abilities to make war. At the same time, others will be going after what gives him his godhood and immortality.

“It’s likely we’ll have two teams of people on the ground who will be looking for certain core worlds where Zeus has really set himself up. Where he put part of who he is into the world. We’ll have to dig him out physically from those worlds.”

Warner nodded his head, then shook it. He didn’t really understand all of it, but he was glad to hear it. It sounded as if things were on the right track and path.

“Can we just talk about what’s been happening to me now? And War?” asked Warner.

Deflating at the question, Ryker sighed and nodded his head slowly.

“Yeah, let’s talk about War,” grumbled the Architect.
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“I’ll be honest,” Ryker said and then waved a hand at the white nothing around them. Two chairs appeared a moment later. “From the very beginning, I suspected War might do something like this.

“After all, as you yourself realized, she is the literal, living, breathing aspect of war. The more war there is, the more embattled the world is, the stronger she is. Right now… most of the world is at war in one way or another. There really aren’t many locations that aren’t fighting someone else.

“More than a few times, I briefly considered changing her. Modifying the makeup of her portfolio or just her. Her as a person, that is.”

Warner took the seat that was closer to him as Ryker did the same thing.

“But that would’ve defeated the purpose. Just as War had the potential to betray us, she would also be the one to make the endgame all the easier,” continued Ryker with a shake of his head. “It isn’t… fair… to her, but I put something in her that will force her to respond as I will her to. There’s nothing she can do to stop it, either. She’d have to kill herself, send her soul on to be cleansed, wait for it to be reborn, then die again, just for it to be removed from her.

“And that little piece of her is what I need for her to be useful to me. Because as much as I want to claim I’m innocent of the crimes you’ve judged Miles for, it’s not as if I haven’t done similar things myself.”

“I don’t sense the same injustice from you,” disagreed Warner with a firm shake of his head. “You do have some injustice to you but you’re far more weighed down by your righteous behavior.

“Miles… Miles only lives to fight, kill, and do battle with his perceived enemies. Or at least, he was for far too long to ever clear his fate of wrongdoing. He and War are very similar.”

Clicking his tongue, Ryker looked down to his shoes. Warner only now noticed they looked like runners from his own world.

“That Campbell line… like hanging onto a rabid dog. Could bite you if you’re not holding onto it right. Should you sic it on your enemies, be sure you won’t regret anything it does because once you let go there’s no going back,” muttered Ryker. He raised his gaze back up to Warner. “But that’s neither here nor there. With War, there isn’t much you can do. Do your best to avoid her. Realistically speaking, you’re not strong enough to take her on directly.”

“Kinda seems like she’s the one who came for me. She found me somewhere I wouldn’t expect anyone to find me,” complained Warner.

“I mean, she’s War. She knows where all participants are in a war,” Ryker said with a laugh. “You’re at war with those who would commit injustice. She is easily the worst of the worst. Of course she knows where you are. Almost at all times.”

“Goodie. So how am I supposed to avoid her?”

“Do what you did previously. Disparage her. Don’t engage her. Let her grind her gears and get her engine hot, all for nothing. She’ll get frustrated or bored, then move off.”

“Or, you know, kill me out of hand.”

“Unlikely, though it is possible. It should be fine.”

Warner rolled his eyes at that. He could distinctly remember that this man had a problem sometimes when it came to empathizing with other people.

“Anyway. It was good to see you, Warner. I probably won’t be able to appear like this again, but it was worth seeing you when you called out to me,” Ryker said with a wide, earnest smile. “I’ll put you back into your own world now at your home. Along with your car.

“Remember… just try to lay low if possible. It’ll be over relatively soon. Just gotta survive to the end of it.”

Before Warner could respond, he found himself sitting in his living room.

Across from him sat Inger, who had a very bored look on her face. She was idly flipping through the channels on the TV.

No one else was around.

“Ah, I’ve returned,” Warner announced when Inger’s head started to turn his way. “Did I miss anything?”

Staring at him with wide eyes, the beautiful Valkyrja didn’t seem to know how to process his appearance. Her breath was caught in her chest and to Warner she looked a lot like a landed fish, just with her mouth closed.

“I… didn’t even hear you come in,” she said, then set the remote down. “No. Nothing really going on here. Everything is relatively calm as far as I can tell.

“Daria is upstairs speaking with Dayine. Ylva and Maya haven’t returned yet.”

“Right, then I’ll go visit Lauren after I check in with Daria,” Warner said, coming to a decision.

“Uhm, leave them be?” asked Inger, looking pained but also hopeful. “They’re working things out. Dayine is very… angry… at what she did to herself. Though she also blames Daria to a degree. You showing up will only exacerbate it.”

There was a buzz from the phone in his pocket. He’d clearly just received a text message.

That would be Daria telling me everything is fine.

If I opened my phone, read the message, and asked her to text me again if everything was fine, what woul—

Another buzz came from Warner’s phone that was most assuredly in response to his thoughts.

Pulling out his phone, he glanced at it.

Two messages from “Fruitloop”. Looking at them, he saw exactly what he expected. Her telling him to go see Lauren and that everything is fine. They’d talk about Ryker later.

The second message being that yes, everything really was fine.

“Okay, see ya,” Warner said and stood up. He hadn’t actually been planning on going and seeing Lauren, but he suddenly wanted to get away from everyone else.

He needed to be alone and think.

A drive to Aelia’s house sounded perfect. That was just enough time to let his brain sort a couple things out, but not long enough to get him trapped in a thinking loop.

“Uhm, can I go with you?” asked Inger, getting to her feet as well. “I promise I can be a non-entity if you’re just looking for peace and quiet. You shouldn’t be going alone anywhere, however.”

Huh. After War popped up, she’s not wrong, I guess.

“Sure, let’s go,” Warner allowed.




***




“Lovely home,” murmured Inger, looking out at the rather large house they were approaching. “This is Aelia’s?”

“One of them, yeah. She owns more than a few from what I can gather. Some are fronts, some aren’t. This one is where she actually lives,” murmured Warner and killed the engine after putting it in park.

This was the first thing Inger had said since they’d left the house. She’d been true to her word and just let him think to himself. Even when they’d stopped at the gas station to buy a few things and get gas, she hadn’t said anything.

The only words she’d spoken at all had been to the clerk when she’d bought herself an energy drink.

In the end, Warner hadn’t managed to come up with anything useful despite Inger sticking to her word.

All he’d managed to do was convince himself to stay away from War, talk to Daria when he got home, and figure out how they were supposed to handle this. If the world was likely coming to a screeching halt soon, it’d be best if they got out of the way.

Warner started heading for the door, still contemplating everything he’d found out.

Inger drifted over beside him and was moving along on his right. Dressed in casual clothes, she moved with a liquid grace. It made her look more like a predator passing through bushes than a woman in an urban environment.

Before Warner reached the door, it opened. Revealing Lauren standing in the doorway.

“Hello,” said the Were from where she stood, looking confused. “Is something wrong? Did something… something happen to Aelia?”

“Nope,” Warner said with a grin. Reaching into his coat pocket, he pulled out a pouch of beef jerky that he’d purchased on the way here just for this moment. “Also, I brought you a snack. I wasn’t sure what your favorite flavor was, so I just went with teriyaki.”

Lauren’s face scrunched up in a weird look, then she grinned when Warner stopped in front of her. Reaching out, she took the pouch, tore the top of it off and stuck her hand in immediately.

His Aunt Tiffany had once told him beef jerky was something loved by every single Were that came from a carnivore background. There was no use in trying to eat it by yourself if you had some and a friend or family member who was a Were was around.

In fact, even a Were stranger would possibly come up to you to ask for a piece if you had some.

Lauren moved away from the door, having pushed a large piece of the jerky into her mouth and started chewing. The young woman invited them in without actually doing so.

“How ya feeling?” Warner asked, entering the home. “Daria made it sound like you were on the back end of it and were recovering nicely at this point.”

“Yeah, just tired,” Lauren said around a mouthful of food. “Worn out, but doing fine. I never expected there to be Were-only viruses that you get once. I mean, wouldn’t they have vaccines for it since it’s a one-time thing? Like chicken pox or whatever.”

Warner grinned. He remembered getting chicken pox as a kid. It was a surprise to him that he was able to get Maya a vaccine for it.

“I mean, dunno what to tell ya. Maybe you want to go into Para Science,” Warner said while Inger closed the door behind him after having entered. “I hear that’s a big field and it’s only going to get bigger now that the world knows about the Para world.”

“That’s a thought,” Lauren said and flopped down onto Aelia’s couch. On the TV was a movie that had been paused. Next to the couch was a cardboard box filled with tissues and the remnants of several snacks, drinks, and paper plates.

It looked like Lauren was living on the couch at the moment while recovering. Not that he could blame her. Warner often did the same when he was sick.

“Right? Get a masters in Para Science and get in now. You’ll be the first generation that gets to make the bridge between the two,” Warner said, taking a seat on a love seat. Inger immediately joined him and leaned into him.

“It’s a good paying field,” offered Inger. “I’ve gone to college several times and have multiple degrees. It’s always interesting to see how much changes after several decades. I should go back again soon to see what’s been updated.

“Maybe we could go to college together for it. I wouldn’t mind having someone from your generation to help guide an old lady like me through it.”

Inger was grinning as she said it, clearly teasing but also making an honest offer to the other woman. Warner assumed she’d said it the way she did to make it sound more like a joke and a request, than an offer of assistance.

“Para Science,” murmured Lauren, chewing away at yet another mouthful of jerky. “I mean… why not? Aelia said she’d pay for college for me so… it’s not like I can’t go where I want. But… what about Maya?”

“Don’t worry about her,” Warner said dismissively. He knew what Maya wanted to do. “Her plan is to get into law. Apparently, her run-in with the police… or drive-in as she’d say if she was here, left her with a desire to pursue the legal field.”

“Well, considering her dad is Yellow Eyes, justice and law seems obvious,” Lauren said with a chuckle. “Though, I wanted to ask you, Mr. James—”

“Warner, Uncle, or whatever else you choose. No Mr. James,” interrupted Warner. He had contemplated saying ”Dad” but that seemed like a push too far. This young woman had just lost her parents. She wasn’t looking to replace them and he didn’t need to push her. “And I know you and Maya have talked about everything and what it means.

“Aelia is a partner to me. It’s very likely she’ll want kids at some point. That means you’ll have siblings in a way eventually. So we’ll need to break that ‘Mr. James’ thing now. Not allowed.”

Lauren froze and looked incredibly spooked. Her eyes dropped to the ground and she kept chewing, contemplating his words.

“Uhm… can I go with Uncle for now? I call Aelia Auntie at times so it kinda fits,” whispered Lauren.

“Of course, you can. All we want is for you to be happy and comfortable. That’s all,” Warner said and meant it. Lauren had been Maya’s best friend forever and had been there when Warner couldn’t. For Lauren, he’d bend the world to fit her needs.

“Anyway… I wanted to ask you, Uncle, u-uuhm… that is…”

“Just ask him, dear,” Inger said with a warm smile. “Whatever it is, just ask.”

Lauren sucked in a rapid breath.

“How do you know what really is just or what isn’t?” she asked suddenly. “I mean… what’s just to a Were, is different than a ‘Pire, or a Hume. Then beyond that… what’s legal and illegal in different countries or based on religion.

“Like… what if you went to the Middle East? You’d see a lot of unjust people over there because you’re from the ‘West’, right? So… how does that work, exactly?”

Warner felt like he’d just been hit by a truck and was sent to another world.

Her question was something he’d considered only the very edges of. Every time he’d contemplated it, he’d felt like he was getting a headache. It was too much for a simple man like him to really consider.

“I don’t know, Lauren,” answered Warner honestly. “My viewpoints… my upbringing… all tell me what is right and wrong. So you’re absolutely correct to wonder how I’d view other cultures.

“I had a very similar experience with a man who had done wrong, then worked tirelessly to fix it. He went above and beyond his heinous act and did far more good than he’d ever done wrong.

“At that time, I wasn’t able to effectively judge him. It was too much for me. Even now, I’m not absolutely sure if what I did was wrong or right.

“But to answer your question, I think if I planned on going anywhere, I’d need to understand the law of that place first and foremost. How it works and what would be considered just and unjust. Because you’re right, my beliefs don’t have any more or less weight than another country’s.”

“Indeed, a wise way to look at it,” agreed Inger. “After all, for me in my homeland, a duel is perfectly acceptable to settle a dispute. The winner was always right, even if they were actually wrong. But that was just and would be true justice.

“The justice of this country doesn’t coincide with my own sense of what is right and wrong. To assert that yours is the one true way to see justice would be ridiculous.”

Lauren looked even more confused now than before she asked the question.

Warner felt the same.

It was a deep question that couldn’t be answered without questioning the state of the world. That would ultimately devolve into a debate about religion as well.

Deciding to see what Warin had done, Warner accessed the man’s memories.

What he saw seemed to fit with what Warner had been thinking. That justice, like language, was dependent on the location and era. Things changed, evolved, and became other things with time.

“The previous holder of the Right of Retribution acted with whatever was codified in the land’s laws. Even if it was an unjust law, that was their law.

“Though that didn’t stop him from pursuing those who put an unjust law into the books and pronouncing them as unjust. But he didn’t do that often and seemed to reserve it only for obvious situations, where the law was even unjust within the context of the legal system in question.”

The more Warner dug through Warin’s memories and thoughts of similar situations, he found the man had also struggled with the situation. Debating endlessly at what point he should interfere and at what juncture.

“Warin struggled with it,” continued Warner after a pause. “He wasn’t sure either. While it isn’t a perfect answer, it was the best one he came up with as well. There truly is no black or white version of it that solves everything neatly.

“Life is messy and doesn’t give a damn how chaotic it all is. I wonder what the Architect would say about it. Or the Originator.”

“I never had the pleasure of meeting either of them,” Inger remarked sadly.

“I’ve met both,” Warner said absentmindedly. “The Originator is a bit of a… carefree spirit and an ass. He and the Architect get along quite well together. Very similar in many regards.

“The Originator is the heart of the operation where the Architect is the brains. If I had to guess what they’d say about it… well… the Originator would probably laugh and just yell, ‘That’s life!’ and think it was funny.

“The Architect would apologize for how he wasn’t able to make it more binary or easy to understand.”

Inger and Lauren were both watching Warner curiously now.

Realizing he’d said more than he should have, he just shrugged his shoulders.

“Architect made me personally with the Originator. I’m the replacement for Warin after all. I met them when they made me. Only got the memories back recently,” explained Warner. “And that’s—”

Warner’s phone vibrated in his pocket.

There was a chiming noise from Inger next to him.

Frowning, Warner pulled out his phone and looked at the screen.

It was a simple message from Daria to “turn on the news”.

“Lauren, could you turn on the news?” Warner asked, setting his phone down in his lap.

“Sure, no worries. What’s up?” asked the young woman as she grabbed the remote. Lifting it up, she pointed it at the TV and flipped through the menus.

“No idea, Daria just wanted me to turn on the news.”

Several seconds of menu selecting and the news came on.

The sound was muted, but what they were looking at was obvious without it.

It looked almost like a war.

A group of people in military gear were running around and shooting at people in what looked like police uniforms and gear. There were armored vehicles as well, firing almost indiscriminately.

Smoke was pouring out of several buildings and there was visible fire as well.

Except the location didn’t seem to be in the United States.

At the bottom was a simple tag-line that read, “Multiple attacks across the world targeting military locations”.

“What the hell?” Warned asked no one.

Then the footage swapped to what appeared to be the pentagon.

A massive amount of soldiers were clashing with other soldiers in a different uniform. Full-on firefights from cover as groups attacked, retreated, and maneuvered across the grounds.

“Holy shit,” muttered Lauren.

Damn. This is an attack on me personally, isn’t it?

This is War going after me as her enemy.

I can’t avoid her, can I?

“I have to go,” Warner said and stood up. He planned to head to the nearest military base. He imagined it was probably under direct attack.

“I’ll go with you,” Ylva added, getting to her feet as well. “Call on Inger. Daria will notify Dayine.”





Ten




Looking down at Fort Carson below, Warner was very confused. He could see a great many soldiers facing a lesser number opposing them.

They were spread out amongst buildings, in them, behind cars, across roads, and generally taking cover anywhere they could. It looked like something out of a World War Two movie.

The larger army were all dressed in a uniform that was unfamiliar to Warner. They were also all of Asian heritage. Warner couldn’t discern which specific country or locale from this distance, though.

“It would seem War is attempting to start a fight between China and the United States!” yelled Ylva from next to Warner.

Warner wasn’t sure if those were indeed Chinese soldiers and uniforms, but he honestly wouldn’t put it past War to do such a thing. She seemed entirely bent on the idea of plunging the entirety of the world into fighting itself and each other.

On top of everything else, Warner could feel a distinct magical shell that encompassed the entirety of the base. The only location where the shell didn’t reach was perhaps ten or twenty feet off the ground itself.

She doesn’t want there to be any possibility of assistance by the airbases. Considering there’s a number of them in Colorado, that’s not an unfounded concern.

That explains why we don’t see any helicopters or jets making runs on the enemy for close-air assistance.

“Let’s go lend a hand!” Warner replied to Ylva, then tipped his wings and bent his body to the side. Instantly, he began diving out of the air toward the largest concentration of soldiers.

It seemed like a perfectly reasonable location to start.

Pulling up just before he struck the ground, Warner extended his wings and landed perfectly.

With Warin’s memories and experience, Warner had gained a great deal of control over his ability to fly. The improvements hadn’t been only limited to combat for Warner.

Holding his hand out to the right, he summoned his power into the form of a sword. It was the most comfortable to him.

Once he got in and amongst the enemies, he could pick up a rifle and start taking shots at others as well.

Warner charged forward toward the enemy forces.

Directly in front of him appeared War. As if she’d been there the entire time and had only just now deigned to show herself. There was a wide, skittering smile across her face as Warner came ever closer.

A shining sword appeared in her hand and came down in a blazing arc. It was clearly aimed for Warner’s shoulder. If it connected it would likely remove his head and right shoulder from his torso entirely. 

From the moment she’d flashed into existence, Warner had been trying to halt his forward charge. Up to this point, he’d been trying to do so without an extreme measure.

He no longer had the luxury of even a fraction of time.

Stomping his right foot down at an angle, Warner started to skid across the grass. Still moving toward War, but no longer in an uncontrolled way.

Bringing his weapon around in a counter-slash aimed at War’s sword, Warner had no idea what would happen. Her power was likely greater than his own, but that didn’t mean his combat ability was less than hers.

Though it was likely, given that she was the incarnation of War.

The two weapons came together in a clash of steel that had an odd muffled tone to it. As if someone were playing it from a speaker that was underpowered.

War and Warner were both knocked backward from one another, each of their swords being pushed away from the point of contact. Warner had to take a number of stutter steps to keep himself from falling over from the force of the impact. While War only had to take two steps back, her sword looked a great deal worse for wear.

Smoke was rising from it and there was a large, visible notch taken out of the blade.

“Ahahaha! Oooooh, sweetheart, that was wonderful. I wish—”

Before War could finish speaking, Ylva was on her. A golden spear flashing toward the incarnation.

War didn’t even look at Ylva as her sword intersected the spear point. Catching it head-on, she then twisted her blade around, parrying the thrust off to one side.

Ylva didn’t appear to be phased by that, however, and looked like she’d expected it. Her feet were firmly planted and all War accomplished was batting the spear off to the side. There was no further action she could take.

“Now, now,” War said in a hiss, slowly turning her head toward Ylva. “You didn’t have to be so rude. I was clearly talking to my beloved partner, you know. I set this entirely up for him and you being here is somewhat spoiling it for us.

“How are we supposed to fight then fuck on our battlefield with you here? I should just eliminate you first.”

“You’re welcome to try,” Ylva said, her spear point aimed directly toward War once again.

Warner hadn’t been idle during this period either, moving around to the other side of War. Putting her between himself and Ylva.

War took notice of that, looking to Warner, then Ylva, and back to Warner.

“Honey, if you wanted to have a three-way with me and another woman, all you had to do was ask,” purred War, her tongue tip running over her upper lip. It reminded him how eerily she looked like a mish-mash between Aelia, Daria, and Bodil. “I’m yours to please and use. If you win. If I win, we can do a six-way. You and all your women can take a turn on me. I can handle you all.”

Gritting his teeth, Warner shook his head and positioned himself so that he could thrust forward. He needed to be swift and precise, if he had the opportunity.

Incarnation or not, putting a sword through her heart would kill her.

Warner decided to take that moment to launch an attack. She was looking right at him. Keeping her attention on him would give Ylva a chance to run her through.

Stepping forward, he extended his arm out in a straight line. Pushing his weapon forward in a lightning flash of power in front of himself.

War brushed it off with her own weapon as if it were nothing. In the next instant, Ylva’s spear punched out from War’s abdomen. Coated in blood and dripping gore, her intestines were coiled around the weapon. 

Grinning, War spun around. The weapon was jerked free from Ylva’s hands and the butt of it came around toward Warner.

It missed him by a few inches though War now faced Ylva. Her sword came down in a wicked slash. It was as if the spear that was sticking out of her meant nothing at all.

Ylva wasn’t fast enough in her attempt to scramble backward and away from War. Her head and torso were out of reach, but War’s sword flashed from a slash to a stab.

The weapon pierced down through Ylva’s thigh and out the other side, sending the Valkyrja down to the grass.

War kicked out as she went down, though her foot was aimed at her own weapon. Breaking the blade off at the midpoint, she left it stuck in the other woman.

Turning back to Warner, who had taken this opportunity to jump forward with another slash, she neatly deflected his attack with the remains of her sword.

He didn’t hesitate and continued to slash, swipe, and lunge at her with his sword.

Except, even with little more than a few inches and a hilt, she still managed to fend him off.

Reaching down with her free hand, War jerked the spear the rest of the way through abdomen even as she kept Warner’s blade away.

“Damn, I wanted you to stir my guts up, but not like this,” complained War, stuffing her intestines back into the hole the spear had made even as she fought Warner to a standstill. Holding the spear in her left hand, War looked to be in the middle of a thought even as she fought with Warner.

Damnit, she’s not even trying, is she? She sacrificed a bit of herself to eliminate Ylva from the fight, then focus on me. This is going poorly.

“Now I think that you’re going to have to—”

There was a flash of a man running into view, followed by War being punched in the face.

Standing in the place where War had been was Seville.

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.

A man who fought for the opposing side in the war between the Originator and the Silent One.

“Got you, you fucking rotten bitch,” said Seville with more than a little pleasure.

Looking around, Warner didn’t see the Elf who had accompanied Seville previously. Nor was the silver chain at his waist that’d been connected to said Elf.

“Hey, Seville,” Warner said, moving over to stand near Seville. Looking out to where War had gone, he could see her body splayed out on the ground over fifty feet away.

“Warner,” replied Seville, glancing over at him. “Boss is busy with over-shit, so we don’t have to fight today. Next time we meet though, probably going to have to.”

“I get that,” Warner muttered, holding his sword up toward War. “You serve the Silent One after all and… and I guess I serve the Architect and the Originator.”

“Meh, it’s not like I have a choice. Kinda stuck, ya know?” Seville asked in a casual way, watching War.

“I do know. There is more injustice around Miles Campbell than around you… Steven Brill. I see you for who you are,” remarked Warner.

Standing so close to the man, there was no way Warner couldn’t see the depth of his wrong doing. Even those wrongs that seemed to have been committed in a different world entirely. As if Seville, and his true name of Steven Brill, was from an entirely different universe.

“I… stop,” croaked out Seville. “I’m not him anymore. I’m… I’m not—”

“I think she would sing for you,” Warner said, his ability and power rapidly unfolding all the secrets that Seville held. “If only to force you to come back to her.”

“Leave,” Seville got out in a groaned whisper. “Leave, before I’m forced to fight you. Go. Now. I’ll take care of War. I can’t beat her, but she can’t beat me either. You’re no match for her. Not right now at least.”

War was getting to her feet now. She looked as if she were a little dazed, but unharmed. Even the wound in her stomach appeared to be completely healed.

There was nothing left behind to indicate her having her entrails pulled clean out.

Warner didn’t argue with Seville. He had another reason for escaping at the moment.

Spinning on his heel, Warner marched off to Ylva.

She was knelt down on one knee, the blade that War had stuck in her had been removed from her leg. The wound looked quite terrible and she seemed to be bleeding a great deal.

Scooping her up in his arms, he held her close, then started to flap his wings. Rapidly carrying her up and away.

“We should stay and fight,” hissed Ylva, her hands clutching onto Warner’s clothes even as they flew away.

“It’s a fight we were never meant to be a part of,” countered Warner. “War is too much for you and I. Even together. Those soldiers down there will do their duty to their utmost and War didn’t seem personally interested in them. We’ll retreat for now and plan our next move.”

Ylva said nothing to that and instead hung onto him.




***




Warner pulled the car into the garage, hit the button to close it, then let out a long sigh.

The drive home had been insane to say the least.

Cars were fleeing in every direction. Going away from the city, going to the city, getting out of the way for emergency vehicles.

On top of that, there was a general sense that the world was coming apart at the seams. There would be no way to step back from how far the world had gone to anarchy without a lot of bloodshed.

“It’s… a madhouse,” said Ylva from the passenger seat. She was leaning back in her chair and doing her best to do nothing.

They’d managed to stop the bleeding with the first-aid kit that was in every car they used, but they hadn’t sewn the wound shut yet. Which would need to be done, considering the depth and severity of the wound.

The only luck they had at all was that the sword had gone through in such a way that it lined up with the muscles of her leg. Otherwise, there’d be a lot of near permanent damage.

Damage that they couldn’t repair without many years of her body working to regenerate it.

What was wrong with her now would eventually repair itself within several months.

“I mean, it seems like she’s getting exactly what she wanted,” Warner said, staring at the redhead next to him. Daria, Dayine, and Inger, were all out at the moment. They’d been converging on where Warner had been going. Now they were all on their way back here. 

Warner and Ylva were the first ones home.

“Yes. As this whole thing unfolds I imagine a great many countries won’t want to listen to the truth,” said Ylva. “They’ll take this as an opportunity to simply declare war. To justify taking what they want based on what happened.”

“If they survive,” murmured Warner. While the news was spotty at best at the moment, there were reports that several nations had already fallen. Nations without large standing armies and troops standing around at the ready. Or so they’d heard on the radio together. “I mean… apparently, most of the United Kingdom’s government has no backing at all to stand on. Their military was wiped out almost entirely. There’s nothing between them and the invaders. Let alone their citizens.

“War went a bit overkill on them. It wasn’t as if their standing army was really that large. Trained, great technology, and ready, but not high in number.”

Warner had been initially confused by the fact that the attackers had completely eliminated the military but did nothing to the government. Then he realized that if War’s troops won, the war would be over.

“Greece and Spain as well,” Ylva said with a shake of her head. “It’s hard to believe but… after seeing what we did, it isn’t that surprising.”

A slow exhale preceded Warner nodding his head. Then he opened the car door and got out.

Moving over to Ylva’s side, he opened her door and reached in.

Scooping her up once more, he bumped the door shut with his hip and carried the woman into his home. Without a thought, Warner was heading straight for his living room.

He half-expected Ylva to make a comment about carrying her over the threshold, yet no remark came. In fact, she said nothing at all when he set her down on the couch.

Instead, she closed her eyes, laid her head against the arm of the couch, and grunted.

“Problem?” Warner asked.

“I wasn’t supposed to get my ass kicked by War,” complained Ylva. “I was supposed to show off how I’m just as good as Laurel. That I’m her equal in combat and make you curious and interested in me. Now, I’m just a casualty that’ll get in the way. One who needs to have someone sew her leg together.”

Warner smirked at that and then gently patted Ylva on the head, smoothing her head back with several passes of his fingers.

“Well, I can guarantee you I think no less of you. War was… very frightening,” Warner confessed. He knew she was strong, knew it from Warin’s memories.

Except the memory of her holding him at bay with nothing but a hilt and an inch or two of steel was terrifying. She’d looked bored with him in a way.

“We can’t play her game,” Ylva said and opened her eyes. Her pupils were glowing gold at the moment. It was obvious she was dipping into the power he’d given her. “We must find a way to battle her on our own terms. On whatever home field advantage we have.

“Going to where a battle was being fought was foolish on our part. We should have known better. Like a fish trying to fight a bird in the air. Foolish.”

Now that she’d said it, he couldn’t deny it. It’d been rather slow-witted of him to rush off to fight in a battle that War had clearly instigated.

“Yeah, yeah, you’re right,” admitted Warner.

Ylva nodded her head, then reached up and grabbed the front of his shirt.

“By the way, thank you for engaging her as ferociously as you did,” whispered the Valkyrja. “You prevented her from simply turning around and finishing me. You kept her as busy as you possibly could and away from me. For that, you have more than just my loyalty.”

In the silence that followed Ylva’s words, there came the sound of a key turning in the lock of his front door.

The gold color slowly bled away and her eyes returned to normal. At the same time, she released his hold on him and gave him a warm smile.

Then she pointed to the recliner nearby.

Taking the hint, Warner sat himself down just as the door opened.

In came Inger and Dayine, the two of them immediately looking for Warner and finding him.

It was obvious to him that Dayine managed to somehow fight down the response she’d shown each time she laid eyes on him. Her wings remained right where they should be on her back.

“Daria here, yet?” asked Dayine.

“Nope, just us,” Warner replied.

“Let’s wait for her then,” Inger said and came over to sit down on the love seat. “By the way, Warner, I picked out some great outfits for Maya and me. I also got you some nice new shirts. You have so few polo’s that don’t look overly-worn.

“I’d love to show you everything later, if you have the time. Well, have the time and you don’t mind looking.”

Inger looked quite pleased with herself.

“Sure, why not,” Warner said. “While we wait, which of you has the steadier hand? Ylva needs some repair work that I honestly am not very good at.”

Dayine flopped down onto the love seat next to Inger and began glaring at Warner. Apparently, she was mad at him for existing again.

Right. Gonna be a long wait.

Even if it’s only five minutes.

“I’ll do it,” offered Inger. “I think my wound-dressing isn’t that bad and certainly better than grumpy pants there.”





Eleven




Warner’s phone started to ring in his pocket.

Looking away from where Inger was busily sewing up Ylva’s leg, he leaned to one side. Jerking out the phone from his pocket, he glanced at the screen.

It was a number he didn’t know, which meant it was more than likely one of the burner phones.

Tapping the button, he put it to his ear.

“Hello?” he asked.

Just because he thought it was one of their burners didn’t mean it was.

“Ah! Warner!” said War in a clear voice. “I’m so glad you picked up. Tarja said you would pick up fairly quickly but I honestly didn’t believe her.”

Warner froze, staring at the wall opposite to him. His mind had locked into blankness and refused to process anything.

“Warner? My dear? My partner? My chosen and fated foe? Are you there?” asked War, sounding confused and concerned.

“I… yeah, I’m here. War… what’d you do?” asked Warner in a cold and flat voice.

“Oh, nothing really. I just happened to catch Tarja on her way to you and… kept her,” said War with a deranged giggle. “I figured it’d be the perfect way to make sure you played with me.

“You ran away earlier and left me with that shit-bag Seville. I can’t have you doing that, you know. How are we supposed to fulfill our union if you run away? We’ve been fated for all eternity! We must complete our parts, you know?”

Inga, Ylva, and Dayine were all staring at Warner now. They hadn’t missed the part where he’d said her name.

“In fact, just to make sure you didn’t run away again, I’m here! Knock-knock!” declared War, followed by someone knocking at his front door.

Warner shot up out of his seat, his phone still to his ear.

Dropping it down to his side, he pressed it into his hip.

“She took Daria, she’s here, don’t… attack her. We need to talk to her for the time being,” Warner said urgently. All three women nodded their heads.

Warner hung up his phone, then dropped it onto the coffee table. Doing his best to stuff his fear into a dark quiet hole, he mechanically forced himself over to the door.

Opening it, he found War standing there in the entryway. Her clothes were hanging off of her in little better than shreds. In fact, he could quite clearly see her left breast.

“I know, I’m sorry,” War said, lifting her hands up in a ‘sorry’ type of gesture. “I didn’t have a chance to change after Seville. I wouldn’t have been able to pin Tarja down otherwise. She’s a tricky, slippery thing, ya know?

“Besides, I don’t mind you looking. We’re destined for one another, you know. I look forward to feeling your hands on me.”

Keeping his teeth tightly locked together, Warner didn’t respond. Instead, he stepped to the side and gestured into his home. There was nothing he could do to stop War.

If she wanted to flatten his house, she could flatten it. At the moment, he was completely at her whim.

So far, he was lucky that she seemed to have a strange, broken fascination with him. If she’d had a disposition to see him dead, there’d be no chance for him.

“Oh! Thank you, sweetie,” War said and entered. She paused to lean into him and kiss him briefly. It left a strange aftertaste on his lips that he couldn’t shake.

A sharp, peppery, metallic taste. It tickled the back of his memory, but he couldn’t place it.

War entered his home without another word, heading straight into the living room.

“Dayine! It’s so nice to see you,” War said in a strange and bubbly tone. “I figured you might be around since Ylva showed up. Even you’re here, Inger.

“Does that mean you’ve all thrown in with Warner? If so, that’s pretty amazing. Amazing yet unsurprising. He is Warner after all.”

Having shut the door, Warner rejoined everyone in the living room. 

Dayine was breathing hard, her eyes wide, staring at War with hatred and fear in equal measure. As if she wanted to leap across the room and strangle the woman to death.

Though she was afraid to do so, fearing that she’d likely be beaten as quickly as it started.

Not that Warner could blame her.

War had manhandled him in a way that left his confidence quite shaken.

“Betrayer,” hissed Dayine when no one said anything in response to War. “First Betrayer. She who cast us into darkness!”

“Well, it’s not like I can deny that,” said War, putting one hand on a hip and then pushing the other side out. She snapped the fingers of her free hand and brought it across in front of herself. “And darn it, if that just doesn’t have a ring to it.

“Though it wasn’t really darkness. I just made sure that the war would go on. And can ya blame me? I’m War! I live and breathe war!

“How could I pass up the single biggest confrontation this universe would ever see? It’d be ridiculous. Imagine you getting your one chance at your greatest glory and… not doing it. I couldn’t pass that up. And if you think you could have done it in my position, then you’ve never really experienced temptation.”

War took on an annoyed and frustrated expression and shook her head. Then she rolled her eyes and sighed.

“Anyway, I’m here for Warner, not any of you,” said War and waved her hand at the other women. Turning in place, she looked at Warner and gave him a broad smile. “Let’s talk! We need to figure out how to have our war now that I have Tarja.”

Warner realized his time was now up.

While War had been chatting with the others, he’d been wracking his brain, trying to figure out a solution. To put together some type of answer to what’d just happened and give him a way to beat War.

Because if he was being honest with himself, without Daria, he was severely lacking in his ability to plan.

His darling Fruitloop was the mastermind behind a lot of their plans and actions. Working masterfully behind the scenes to bring everything to the right end. She worked tirelessly to give them their “happy ending” and those rewards.

The only answer he came up with—that he knew he would pursue without worrying about the future if Daria wasn’t there—was to give up. There was no way for him to beat War by going to war with her.

He needed to remove himself from that line of thinking. To eliminate the possibility of defeat from the options he was given.

“No,” said Warner with a shake of his head.

War blinked, her extremely attractive features playing out a mixture of confusion, surprise, and shock.

“No?” she repeated, sounding as if she didn’t know what else to say.

“No. I won’t go to war with you, War. That’s pointless,” Warner said with a shrug of his shoulders. “I know for a fact that Daria would tell me to just leave. To not bother to get into a war with you.

“That’d be like trying to make water less wet by adding more water. It’s an impossible challenge. Like counting to infinity.

“So… she’d tell me to not bother. To pack up my family, surrender to you in this war that never started, then move. To escape from you in whatever way I can. Even if it means leaving the plane entirely.

“I have enough abilities that I could escape from you. Hide somewhere in a pocket plane that you’d never be able to find. Then I’d just live with the rest of my family and let the world play itself out.”

War stood there, looking more like a statue than an actual person. Her eyes were locked on his face and unmoving.

“So… I guess that’s that,” Warner said with a shrug of his shoulders. “You win, yay. Congratulations.

“Would you mind leaving? We need to plan a funeral for Daria and then get to fleeing. Hope your war works out for you.”

“No!” War said, her face finally changing expression. She looked angry now. Very angry. As if her face was a thundercloud gathering itself and getting ready to let out a lightning strike.

“Yes,” said Warner in a very calm voice. “Why would I ever go to war with War directly? That’s just asinine. Not to mention, you took the person who planned out most of our strategies.

“You want me to go to war without even the most important person in our group. That’s just asking me to lose. So rather than do all that, I’ll just surrender and leave.”

“I won’t let you leave,” growled War.

“Fine. Just gets us to the end quicker I guess than fighting you,” Warner said with a shake of his head. “Anyway. Can you hurry up? This is pointless.”

In a flash, War was in his face, her hand pressed to his throat.

“See?” said Warner, who then let out a sigh. “Pointless. Get it over with then.”

Glaring at him from only a few feet away, War looked like she was actually insane with rage. Like her head might pop any moment now and obscenities would stream out.

War suddenly blinked and the anger was gone.

In that instant, her hand loosened on his neck and fell down at her side.

“You’re right,” she said with a strange smile curling her lips. “You’re… right. Forcing you to go to war with me, by taking your master of tactics no less, just pushes you into the same ending. There really is no helping it, is there?

“Going to war with War is pointless. There’s nothing you could actually do to me at my current power level.”

Shaking her head, she looked rather forlorn. As if she wasn’t sure how to proceed or what to do. Because her plans for Warner were pointless.

This was the most dangerous moment for him, in truth.

If she decided that he didn’t matter, she could just as easily kill him as let him go. In fact, he was most certain that she would probably kill him out of hand, along with Daria, rather than letting them go.

“I guess I just need to end it then and—”

“I mean, not in the way you’re thinking it,” said Warner, interrupting her. He knew this was likely his best chance to push what he wanted to do, while keeping his friends and family among the living. War was insane, and from what she was just saying, it really was likely that she’d just kill him out of hand. “I could probably go to war with you, but not in a traditional sense of the word. Not up against you directly like the way you were thinking.”

“What?” asked War, her eyes crinkling. Mirth once again returned to her face and she looked interested again.

“I can’t fight you directly, War. You’re too strong!” Warner said and then forced out a laugh. He reached up and patted her cheek in an overly-familiar way. “Not to mention, who would want to damage such a lovely face?

“I’m afraid I’m not in a position where I could fight you like that. Sorry. It’s just not possible.

“But… but I think I could fight you indirectly. Slowly knock you off your power base until you were at a level where I could fight you directly.

“To go to war with your powers, first, then to war with you, after I’d brought you down. A defeat in detail, as it were. After all, should I not eliminate my own possibility of defeat before I engage you?”

War’s nostrils flared and her smile became a full-fledged grin. Then she leaned in close to him, her hands resting on his shoulders.

“I like it. I like it a lot!” she said in a low sultry voice. “Mmm. I like it so much. I can’t believe I’m going to let you do this, but… you’re right. Why would you ever go to war with me as I am now? You wouldn’t!

“All I’ve done is force you into a position that there could never be a war. One that ends as soon as I notice you and attack.”

“Exactly, so to get what you want, a war with me, one where you could lose, I have to be able to fight you indirectly,” explained Warner. He knew that trying to normally reason with War would have been pointless. It was more likely that she wouldn’t understand than it was to succeed.

Instead, he was working to reason with her toward her goal and objective, even if the argument would make no sense to a rational person.

“After all, to fight you evenly, you amazingly, sexy, strong woman, you,” Warner said and reached up to grasp her chin. He shook it gently back and forth as he held onto it and grinned at her. “I have to knock you down quite a bit first. How else am I going to call you Daria while pushing your face down in the bed from behind, hm?”

“Oooh, yes,” said War, who was practically hanging off him now. “I like that.”

“You should, you filthy monster,” hissed Warner with disgust on his face. “You reek so badly of injustice. You’re my true arch-nemesis. Everything about you is absolutely wretched.

“Other than your looks and that body, War. I mean, wow. You should send me some photos later if you don’t mind.”

War was gazing at him with wide eyes and pin-prick pupils.

At some point, War had clearly gone insane. She wasn’t a normal person or incarnation. She was quite literally at war with herself, it seemed.

Wanting to lose and be defeated while facing a great enemy.

“I’m disgusting, aren’t I?” she asked in a cute voice.

“So vile that you make me want to throw up in your face,” Warner said, squeezing quite hard on her jaw now. To the point that he was probably close to breaking it if she was a Human. “I’m going to have to spend years making you repent before I even dare to think of sending you to the Judge or you’ll never get out.

“And if I want to win, I need to redeem your sick and twisted self, don’t I, War? Or at least, enough so that when you’re judged, there’s a chance you could work off your debt in time.”

Groaning in pain, War’s eyes rolled up into her head, her entire body starting to tremble and twitch. She looked like she was on the verge of either breaking mentally, orgasming, or attacking him.

Not wanting to push this too far, Warner let go of her jaw then moved her back two steps  to arm’s length.

“Yes,” moaned War, looking a lot like she was drunk at the moment. Her eyes fell back on him and she moved around a bit as if the world was spinning. Taking little steps and trying to get her balance. “Exactly. You have to… have to beat me black and blue. Treat me like your worst enemy that you have no pity for.

“Truly defile, beat, and humiliate me. Your arch-nemesis and your ultimate rival. My victory is your war with me and its end, yours is to redeem me. We can both win.”

“Great,” said Warner with a nod of his head. “Then give me back Daria, get out of my home you disgusting piece of filth that needs to be put down, and prepare to watch your empire crumble around you.

“Just remember, nothing direct against me. Otherwise, there’s no point in this. Okay?”

“Yes,” mumbled War, nodding her head quickly. “Nothing direct. Go home, release Daria, send you photos, and watch as you begin your war against me.”

“Exactly. Now go, or I’ll compliment you on your looks and how lovely you are again,” Warner said with a dismissive hand wave. “Or I’ll talk about what I think your ultimate plan is and how incredible you must have been to think about it.”

Wincing, War changed in a flash. Her eyes hardening, her face turning away from him, and her entire demeanor becoming stiff and rigid.

She simply winked out of existence. Vanishing from where she stood as if she’d never been there.

“What… what the fuck?” Dayine asked from behind him. “How in the shit did that work?”

“She’s crazy,” Ylva muttered.

“Exactly. She’s crazy,” agreed Warner, turning to the other women. “Trying to reason with her in a normal way… wasn’t going to work.

“What she wants is literally for me to fight her. To go after her. Except she couldn’t see it as anything other than a one on one fight.

“I just changed the way she needs to approach her goal. She clearly doesn’t care how it’s achieved as long as it happens.”

“That’s why you refused to do what she wanted at all,” Inger offered. “Telling her you wouldn’t go to war with her for any reason except under the circumstances you permitted.”

“Yeah. More or less,” said Warner with a shrug of his shoulders. “Honestly, I only had the idea of it. I hadn’t planned any of that out. It all came to me as I went. It was all just… winging it.”

“Well, it seemed more like—”

Before Ylva could finish speaking there was a small flash of light and Daria appeared. She stood near the coffee table and faced Warner.

She looked none the worse for wear and seemed to be as confused about suddenly being in the living room as everyone else was. Unsure, she lifted up a hand and waved at Warner.

Then froze in place for a second before she blinked several times.

“Oh, I see,” Daria said then grinned at Warner, nodding his head. “Very well done! That’s amazing.

“Though… when she sends you those nudes in a little bit… compliment her on her body, but call her terrible things, too. Otherwise, she’ll get too torn and I’m not sure what she’ll do. Sometimes she kills you, sometimes she… uh… demands sex from you and you end up saying yes, because saying no would turn violent.”

Warner raised his eyebrows, then rushed Daria.

As soon as he got his arms around her, he tried his best to crush her with a hug. He held her tightly and pressed her against him.





Twelve




“Oh, hello,” Daria said in a wheeze as Warner continued to hug her. “I can see you were rather worried. Looking backward, I can see a few hints and glimpses at what might have come to pass.

“I’m very grateful, Warner. Seems I owe you my life yet again. Thank you, I’m not sure what I could have done in your situation if the roles were reversed.”

Daria then pressed her face into Warner’s neck and just let herself be held by him.

“We did what we must,” Warner said in a rough voice. “And in the end, I guess War got what she wanted. A war with War, just likely not in the way she’s expecting.”

“Mm. Exactly,” Daria said, hanging onto him now. “I like your idea. From what I can see, it has the best chances for success we could have ever expected.”

“You didn’t say what those odds are,” Ylva said.

“No, you decidedly left that part out, Seidhr,” agreed Inger.

“There’s no point in that,” said Dayine before Daria could respond. She sounded frustrated thought determined. “We know the odds are against us. What’s the point in discussing them? We can tell ourselves placating half-truths or whatever else we like, but that’s just how it is.

“When the truth offends, we lie. So let’s just say the odds aren’t with us, and move forward. Warner already bought us our best chance. Daria said so herself. The end.”

Warner was still hanging onto Daria. His hands were hard pressed on her back and shoulders. He’d truly thought he’d lost her in this. That he wouldn’t be able to retrieve her or see her again.

He honestly hadn’t considered how much he was dependent on her anymore. How much her very presence was part of his life and world.

“Alright, uh… so… I’m just a dumb brute,” Dayine said in the silence that followed her previous words. “How are we fighting War? Cause it sounds like you two get it but the rest of us are still in the dark.”

Warner once again noticed that Dayine sounded incredibly frustrated. Frustrated and perhaps even sulky. Like something was bothering her on a personal level now.

A sudden thought blasted through his mind and he realized what it was.

She was envious and hurt at the same time. He was holding onto Daria for dear life and it was causing Dayine distress.

I can show my dear Tarja my affection later.

Disentangling himself from Daria, Warner gently moved her over to the couch and sat her down. No sooner than her bottom hit the cushion, then Warner turned to Dayine directly.

“It’s actually going to be rather strange,” confessed Warner. “Simple to explain, extremely difficult to pull off and execute.”

“Uh huh. You’re not saying anything new. You’re just… it’s… you’re just flirtin’ around and pawing at me without doing anything. You just wanna get to it already? Foreplay sucks, ya know.” Dayine said in a low voice. She didn’t sound hurt anymore, though clearly still frustrated.

“Right, sorry, got it,” Warner said and nodded his head. “War is the embodiment of war. Going to war with War only strengthens her. We know that.

“On top of that, the whole world is at war. With itself and others all at the same time. There’s really no way to say it otherwise, it’s just the way it is.”

“Alright, that makes sense, I’m following,” Ylva said, shifting around on the couch.

“We’ll go to war with her. Just like she wanted. But not directly. Not head to head,” said Warner. “That’d just be the end of us. She’s… War. She’s overpowered.

“What we’ll do is go to war with her ability to make war. She doesn’t need resources or food. She doesn’t need bullets or guns. All she really needs… is war.”

“Oh!” Inger said and then let out a slow breath. “I get it.”

“Well I don’t. Care to just go in for the kiss already?” Dayine grumbled.

She’s using that turn of phrase on purpose. Is that her hinting at the fact that she wants me to make a move on her?

That might be the right answer, even if this feels like the worst possible timing.

Is this the moment that I go for it to throw Dayine that far off balance and secure her in my sphere of influence? Because I can be honest, I need her.

I need Dayine with me for this to work.

Glancing at Daria, he caught her nodding her head fractionally. As if agreeing to a question that might have been asked of her.

“Sure, but later, when we’re alone,” Warner said with a shake of his head. “I’d rather not let our first kiss be a show for other people. You’re okay with that, right?”

Dayine’s eyes were rounded now. Staring at him with equal parts anger, dislike, and desire. He was reminded of the fact that someone told him that Dayine wasn’t Human. That her psyche was far more animalistic at times.

“Unless you want it to be a show for others?” asked Warner. “I guess we could do that right now, it’s just weird. Promise me you won’t turn into an exhibitionist?”

Warner went to stand in front of Dayine and then started to lean down toward her. He angled his face straight toward hers.

Dayine froze up for a second before her wings shot out to either side. She turned her face up toward him and looked at him in a strange way. Her entire body angled toward him, as if wanting this right now more than anything else.

Just as suddenly, she jerked her head to one side, grabbed Warner by the back of the head with one hand, and held him back from herself.

“Not…not right now. Later,” she said in a soft voice. “Get to… get to the point.”

Standing up, he caught Daria, Ylva, and Inger, all grinning ear to ear. It was obvious that this was more or less expected by them.

“We go for War’s ability to make war. That means active wars,” Warner explained as he stood up. Dayine’s hand fell away from him but landed on his side. Right atop his waist. He ignored it as if nothing were amiss. “We go for those nations actively at war. War with other countries, wars with ideals, wars with companies.”

“Like… the war on drugs?” asked Ylva.

“That’s a very good example,” Warner agreed, looking to the redhead. “Or the civil war in the Middle East. Or the ever ongoing conflicts in that area. It’s time to shut all that down. Bring it all to a close.”

“I get it,” mumbled Dayine, her hand not having let go of him. Her fingers curled into his clothes now. “That makes sense. We… we should also go for the Judge’s war. If we can get her to give up her war on the Silent One, that’d be big, right?”

“Exactly,” Warner said, laying his hand atop Dayine’s. He wormed his fingers into hers and then splayed them apart. Interlocking his fingers to hers and holding her hand. “We target all these ‘wars’ and eliminate them. One by one. Her power set is entirely dependent on those ongoing wars. Literal or figurative. If we can eliminate them, bring them to peace, we attack her power. Once a lot of that is over, we can simply end our own war and claim victory. To go to war with War, while never having gone up against her head to head.”

“I like it,” Daria offered, nodding her head quickly. “I like it a lot. It’s a great way to really attack her power base and string her along while doing it. She gets the war she wanted, all the while we’re bringing her to a point where we can tackle her directly if we need to.

“It really is our best chance. The best odds for us. There isn’t another situation or plan that we come up with that works out as often by a factor of thirty to one. Fighting her directly just isn’t an option.”

“Uhm, but it’s still possible to win by fighting her directly?” Inger asked. “How… does that happen? How does that work?”

“Warner starts bedding War,” Daria said with a shrug of her shoulders. “She has a strange affection for him. If he goes after her as a person, trying to romance her, there’s a chance that she simply joins him. Us, I guess.

“Except she’s very much a loose cannon. There’s quite a few times where Warner beds her and she just turns around and goes insane. Killing him, then us, then herself.

“That and Warner is very much not attracted to her. Even if he gets her to join us she doesn’t really… get any better. She remains exactly who and what she is, which makes Warner feel rather miserable.”

“Yeah, no,” Dayine said, squeezing Warner’s hand tightly. “Operation Gigolo is a no-go. I’d rather go the route we were just talking about. I’ve had enough of her. More than enough of her.

“My entire life is fucked up because—whatever, never mind. I don’t care enough to talk about that. But no… no on Operation Gigolo.”

“Agreed,” Inger and Ylva said at the same time.

“Alright,” Warner said and then let out a rough breath. “Then our first stop is the one we’re most likely to be able to talk down from this. Aunt Eugenia.

“From there… she might be able to put pressure on other people and we can keep moving from there.”

“After her, I think you should talk to Mark,” Daria suggested.

“That was my thought as well,” Ylva added. “He would be able to direct us or give us the inside track on how to stop all the ‘wars’ here.”

That one doesn’t sound like a great deal of fun.

Nor do I think Mark could really help us solve it but… it would be good to talk to him. Let him know about what’s happening. Give him a heads up of sorts.

“Alright, first… Aunt Eugenia,” Warner said.




***




Warner felt rather odd. He’d been hoping to talk to Aunt Eugenia face to face, but that wasn’t going to happen. After attempting to get ahold of most of his aunts, and his Uncle Sam, he’d finally gotten someone to pick up.

Auntie Erv had been the only person to actually answer his call.

Apparently, there were a great deal of “problems” on other planes at the moment. She’d advised him to not leave the plane he was on for any reason. There was, quite literally, the possibility of being on a plane as it collapsed into nothing, which would convert him to nothing as well.

Not even to Warin’s plane. Even the fortress was facing the same possible calamity.

His phone started to ring suddenly in his hand, forcing him to look down to it.

Aunt Eugenia was calling him.

Flicking the accept button, he put it to his ear.

“Hey Auntie, thanks for making time for me,” Warner said right off the bat. He was thankful, and he knew he’d be asking her for a considerable favor in this.

“I… of course, Mitch,” Eugenia said on the other line. It sounded like she’d immediately gone from uptight to relaxed in a single breath. “Erv said it was important, so I managed to carve out some time for you.”

“Well, I’m glad you did. I have news from the Architect,” Warner said. He’d decided to subvert the truth a bit, but to incorporate most of the truth as well.

“You have—you have news? From the Architect? How?” demanded Eugenia, her tone changing once again.

“He made me. Along with the Originator. Made me for this time and place,” said Warner. “I was made specifically to be here if Warin failed. If Warin went rogue.

“My purpose was for that and he left information for me. I also… also regained all my memories of him and the Originator. Of the room where they made everything. Their couch. The chairs. The TV. I remember your own chair, Aunt Eugenia.

“I was there after you had all been put into the world, though, and we didn’t stay. It was more part of a tour that Ryker was giving me.”

“No. That’s not, no. No. Do… really?” Eugenia asked, sounding more and more confused.

“Yeah… and I spoke with him. Not long ago,” continued Warner. “He… pulled me out of the world. To somewhere else. Told me the truth about this world. About what’s really going on.

“And… actually, before I continue, is Uncle Sam around?”

“He pulled you out of the world!?” asked Eugenia.

“Yeah, but, is Uncle Sam there? I’m going to use him as proof for this,” Warner tried again.

“Yeah, he’s here, yeah,” Eugenia said and then sighed. It sounded like she wanted to talk more about him leaving the world. “Husband, Mitch is on the phone. He said he wants to use you as proof, do you mind giving me a minute?”

There was a response Warner couldn’t hear.

“Thanks, dear,” Eugenia said. There was a tapping noise and then the noise coming from the other end of the line changed. “You’re on speaker phone, hon.”

“Thanks, Auntie. By the way, how are you? You doing alright?” asked Warner.

“I’m just fine, hon. Thank you for asking. We’ll need to do a family get-together soon. Now that Maya knows the truth, it’ll be a lot easier to see you more often,” Eugenia said with genuine warmth. “Ah, he’s here now.”

“Heya, Mitch,” said Uncle Sam.

“Hey, Uncle Sam. So, I spoke with the Architect. Ryker,” Warner started. “He said you found something you weren’t ever supposed to find. A button that was never meant to be pressed that would ‘fix everything’. That you did the right thing and left it alone so that everything could continue to fall apart. Is that right?”

There was a deathly silence in response. Not even the sound of breathing. Just stillness.

“Husband?” Eugenia prompted.

“He told me,” continued Warner when Sam didn’t respond. “He told me the truth of the world. He said it would soon be time for it to all come to an end and that he and the Originator were just waiting.

“That the… goal… was almost done here. He told me all of it.”

“Did he?” Sam murmured, then grunted. “Yes. That’s true. I did exactly what you said. I confirm that. And I’ve never told anyone about it. Ever. Not in any way.

“The only one who would know is myself and the Architect and he wasn’t actually sure which way I would go. So… yes, I suppose… yeah, you’ve clearly spoken to the Architect.”

“Great. Then this is simple,” Warner said and hesitated for a moment. “We need to stop fighting the Silent One. We need to end the war with him. Not immediately, but soon.

“When I give you the word, you need to declare that the war is over and that hostilities are over. Until then, just declare a cease-fire and start getting everyone ready. We need to build up everything possible and get ready for the final advance.”

“You want us to… surrender?” Eugenia asked in an incredulous tone.

“No, I want you to declare that the war is over. But not yet, just a cease-fire for now,” said Warner. “When the Originator arrives, he’ll declare a new war. For now, we need to pull back, reorganize, and prepare ourselves.”

There was no immediate response on the phone. Warner waited. He knew it was going to be a lot to process but this was his chance to make this work. He was leveraging what he’d learned from Ryker to the best of his ability.

“I guess that lines up with what Alex has told us from the start,” complained Eugenia. “I just… I just didn’t want to believe him, I guess. Ugh. That’s not going to be a plate of crow I want to eat. At all.”

Sam only laughed at that and then coughed once, as if someone had jammed an elbow into his side.

“Fine, I’ll take care of that, Mitch,” said Eugenia.

“Great. One of the reasons we’re doing this, by the way, is to hurt War,” explained Warner. “The fewer wars that are ongoing, the less power she’ll have. We’ll need to be able to eliminate her just as the Originator and the Architect return. We can’t let her run around. She’ll get far too powerful, otherwise.”

“I… hadn’t considered that. Yes, that makes a lot more sense now. Yes,” said Eugenia in a trailing voice. Her words were shrinking in volume as if she were thinking about what he’d just said.

“Great, then I’m going to see what other wars I can end. Can you talk to Miles for me and bring him into the fold?” asked Warner. He didn’t want to be around Miles if he didn’t have to. Not for any reason.

“Hm? Oh, no. I can’t,” Eugenia said in an almost offhand way. “I haven’t been able to get a hold of him for a while. He fell off the grid and went dark. Not sure why. He’ll resurface again at some point. He always does.”

“Alright, then I’d ask if you can put pressure on whoever you can to end whatever hostilities they can,” requested Warner. “Anything that could be considered a ‘war’ is something we need to end. I’m going to reach out to Gus’ friend, Mark, and see what I can learn from him. Then… then, I think I’m going to need to go on the news. Yellow Eyes is going to have to make some proclamations. Any support you can give me in that would be greatly appreciated.”

“We can do that,” Sam said. “Alright, we have to go, but it was good to hear your voice, Mitch. We’ll have to meet up soon. Anna keeps asking about seeing you and having a family vacation together. You’re one of the few people she gives a crap about, you know.”

“I do know. Believe me, I do know,” said Warner with a smirk. He remembered a wide-eyed and somewhat terrifying little girl who only ever wanted to be near Alex. Warner had long held suspicions that Anna wasn’t what she claimed to be. “See you later then. Be safe. We’re almost out of this, according to Ryker.”

“Yeah, you too,” said Sam, followed by the click of the line going dead.

One down. Quite a few more to go.

But hey… it’s working.

Warner let his phone drop from his ear and looked at the screen. Flicking it open, he immediately froze.

War was laid out nude in all her beautiful glory on the screen. He’d forgotten to close the text program after telling her she had an amazing body and a personality like a steaming turd.

She’d responded by sending a great many more nude photos.

Closing his eyes, Warner winced and looked away.

This was a strange battle he was in.





Thirteen




Warner couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing.

Looking at the streets below, he could see that it was actual chaos down there. Though, at the very least, it was managed chaos.

There were many soldiers everywhere. All of them were armed and they didn’t hesitate to point weapons at anyone who approached.

Kitted out completely for full deployment, they wore armor, carried rifles, and had communication equipment, in addition to having mechanized support.

Atop several buildings that he could see as he went by, Warner saw people setting up antennae. They were also setting up a wide array of electronics, as well as putting together what looked like prefab building materials.

A lot of these soldiers noticed him. Many of them would watch the sky as he flew by overhead, only to ignore him after looking away again.

They were either aware of who he was and didn’t regard him as a threat, or they were too busy with their own endeavors. Warner really wasn’t quite sure which one it was, but he was sure he didn’t want to deal with them.

It would likely only cause him more problems that would end up taking more time to solve. Time that he didn’t have right now.

“Doesn’t really match what was on the news!” shouted Dayine from his right side. “It’s obvious they were told what to say now!”

“Indeed!” responded Inger from his other side. “It would seem whoever is in charge is no longer letting the media report freely!”

Definitely.

Likely whoever is in charge of all these soldiers, too.

They’re not working for the government at the very least. No arm patches. No visible insignia at all.

They don’t feel Human, either. Distinctly a Para species, though exactly what I can’t tell.

This is all so confusing.

“They’re Cambion!” Inger shouted as they kept flying. Their destination was the Fed building where Mark was located. He wasn’t responding to phone calls or text messages. That meant Warner had to track him down in person.

Cambion?

What the hell is a Cambion?

Whatever.

Warner dismissed the thoughts as the Fed building came into view.

On the top of it were a number of the same soldiers he’d seen elsewhere. These, however, looked like they were holding the roof as a strong point and resource dump.

Or so Warner guessed from the large helicopter offloading crates and boxes.

Quite a few of the soldiers were setting up some type of defensive point at the door that led into the building. More than a couple had their weapons drawn and pointed at the doorway itself.

“The roof looks better than the street!” Dayine stated, causing Warner to blink and then look down at the bottom of the building.

A bunker had been set up in front of the doors to the Fed. It was manned with machine guns and was nearly completely enclosed.

The forces behind the guns weren’t wearing the same uniforms as those that Warner had been seeing everywhere else. These uniforms looked a lot like a foreign army. They even had shoulder patches and rank insignia there.

Spread out in the buildings around the bunker were the soldiers Warner had actually been expecting. Hiding behind corners, taking cover behind vehicles, and even on the buildings nearby looking down.

There were bodies laid out in the area between the bunker and elsewhere on both sides. Some were still moving as if only wounded but unable to clear the area.

Warner felt something different now, however.

From those in the foreign uniforms, Warner felt a great deal of injustice coming from them. Even at this distance, he could feel the wrongness of them. The injustice that they’d wrought on others and were even now participating in.

This was an unjust fight that they were engaged in. An unprovoked battle that they’d launched without warning, without mercy, and they had spared no one.

“The street!” Warner said as the golden power of Retribution rose up inside him. Vengeance and Redemption were ready to be used and support Retribution, but weren’t pushing to the front.

This wasn’t their area to work in.

Flinging his hand out to the side, Warner summoned his power to his hand. A flaming sword appeared and trailed out behind him. Even as he pulled in his wings and began to angle downward toward the bunker, he could feel the power of Retribution growing.

Flooding out of him and molding itself into a slanted plane, it formed a barrier between himself and the bunker. It also covered Dayine and Inger as well.

When the bunker opened fire on them, spraying them liberally with machine gun rounds, they all struck the golden glow and slid off. Not a single round would reach Warner or his companions.

Even as hundreds of rounds bounced, slid off, and deformed against that golden wall, Warner and his two companions closed.

“They all deserve righteous cleansing!” shouted Warner as he grasped hold of Retribution completely. “Spare them not and give them their ends!”

To his left, Inger blazed with a golden light as bright as his own. Dayine, on his right, grew just as bright, though in her azure hue that was unique to her. Unmistakably to his eyes though, was that there were now golden streaks moving through her aura as well.

Warner didn’t even stop as he reached the bunker. Aiming for the faceless soldier manning that gun emplacement, Warner simply flew right into them.

Or more accurately, through them.

The speed and power of his flight had broken the soldier in half at the waist. Tearing him into two separate pieces. One half screamed as it hit the ground and began to flop about, and the other fell backward from the waist down and moved no more.

Slamming into the ground afterward, Warner bounced and then slapped into a wall.

Getting his feet under himself in a flash, he raised his sword and simply went for whoever was closest to him. A soldier with a handgun pointed his weapon in Warner’s direction.

The gun began to fire, the rounds splattering against Warner’s power and doing nothing at all.

Swinging upward from the side, Warner caught the man at the elbow. Severing it from the man’s body at that point, the hand and handgun tumbled to the ground.

The soldier had a moment to scream into their mask before Warner lashed out with his sword again. Their cry was silenced immediately as the tip of his sword exploded through their face and out the back of their skull.

Whipping the sword out through the side of their skull, Warner turned and looked for another opponent.

Inger was in mid-swing after beheading someone and Dayine was a step beyond her, backing several soldiers up into a corner. All three of them were unwilling to face her directly.

Beyond that, Warner could see the field of fire the bunker had held. Cambion soldiers were now rushing toward them since the machine gun had been made silent.

From them all, Warner felt nothing that would cause his sense of justice to shift to positive or negative. They were neutral or only very slightly to one side or the other of the scales.

Which was rather strange if they were soldiers, or so Warner felt.

Before he could actually decide how to handle them, they rushed into the hole Warner had made. Clambering over everything, they more or less ignored him, Inger, and Dayine.

Though they were quick to pounce on the soldiers Dayine had cornered.

“Will you be going into the building, Yellow Eyes?” asked one of the soldiers. Warner could see it was a woman who had red glowing eyes behind her face mask.

“I must,” Warner said, letting his golden sword sink down to his side.

“We’ll hold the roof and the door,” said the woman. “Please let those inside know that they should remain inside for the time being. We’re still working to maintain order.”

Warner didn’t reply to that, but he didn’t disagree with their wish. It would probably be best for those inside to remain inside. The streets were clearly perilous at the moment.

Glancing at Dayine and Inger, he saw they would go with whatever he said. They were looking to him for direction.

Turning, Warner headed to the back of the bunker. It was practically built on top of the doors that led into the Fed building. To exit the bunker, he entered the building.

Standing in the entryway, he saw a small enclosure facing into the building. On the other side were desks, tables, chairs, and corpses. Everything had been stacked up into an impromptu barrier.

They were holding this position while attacking the Fed building. Is that it?

“Looks like it was some type of breach attack,” Inger said from his left. “Though I don’t see anyone from either side. Did… the battle move?”

Moving forward once again, Warner began to take a path through the war-torn entry and over the barricade. As soon as he got to the other side, he could see that Inger was right. There were corpses of what appeared to be Fed agents laid out here and there. Interspersed throughout were the corpses of the soldiers in foreign colors.

“The agents at least made a good showing of themselves,” Dayine muttered as she joined Warner on the other side.

Nodding his head, Warner moved ahead again only to stop once he reached the elevator bay.

Ahead, just before the bay, was yet another checkpoint. This one was set up facing the elevators and the hallway that led to the stairs. It was obvious they were keeping anyone from coming down or leaving, but they also couldn’t go up.

Dayine and Inger leapt into action before Warner could process a response to what was laid before him. They dove into the enemy ranks and began slaughtering them while their attention was on their duties.

It was over in seconds, the soldiers laid low in pools of their own blood.

With a sniff, Warner walked over to the hall that led to the stairs.

Looking through the doorway, he realized that there were probably Fed agents in the stairwell or above. Holding out against enemies trying to push in.

Standing there at the door, he cleared his thoughts quickly.

“Hello, the stairwell,” Warner called through the doorway. “This is Yellow Eyes, we’ve cleared the entry and elevator bay of hostiles. The front of the building is also now clear and… held… by Cambion.

“Is Mark up there? Could I speak with him?”

“Mark?” called back an unfamiliar voice.

“Director Mark Ehrich,” Warner yelled. “Again, my name is Yellow Eyes, and I’ve been working in conjunction with him.”

“One minute,” yelled the other person. They sounded considerably less tense and if anything relieved.

Well, now we just wait.




***




“Uhm,” Dayine intellectually said while they stood at the doorway.

“Uhm indeed,” replied Warner. He wasn’t really looking at anything, but straining to hear anything he could from inside the stairwell.

“That is… err… weren’t… you going to kiss me?” asked Dayine after finding the words she wanted.

Stunned, Warner turned to look at her. She was staring at him resolutely as if she wasn’t kidding. Her words were actually quite serious.

“You… can’t be serious,” Warner said after several seconds passed.

“I mean… we’re alone, kinda running on some adrenaline right now but starting to dip, nothing else to do,” Dayine reasoned aloud. The logic sounded somewhat wrong to Warner but he could imagine how she thought it was correct.

She didn’t adhere to Human standards, after all. This might be perfectly within the realm of what “makes sense” to her.

“I’m here?” said Inger in what sounded more like a question.

“Yeah, but you’d just turn around if I asked,” Dayine said, giving Inger an odd look. As if what she’d said didn’t even need to be questioned.

“Oh, yeah, that makes sense,” murmured Inger with a nod of her head. Then she promptly turned her back to Warner and Dayine, looking back toward the elevator bay.

The soldiers who secured the bunker didn’t come into the building, but were just outside the doors, now actively manning the machine gun emplacement.

Apparently, the winged ones line up more closely than I thought. I’m the odd one out I guess.

This just doesn’t feel like the right time at all, though.

“I mean, I guess I could take care of that now,” said Warner in an unsure tone. “It just feels like the wrong place, wrong time.”

“I promise I don’t care, it’ll be fine,” she assured him with an odd laugh and a hand gesture. “So… how about you just do what you said you would?”

Warner thought about that for several seconds, then realized there wasn’t a reason not to. With a mental shrug, he decided to go with it and then started to move closer to Dayine.

“Yellow Eyes? Is that actually you?” called a voice from inside the stairwell.

Snapping out of his thoughts and halting mid-lean toward Dayine, Warner then straightened up.

“Mark?” asked Warner, his thoughts about kissing vanishing in a flash. Turning away from the Angel, Warner went up to the doorframe. “Is that you?”

“Sure shit is. I take it you’re the one who came and rescued us?” Mark asked, his voice getting closer. “Does that make me a princess and you a white knight?”

“NO!” shouted Dayine with a voice that sounded like it was about to boil over with rage. “No, it doesn’t. It makes you the damned villain!”

The next second, Mark came through the door. He was wearing a ballistic vest that had Fed written in capital letters across the front of it. At his hip was a holster with a handgun in it. Additionally to that, he had an entire harness that had multiple magazines, grenades, and other things hanging from it.

Held in front of himself looked to be a shortened combat rifle.

I think… he was active duty at one point, wasn’t he? I think Gus mentioned it. He and Mark served together.

“Well, I dunno about the villain,” Mark said with a wide shit-eating grin. “But if I have three Angels coming to my rescue every time I have an issue, just call me Princess and find me a damn tiara that’ll fit.

“Cause I’ll be honest, it was looking a bit problematic for us there. The mercs couldn’t get past the machine gun and we couldn’t get down. It was all fucked without much of an option.”

“They’re mercenaries?” Inger asked, causing Mark’s head to turn so he could look at her.

“Yeah. They’re… well… someone I know runs them. Kinda a friend of the family at this point, I guess you could say,” Mark said with a chuckle. Then he glanced backward toward the stairwell, then back to Warner.

Mark reached into a pocket of his vest with his left hand and Warner felt a subtle wave of magic roll over them. It felt almost like some type of sphere.

“There, now we can talk freely,” Mark said, pulling his hand back out of his pocket. Whatever he had in there could stop the travel of sound. “It’s your uncle’s mercenary company. Incubus-Succubus, Inc. They’re all Cambion, all women. Tough as fucking nails, too.

“I’ve had the pleasure of working with some of them lately. Very reliable and totally worth whatever their cost is. Your Aunt Jezebel owns it. Decima is the commanding officer and runs it with Irene, Stacia, and Caer. Nasty fucking think tank right there.”

“Oh,” Warner said in an almost idiotic way. He knew his aunts had some type of security business, he just never knew it was a mercenary company. A lot of things suddenly made more sense as well.

“That’s why they just watched us,” Dayine said in a growl. It was obvious she was still mad at Mark for interrupting her would-be kiss. “They all saw us flying by, didn’t even bother to lift a weapon towards us. Just watched us go by as if it were the most natural thing in the world.”

“Yeah, no, can’t imagine they’d ever even point a weapon at your group,” Mark said with a laugh. “Decima would fucking cook their ovaries in a chowder and then serve it back to them if they did. I brought you up in passing once to her and she went full doting aunt in a snap.

“I plan on using that little get-out-of-jail free card whenever I fuck up. Never knew there was an off switch for her, but whatever. If it works, it works.”

Warner couldn’t help but grin at that. He could see Auntie Decima getting riled up with Mark. She was always fairly no-nonsense and Mark was almost entirely nonsense.

“So, what’s happening on your end?” Warner asked. “We came to check in and then to tell you what we knew. Because this… all of this… isn’t what you probably think it is at all.”

“You mean beyond a false flag attack?” Mark asked, looking like he wanted to suck on a lemon.

“Exactly,” Inger said.

“Damnit. As if that wasn’t bad enough,” grumbled Mark, then he sighed. “Just… how bad is it?”

“Well… we’re going to be fighting a nasty cunt that’s just as old as I am, which is whatever untold millennia that is, and she gains power the more we fight them so… probably pretty bad,” Dayine said with a shake of her head. “Pretty fucked, yeah.”

“Great,” Mark said, pressing a hand to his brow. Warner expected some type of comment, but Mark said nothing more.

Which meant his own side of things was pretty bad as well, Warner imagined.

Right now, nothing seemed to be going his way.





Fourteen




Letting out an explosive breath, Mark let go of the rifle in his hands and let it hang on its strap. Pressing his hands to his face, he slowly leaned backward until his back pressed to the wall.

“You’re… telling me that we’re going up against the incarnation of War itself,” he said through his hands. His voice sounded strained and lacking in strength.

“Yes,” said Warner. They’d spent only a few minutes giving Mark a complete rundown since he hadn’t asked any questions. He’d just stared at them without emotion and nearly a complete lack of life. “The more wars that are actively ongoing, the more powerful she is. So… so she’s quite literally trying to get the world to go to war with itself. Setting up false flag attacks all over and disrupting as much of the world as possible.”

“Well, she definitely did that,” mumbled Mark. “We were able to repulse the attacks for the most part as a country. We even had a number of people in the right places to get a handle on this fairly quickly.

“On top of that, some of our mutual friends were able to alert me and others to the situation. Warn us that this entire thing was actually just a ploy by the Council. I thought they were all working for the Silent One, but it appears they’re working for War.”

“I’m not so sure,” Inger countered. “I think perhaps the Council did work for the Silent One. At least, partially. Until some point when they split from him and now work directly for War.

“That or they were working for War the entire time and only held a false allegiance to the Silent One. That could equally be possible. It wouldn’t be surprising. War is… she’s a strange creature. One that always seemed torn by her own beliefs and wishes.”

“I… there’s something to that,” said Warner after a pause. When he’d spoken to War, he’d felt something off. Most certainly her personality, but at the same time, a great deal more than that. Everything she did hid much more. “I think in the past, long ago, she had a reason for doing what she did. A reason for why she betrayed the Originator.

“Or at least, she thought she did. Whatever… that doesn’t matter. What that reason might have been is long gone and all that remains is that twisted personality of hers. Her goal was to go to war with me, and anything else that might go with that, didn’t matter.

“She literally will go to war with me, without fighting me, for the sake of going to war with me. I can only think there’s some… underlying reason to that. Some goal that supersedes even her actual thoughts, short-circuiting her logic.”

“That’s a fancy way to say she’s nuts, right?” asked Mark.

“I think what Warner is trying to say is that her original goal still forces its way into her thoughts,” Inger offered. “But it’s completely twisted. In and on itself to the point that the goal will actually be her downfall.”

Warner nodded his head.

He suspected more than that, but he didn’t want to talk about it. He was actually somewhat afraid of the possibility because it directly involved him.

To the point that it might even have included the downfall of Warin.

Unable to stop himself, his mind bubbled with thoughts of War and what she was doing. As well as ultimately what her true design was.

What if this entire thing really is what I suspect? That from her initial betrayal of Runner all the way down to desperately wanting to go to war with me, this was all planned.

What if she had a hand in Baron’s death and Warin’s fall? If she was instrumental to my coming to power as I did because… because I’m not Warin.

Because I’m not just Retribution.

I’m Vengeance and Redemption as well. One aspect of which Warin never had access to.

She could just as easily have worked with Warin and gone to war with him, but she didn’t want to. She wanted to go to war with me.

Me specifically. She believed that I was fated for her.

The only thing different is that I’m also Redemption.

Is… this whole thing some ploy by her? To become as strong as possible, culminating in a war with me, just to… what… fight the Silent One? To battle him at the height of her power?

It’s actually timed pretty well, if you think about it.

She’d be as strong as she could possibly be just at the point that Runner and Ryker come back.

If she loses her war with me, becomes my prisoner, and is redeemed, I would… I would shield her from Runner and Ryker. Even if it meant going against them.

I’d redeem her, as that’s my goal and wish.

If she truly wanted to be redeemed, I’d almost have no choice but to work with her. To seek that end. She even said we could both win and that I’d redeem her.

Damn.

The one time I even hinted at talking to her about all of this, she changed and instantly fled.

I can’t… speak of this aloud though. It would put me at risk.

She’s insane and might believe that me knowing her real plan was a threat to that plan and kill me. You can’t count on insanity to be anything other than chaos.

“—makes sense,” grumbled Mark. “Well, at least for the US, we’re aware it’s all a false flag attack. It’s just a matter of mopping up Council forces and restabilizing.

“They’ve done a number on us, you know. It’s quite a bit worse than you likely think. Far worse.”

“How so?” Warner asked, genuinely curious. He wasn’t sure what he’d missed while in his thoughts, but it didn’t seem like much.

Mark let his hands drop down to his sides and looked at Warner with a small shake of his head. He looked extremely worn.

“They’ve attacked our infrastructure at a level that isn’t just physical,” he said with a forlorn smile. “They’ve hacked into our systems. Power plants, energy grids, water distribution and systems, satellite control and communication, even the massive server hosting sites. It’s all under concerted attack at a cyber level as well as physical. Many states are without power, water, communication, or the ability to contact anyone.

“We were complacent as a country. We didn’t guard ourselves against the threat of someone actually attacking us. Thinking that we were too strong, too superior to everyone, too… much. We believed we were too much for anyone. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if a number of states right now were gearing up for a full on reenactment of their own version of Mad Max.”

“And… the government?” asked Inger. “There’s no way they’d sit around and do nothing, would they?”

“The government,” repeated Mark and then chuckled. “The supreme court is dead. Someone had already been working their way through their ranks before this. The rest of them were killed outright.

“Most of the executive branch was assassinated, other than the president. As for Congress, well, better or worse, they got hit by a tactical nuke while they were in a full session. Even if someone survived that, there’s not going to be much they can do.

“And the worst of it all… the absolute worst… is this is all old news. This is all what I heard before I lost contact with everyone. The only thing I can tell you is we’re fucked from the last I knew. There was even talk that maybe it really was China who attacked us. That the false flag was deliberately set up so that we wouldn’t believe it was them, even if it was them.”

“Right,” Warner said, frowning. War had gone above and beyond in her efforts to bring the world to its knees. If he was going to stop War in her tracks, he’d have to start by bringing everything back together. That meant getting the country to pull back from the brink.

“Mark, I need to make sure that we don’t actually go to war with anyone,” Warner said, meeting the other man’s eyes. “I think I need to go run down the president and whatever remains of the government to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“Probably the best course of action if you’re looking to stop it from going further,” admitted Mark. Then the man made a strange face and looked away from Warner. “I uh… I sent your proxy to get my wife to Sam’s safe house, then back here. Alina didn’t seem to mind and she was getting restless just sitting around here.”

“That’s fine,” Warner said with a wave of his hand. “Use her to secure the state. I’ll… I’ll take care of the rest. It shouldn’t be an issue.”

“Kay. Won’t hear me arguing,” Mark said, then he stood up, moving away from the wall. “I’ll head back up and get everyone together here. See if we can’t start linking up with everyone else through Inc-Suc. They’re only large enough to operate in two or three states at a time, but it gives us a home base to work out of.”

“I’ll just… get moving then,” said Warner. “Going to be a long trip to the capital.”

“Just go outside and see if there are any portal magicians nearby,” Mark said with a flippant gesture of his hand. “Your uncle has more resources than I can even imagine. I bet there’s someone close by that could easily get you to the capital.”

Turning on his heel, Mark went back into the stairwell.

There really wasn’t much else to say. They each had their tasks and jobs.

Warner didn’t wait a moment longer and left as well. He headed right back to the bunker outside and the soldiers within.

An entire squad of them were inside it now and they all looked to be quite ready to defend it.

“Hi,” Warner said, looking around to the large armed and armored mercenaries.

“Sir,” said the closest one in an unmistakably female voice.

“I need… a portal,” said Warner, deciding to just be direct about it. “Is there anyone nearby who could portal me to the White House? I need to make sure we don’t do anything stupid.”

“Sir, there’s a magic team just down the street,” said a second woman, who pointed off to one side. It looked like she was pointing quite literally ‘down the street’ as she’d just mentioned. “They have two people in their number that could easily send you via portal. They’re currently engaged in a firefight, however, and will need to clear that first.”

“I see. We’ll go assist them, and go from there,” Warner said, then exited the bunker. Not waiting to get a response, he simply took to the air and started quickly beating his wings.

If the people he needed were in a fight, then he could easily intervene and provide assistance. In return, they might be all the more willing to provide him with their own assistance.

“Today has been fun!” Dayine shouted from his right. “I love fighting like this! I wish I had been there when you fought War!”

“Ylva didn’t seem to find that particularly fun!” replied Warner, looking down the road to the intersection up ahead.

“I’m stronger than Ylva! I think you and I could have taken War on and won!” Dayine said with confidence.

“If I was there to help, it would have been simple!” added Inger.

To be fair… fighting War directly and bringing all my resources forward could make it work. But would it be worth it?

It honestly felt like War wasn’t going all out on us despite what happened. As if she wasn’t actually trying to kill us as quickly as possible.

If she were ‘in it to win it’ wouldn’t she have been quick to eliminate Ylva? And wouldn’t she be as quick to try and kill Inger or Dayine?

Glancing to his left, Warner found the beautiful Inger flying right beside him. Looking at her, he was reminded of how quickly Maya had bonded with the woman and her with Maya.

The idea of losing Inger, Ylva, Kari, or Laurel, was a very real possibility if they went head to head with War. He could easily lose one of them in such a fight.

Or War could go after his non-combatants like Daria, Bodil, or Aelia. They were all strong in their own regards, but not strong enough to battle War.

Looking ahead again, Warner saw the firefight that’d been mentioned. Except it wasn’t so much a firefight as it was two mages wearing the Inc-Suc uniform fighting a group of enemy spell casters.

Though outnumbered, the two appeared to be holding their own. Separated by ten feet, they moved in unison and were in complete lockstep with the other. Neither were wearing helmets and Warner had a strange feeling of recognition.

As he grew closer, he felt that recognition grow but needed to see their faces to confirm it.

Each of the mages had long hair. One with black hair as the majority and copper tips. The other had red hair with black tips.

Is it… Irene and Caer? No… it couldn’t be.

The mage on the right threw out a dark pulse of magic that felt as if it were a curse. A curse that was made from and part of death itself.

On the left, the other mage lashed out with a whip of bright-purple flames with an ugly, pulsing center.

The curse washed over the group’s shield and clung to it, while the whip of angry flames flicked out and slammed into that same shield several times. After the third strike, one of the group slowly crumpled to the ground. Their body was slowly devoured by growing flames a similar color to the whip.

“That’s well done!” Dayine said as they got closer. “They can’t stop holding the shield or the curse will smother them, and they can’t defend against the whip without letting down the shield!”

“Splendid cooperation!” Inger added.

Yeah… Irene and Caer. Of course, it’s them.

Warner called his power to his palm and drew it back. Congealing it into a hardened rod, he planned his attack to end this battle quickly.

If it really is that simple with the curse just waiting, I just have to collapse the shield.

Warner then began to dive toward the shield, putting on more speed as his wings slid out to help guide his rapid descent.

Reaching the point where he would need to slow down to land near his aunts, which meant it was the fastest point in his arc, Warner hurled his spear of power forward.

Then he snapped out his wings and tried to slow himself to land gently.

The crackling, roaring power of Retribution slammed into the shield and went right through it. The shield burst as if it were little more than a soap bubble reaching the ground.

A mere second after that, the curse that’d been cast descended onto the enemy group. As soon as that black morass of hideous ropes touched anyone, they collapsed in a screaming, bawling heap. As the curse contracted further and further, they curled up on the ground. The magic boiled and burned away anything it touched.

At the exact same time that he landed, both female mages turned and looked at Warner.

Standing up, he met the eyes of one, and then looked at the other, grinning at them both.

He’d already known who they were.

The fact that both of them had enough beauty to bring most men to their knees was second to Warner. They were his aunts. Irene and Caer.

Each one had a dark blue eye, and a light blue eye. Though they were on opposite sides for each woman.

Even though they resembled each other a great deal, they did have different features. It was almost as if they had been made of two different faces but each of them borrowed some aspects of the other.

Sisters through and through.

“Mitch!” they said at the exact same time with blazing smiles for him. Then the two of them converged on him, hugging him between the two of themselves.

“Mitchie!” said Irene. “I can’t believe it!”

“It’s so good to see you, even if it’s a battlefield!” said Caer after Irene finished.

“It’s good to see both of you,” Warner said, unable to help himself. He’d been their babysitter during much of his youth. He remembered that clearly now. Watching over their children in the odd moments when they needed to get away or just had other business.

“Anna is quite cross with you,” Caer said, leaning back to look at him with lowered brows.

“She’s quite upset that you haven’t called her at all, you know,” Irene added, having leaned back in the exact same way.

“It’s a wonder she doesn’t just write him off,” Caer said, looking at Irene.

“You know she’s always had a soft spot for him,” argued Irene, grinning at her sister.

Both women then looked back at Warner, and then their gazes shifted to Dayine and Inger.

“Your wives?” the two asked in unison.

“Yes,” Inger proclaimed before Warner could respond.

“Right now we need your help,” Dayine interjected. “We need to get to the capital. D.C. So we can try and end some of this madness. We’re fighting War. War as in the incarnation. This whole thing is one elaborate plan on her behalf.”

“Eugenia told us about it all,” Caer said with a nod of her head. “But we’re ready.”

“We set up contingencies with Stacia to cover all possibilities. There’s no need to worry,” Irene said, nodding her head as well.

Irene and Caer let go of Warner at the same time and stepped away from him. They each held a hand up toward the other and a portal opened between them.

“To the capital you go,” Irene said with a laugh. “Though remember, no plane hopping. Quite a few planes are literally collapsing. Only the major planes with a great deal of life on them will be able to last.”

“And do remember to call Anna when you get a chance. We can only appease our daughter for so long before she tracks you down,” cautioned Caer. “You know how she gets.”

Warner knew the truth in that.

Nodding his head, he stepped through the portal. He doubted his aunts not at all.

Thankfully, he still had some people he could truly rely on.

He imagined with the world getting as dark as it was, he’d need them.





Fifteen




“The stench of it all is terrible!” shouted Inger as they flew over the capital. The stink of injustice swept across the entire area as if it were a terrible storm blowing through.

“Politicians and backroom deals!” Dayine replied.

The problem was that she actually couldn’t sense what Warner and Inger could, but she was right. There was a lingering, terrible stink to the whole area that reeked of the worst injustices.

Bribery and extortion ran as an overcurrent for everything.

Warner wasn’t sure how long he’d last in a place like this before he’d be overwhelmed. Pushed to the point that he was forced to act against everyone he came across.

At the moment, his task and goal was simple. Get to the president, or acting president, and make sure they understand that a war should not be declared.

That if one was, Warner would be forced to act. To take hold of the situation directly as the country itself would be acting in an unjust way at that point.

“That’s a big shield,” Dayine said over the sound of the wind rushing by them.

Following her gaze, Warner saw the seat of the executive branch of government, the White House.

Surrounding it was a massive, glowing, shifting, squirming shield. One that looked like it was actively being maintained rather than something that’d been set up and left.

Curling his wings, Warner began to push his power out ahead of himself.

He didn’t for a moment believe that they wouldn’t be fired upon by someone. He knew that both Dayine and Inger had constitutions that were of sterner stuff, but he saw no reason to test them. If he could protect them with his power, then he saw no reason not to do so.

Apparently, he need not have worried as no one fired upon him during his approach. Though a considerable number of weapons, both arcane and mundane, were pointed in their direction.

Landing in the middle of the south lawn, Warner, Dayine, and Inger were treated to a mass of people rushing them. With weapons drawn and ready, it was clear that they weren’t quite welcome here.

Warner pulled on his power and shaped it into a dome. One that encircled them and left about three feet of room between them and the shield.

Stopping at the visible boundary of his power, the security agents began to shout instructions at Warner. All at the same time.

Which really just came out as a jumble of shouting that quite honestly disoriented Warner for several seconds.

Holding his hand up, Warner stood there, unmoving.

Waiting.

He wasn’t going to respond to anything they said, and it was not only because he wasn’t trying to antagonize them. In truth, he really only wanted for them to quiet down and give him a chance to speak with someone.

While he was in a rush, he wasn’t in so much of a rush that he couldn’t spare the time to not alienate these agents. They were, of course, only doing their job.

Dayine lifted her hands and put them over her ears. She wasn’t going to look stoic or show her ability to weather the shouting without discomfort.

Apparently, that was a better physical indicator than Warner’s raised hand, as people actually began to stop shouting. One by one, those who surrounded them trailed off until only a few people were actively giving commands.

Eventually, even they stopped after no one bothered to move or respond.

“Are you quite done with your attempt to shatter my hearing?” asked Warner in a calm voice.

Dayine apparently noticed that the shouting was over as well and let her hands fall away from her ears.

“You need to leave—”

“This is a restricted—”

“Immediately dis—”

“Be silent!” shouted Warner while dipping into his power, speaking right over the chorus of voices that attempted to make demands upon him. “I will not tolerate this again! This is unbecoming at this point!

“As agents of justice, you should all know that I am not here to harm anyone! If I were, I would have already long since done so!”

Warner’s voice boomed and held a thrumming power as it went outward. Some people visibly shook when it touched them. Like a sapling in a high wind, they bowed under the strength of his words.

“Now, I must speak with the president about the current conditions of the country,” said Warner without power. “If you could please relay my intent to the president, it would be appreciated. I’m afraid I cannot take no for an answer, however, so please make sure that they understand it isn’t a request.

“I’ll now begin walking forward slowly toward the White House. You should have more than enough time to relay my statement. If they’re busy in a meeting, or on the phone with another head of state, then I can wait, though not long.”

After finishing his statement, Warner waited for a count of five. It would be more than enough time for them to decide how they wanted to handle the situation.

More than that and they’d start questioning things, less than that and they’d probably just open fire on him.

With a nod of his head, Warner started his walk forward. The dome of power surrounding himself, Dayine, and Inger, followed along. Moving with them.

It also acted as a wedge, pushing those who didn’t move from his path out of his way. Thankfully, it wasn’t violent in moving people.

It was just unstoppable.

All around him were agents, pressing in close to the dome and some even trying to push through it. More than one person who clearly had paranormal abilities attempted to open a way through the shield.

Only to fail as soon as they made contact with it.

Much as War was indomitable in her element, so was Warner as Retribution.

He was acting as his incarnation at the moment and was fully immersed in his power while standing in a festering cesspit of injustice.

Even the shield that surrounded the White House simply passed over his own powers. It was unable to stop him from breaching straight through it.

“The light of justice will shine brightest when clothed in darkness,” said Warner as he marched inexorably toward the White House.

“I hate it when you sound like that dickhead,” grumbled Dayine. “Could you not do that? Like… at all? Just be yourself.”

“I don’t mind it either way,” Inger countered. “Then again, I never had a problem with that one. I left him alone, he left me alone.”

“How could I have ever done that? He had my thing,” hissed Dayine. “It’s not like he would have returned it if I’d asked.”

Not really the time or place for this conversation but… whatever.

“He might have, if you’d approached it as if it were unjust and unworthy of him,” replied Warner. “He was a complicated and very torn man. Very much so. I begin to think all the incarnations of systems or beliefs are inherently prone to losing themselves. Where their persona is more than just a mask.”

“Doesn’t that mean you’re gonna go crazy, too?” Dayine asked.

“Let’s hope not. If so, feel free to curb me before it happens,” said Warner.

Without pause, or allowing any to stand in his way, Warner began ascending a stairway that led to a balcony. Off to the left, someone opened a door for him and stood at its side.

The invitation was clear and obvious.

His meeting request was granted and he would now be guided along.

Entering the White House, Warner found himself in what looked like a sitting room.

Once again, someone opened a door for him that led out into a hall.

Wordlessly, this continued on. Someone led Warner from that hall to another by opening another door. This continued into yet another hall, where someone was finally waiting for him and actually made eye contact.

“Hello, welcome to the White House. The president will be happy to meet with you in the oval office,” said the young official. He wore a black suit and looked like he could have been one of the agents outside. With sharp, clean-cut, brown hair and dark-brown eyes, his overall appearance was nondescript.

Nodding his head, Warner said nothing at all. He didn’t feel like he could add anything useful to the conversation.

In seconds, Warner was led down a long colonnade that turned once before he was brought to a door that was once more opened for him.

Stepping through it, Warner found himself in the iconic oval office itself. It was exactly as he’d seen it in photographs and news stories. Though the floor, drapes, and some of the decorations looked different.

Glancing around the room, Warner found it had only two occupants.

Two men, who both looked to be past their fifties.

One looked like a Werewolf from what Warner could tell, while the other was a normal Human under a thick glamour.

The Were was six foot in his Human form with dark-brown hair. A pair of glasses covered his eyes and gave them an almost hazy look, making it hard for Warner to discern their color.

“My name is… well… my name is Bjomolf,” said the man and got to his feet. “The public knows me as President Shackleford. I understand you wanted to speak with me?”

Warner stared at the man.

Truly stared at him.

At this moment, Warner finally understood how deep War’s plan really went. This man had sold his nation out to the Council. He was a traitor in the simplest of ways.

A double agent for another organization that worked for their benefit.

All for money.

Taking a moment to think, Warner drew in a breath and let it out.

This was a surprise. He hadn’t actually expected the Council to have infiltrated all the way to the top ranks. That they were, in fact, already in a position to make this whole thing go off with an earth-shattering kaboom.

They could just as easily declare nuclear war and really send this whole planet to the shitter.

Turning his head, Warner looked at the second man.

This was undoubtedly the vice president, Christopher Tatowicz.

Behind the glamour, the man appeared to be in his thirties with light-brown hair and an unapologetic comb-over. His eyes were green-turquoise in color and his well-trimmed beard already had slips of gray in it.

Fortunately, the vice president didn’t seem to have any allegiance to the Council. While he did have the stink one would expect of a politician, it didn’t seem to be as terrible as Warner suspected it would be.

Flicking his hand out, Warner encased the president in his power, then made a fist.

With a wet squishing, crunching, and popping noise, the president ceased to exist. What took his place was a golden basketball that held his remains under extreme pressure.

“The president worked for the Council,” Warner said simply, holding the vice president’s gaze. “You’re now the president, Mr. Tatowicz. Do you accept this responsibility, or should I… help you retire as well?”

“I… uh… I can perform my duties as president,” said the man with a nod of his head. He sounded sure of himself, if a little afraid. Not that Warner could really blame the man.

“Wonderful. For your information… this really is a false flag attack,” explained Warner. “This is all at the behest of the Council. If you don’t know what that is, then you’ve got a lot of problems with the intelligence agencies. Too long, didn’t read, they’re an organization of what you could probably call terrorists. They’re mostly Boogiemen.

“Now… with that said, the harder part. You must not declare war on anyone. In fact, I want you to initiate a policy of semi-isolationism. Withdraw from any ‘war’ we’re a part of. Declare peace with all factions and state that we’re now focused on rebuilding.

“Beyond that, declare the war on drugs, war on homelessness, war on terror, war on anything, in fact, over as well. Anything that could be classified or titled as a war, needs to stop. If Congress gives you problems, tell them I’ll visit them and make sure the problem no longer exists.

“I’m not here to play nice, I’m here to save our country, then the world. Do you have any questions for me?”

“I… ah… no. I’m okay. I think I understand,” said the now president with a rapid nod of his head. “What… do I say about the president?”

“He was killed by me after I confronted him with the truth of his actions. That he was a traitor to the nation and had sold us out to the Council,” Warner said with conviction. “Put the blame of his death completely on me. I don’t mind shouldering that, as it’s the truth. I took his life as it was an unjust one. One that could not be redeemed.”

“I can do that,” said Tatowicz. “Okay. I’ll… start on that immediately. Not a problem.”

“Wonderful,” Warner said and then looked back to the door where he’d entered.

He needed to make sure people saw him leave with the president’s remains.

Exiting the oval office by the same way he came in, Warner found there were a small number of people waiting. A number of them looked like security officers, though others looked like they just worked for the administration.

“I killed the president,” declared Warner, making eye contact with multiple people, shifting his eyes from person to person as he spoke. “He was a traitor to the nation and had sold us out to the Council. The Council is an organization we must resist. We’re not at war with them, but we must make sure they cannot continue with their invasion of our way of life.

“President Tatowicz will be taking over. Goodbye.”

Moving out from the colonnade, Warner leapt off and began taking to the sky, Inger and Dayine following him. He needed to find a remote location and then make a calling.

Spotting the Washington Monument, Warner realized that’d be a perfect spot to halt for a moment. To make a display of himself while he handled his business and made sure the world was watching.

Flying that way, Warner released the remains of the president. The pulped body exited violently from the sphere where it’d been held under pressure.

He’d been aiming for a clump of bushes and was glad to see that his accuracy was on target. The bloody goop vanished into the brush.

Warner focused on the monument while also pulling on his power. Calling on it and drawing upon it. Forcing more and more of it into his being and around himself.

Soon the air around him began to glitter, sparkle, and hum with power.

“It-it almost burns! It feels lovely!” said Inger in an odd tone. It was somewhere between a moan and a cry.

Glancing at her, he saw that her eyes were quite nearly like search lights. Blazing with light as it poured forth from her and filled the air around her.

In calling my power to myself, it apparently calls it to them as well. This is perfect. They’ll all know I’m about to do something. They’ll be able to know this isn’t just a mistake or an accidental command.

With a whump, Warner landed atop the Washington Monument. Holding on to the top of it with one hand, he braced his feet on its slanted top. If he were a normal Human, he imagined this wouldn’t be possible at all.

“I, the Host Lord of the Valkyrja, call upon you all! Your Lord calls upon your bindings to me! The Valkyrja must hear me and obey my call!” declared Warner, speaking upward as if he were addressing the clouds.

Through his power came a shuddering response.

An excited vibration in response to his words.

They all heard him.

“Host Lord!” squealed Inger, who suddenly slammed into the Washington Monument and clung to it, and him. “Command me!”

Meeting her eyes, Warner held her gaze. It was obvious that in binding themselves to him, they became more than simple soldiers. They were outlets for his power and commands.

He could see quite easily how others could be turned into puppets in such a situation.

“Return to the United States. Break into teams of two and begin to quell the uprising,” commanded Warner. “Do not declare war on anything, but work to reestablish a normalized government. Just as it was before this situation occurred.

“Do not allow yourselves to fall in battle, either. Use all of your powers to preserve yourselves over others. While they are just as irreplaceable as you are, I value you more highly than others. I therefore empower you to call upon Retribution, Redemption, or Vengeance as you need fit to ensure your survival.

“Once you have cleared a state, report in with me in person at home. There is no time to delay, act upon my orders now. Only Inger, Ylva, Kari, and Laurel are exempt from this command. Go.”

As soon as he spoke her name, Inger practically slumped against the monument having been released from the extreme binding he had been placing on everyone else.

“Well, that looked fun in a way,” Dayine said with a laugh. “Though I think Inger needs to change her panties. I bet they all do.

“You’re not supposed to call on them like that, you jerk. Might as well have stuck your hand up their ass to make the demand. She looks like a scolded puppy. Ha.”

“Do not force me to name you in a similar way just so you can experience what you’re laughing about,” Warner said, looking away from Inger and to Dayine. He didn’t quite like the way she’d finished by laughing at them. He might have been heavy-handed with them, but he needed them to do what he asked. He had no room for leniency. “I know that I can. That I could say your name thrice and so you would be.

“I did it to Bodil and she became Bodil James the Rune-Mother. Shall I call upon you so that Fate herself looks at you?”

From somewhere deep in his mind, Warner knew Fate was a person. A woman.

It didn’t come from his memories of Warin, but somewhere else. A different source of information.

From deep inside himself. Where Ryker and Runner had personally forged him and put him above nearly all others.

One who spent a lot of time in the company of Luck since Fate and Luck were part of the same portfolio. As one could not be lucky if they were fated.

Warner knew her name and that when he spoke in triplicate, she would heed him.

“You couldn’t even name me a woman,” laughed Dayine with bravado.

Unable to help himself, Warner felt challenged.

“I call upon you Adeena Fateweaver,” declared Warner. The world grew still as his words fell. As if it were starting to take and hold a breath.

“Uh,” Dayine said. “Maybe you—”

“Heed me, Adeena Fateweaver, I have need of you,” Warner said, invoking his domain a second time.

Everything had become absolutely motionless now. The very fabric of reality was now laser focused upon Warner.

It was a palpable thing that he didn’t doubt for a second that Dayine and Inger could feel.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it,” hissed Dayine in a voice that was little better than a whimper. “I’m sorry. I know you can name me. I know I’m fated to you, okay? I know it. I’ve been told. I can feel it. Let it be.

“I’m sorry for teasing her. It was wrong. Just… let it go. There’s no reason to provoke Fate.”

Warner considered speaking the words a third time, but let it go.

There were other things to deal with rather than chastising Dayine for mocking Inger and the others.

“I’m sorry as well,” Warner said after a pause and shook his head. He was feeling headstrong and had let his emotions run away with him. “I didn’t need to push like that. Come on. We need to figure out what to do next. That means getting a hold of Daria.”





Sixteen




“How are we supposed to get in touch with her if all the satellites are toast?” asked Dayine. Her tone held anger and frustration in equal measure. Apparently, admitting that he had a right to name her was more than she’d wanted to admit. “That and you can’t just open a portal back to home. We’d have to go to another plane first and… and everyone has literally told us to not leave the plane. At all.”

“Artifacts would be the most likely answer,” Inger offered smoothly. “Though we could always try opening a plane and taking a peek, too. Not go in, but just peek.”

She’d only needed a minute to recover after he’d given his orders. They were now resting on top of a parking garage and watching the rest of the world around them.

At some point, night had fallen and they were in full evening now.

The city was quite dark without power. Only a few locations looked to still have power. Likely buildings hooked up to some type of emergency or alternate power source.

“Planes. Artifacts. Sounds… well, I don’t get it,” Warner said and then turned away from the view to face Dayine and Inger. With a laugh, he shrugged his shoulders. “What exactly do you mean?”

“There are artifacts that can communicate with others regardless of distance or situation,” Inger replied while smiling at him. “We could just go to the nearest museum and start rifling through it. It’s not like someone could stop us and honestly… I’m fairly certain most of the law enforcement officers of the country are busy.”

“That makes… sense… I guess. Though I’m not really sure that’s the best idea,” Warner said and shook his head. He didn’t like the idea of breaking into a museum. Not at all. “I think I’d almost rather fly back at maximum speed or try a plane, however.”

“Could we just open a plane portal, then open another one from where we were back home? Without ever really leaving this one?” Dayine asked. Pulling her foot back, she kicked at a small piece of broken concrete, sending it tumbling along.

“Can’t hurt,” Warner said and then pushed off from the railing. “Better that than busting into a museum. I honestly can’t see that as being the right thing to do in this situation.

“That and there’s probably a number of pieces in the museum that don’t belong to the museum. At least, not in a real legal sense. I don’t really want to put myself in that kind of situation.”

“Oh, yeah, that’d be a problem,” Dayine said and then laughed. Definitely can’t go to any British museums then. That’d make you crazy.”

“I can only imagine,” Warner said with a smirk. Then he let out a breath.

This was honestly the first time they’d had a moment to themselves other than waiting for Mark. He was starting to feel like they were just always on the run.

Holding his hand up, Warner concentrated on the space in front of him. Pulling at it with his power, he could feel the fabric of the plane start to peel back.

Gently, as if he were unwrapping a present without tearing it, Warner opened a portal to a plane that’d stuck in his mind.

One with a beautiful redhead in it that to this day haunted his dreams.

Warner didn’t need to open the portal very wide to see that this wouldn’t work.

When it was only the size of a quarter, he could already see into it. The plane beyond was a swirling, crackling, screaming mess. Reality was tearing itself to bits there.

Distant mountains that floated in the sky were being pulled into what looked like actual black holes. Much nearer than that, there were green fields filled with monsters.

Monsters fighting monsters that were also randomly being obliterated by random fluctuations in the fabric of the plane. Where it would yawn open into nothing but blackness, envelope monsters, ground, and anything else, and then vanish. The space returned to normal, but the openings had taken everything they’d swallowed with them.

“Well, we’re sure as hell not going to be going in there,” Warner said and let the portal collapse on itself. “Looks like the planes are all going to absolute hell.”

“Yes,” Inger agreed from beside Warner. She’d come over to stand next to him and had peeked in as well. “It would appear the planes are battling one another to try and find land for themselves that won’t collapse. Something of a planar battle royale. I find myself grateful to be on the prime.

“Even if the rest of existence all collapsed into itself, the prime would be the last to fall.”

“Alright, so… if we can’t portal there, and you don’t want to go a’robbing,” Dayine said, holding her hands up in an ‘I don’t know’ gesture. “That leaves flying there, right? Or am I missing something?”

“That… leaves flying,” Warner said and then shook his head. “We’ll waste a lot of time, but it’s the best we can do. If we push it with our power… we might make it before sunrise, right?”

“Maybe,” Inger said with a small shake of her head. “I’m not quite sure. It’s a long way to fly without stopping. Not to mention, there’s not exactly road markers in the sky. Do we even have a compass we could use? There’s no sun out at the moment.”

Grimacing, Warner realized that this was rapidly becoming a bigger and bigger problem. He should have considered the situation more deeply before simply jumping through the portal as he had.

Unexpectedly, Warner’s phone began to vibrate in his pocket.

With a frown, Warner reached in and pulled it out.

It was from a number he didn’t know, though the phone was still indicating he had no service at all. That meant it had to be something like what Inger had mentioned.

An artifact was making this possible.

Daria, maybe?

Tapping the accept button, Warner held the phone up to his ear.

“Hello?” he said.

“Hey… Mitch,” replied Miles on the other end of the line. “I know I’m probably the last person you want to talk to but I need to make this call.”

Warner practically flinched at the sound of Mile’s voice.

Unable to help himself, he looked down to his feet. He couldn’t even bring himself to respond at the moment.

“I thought about what you said. About… the fact that I’m no different than War,” said Miles slowly. “That even Seville is a lesser evil than me. And… and you’re right. I’ve done a great many wrongs in the world.

“I even caused your wife heartache. I killed a member of her family. Which you could say was a member of your family. I didn’t even care enough to investigate the man, I just killed him. Killed him for assisting someone I felt was an enemy who had to be fought without regard for anything.

“But you were right. I’m really no different at all.”

“Uncle and Father both would have told you to do nothing,” murmured Warner. “That this war would eventually come to an end all on its own without help from anyone.”

“I… they did. Yes. Except when War betrayed them, I felt as if whatever they’d planned was no longer valid,” Miles said with some heat in his voice. “I didn’t believe things would work out the way they’d intended. Alex told me things were exactly as planned, now you are and… and… and I realize I was wrong but can’t change that.

“I can’t go backward. It’s just me doing the same damn thing all over again. Making the same mistakes I always do. The same mistakes my brother made.”

Warner didn’t respond. He really didn’t know what to say any more to this man. He wasn’t someone he recognized anymore. The amount of information that he knew about Miles made it impossible to ever go back.

“Well, anyway. I’ve done a lot of thinking on what you said. All I can do is try to start doing the right thing, even if it’s too late,” mumbled Miles. “I don’t expect to be redeemed or forgiven, but that doesn’t change the fact that I can try to fix some stuff.

“To that end, I’m just… trying to do all that I can to help you in whatever you’re doing. Since the world just went to shit, I can kind of guess what’s happening given that War is suddenly really active.

“I’ve gone ahead and sent some things over to your home. War has taken out all the ways we utilize communication in this day and age so… I figured that’d be a good way to start helping you.

“The first batch of items should have arrived a little while ago at your house. Older telephones that have become artifacts. Being involved in situations that go beyond the pale can transform anything. Even a lowly blue rotary phone can become an artifact if, say, it was part of a nuclear meltdown.

“Anyway… that’s my first shipment. I’ll have other things sent over that I think will be helpful in your battle with War. Is… there anything else you need, Mitch?”

Warner was about to tell him that he needed Miles to never speak to him again, but he realized immediately that wasn’t the right answer. The man was clearly trying to reflect on his actions.

Being worthy of redemption or not, he was at least trying. It would be foolish to act against him as he worked.

Redemption, Vengeance, and Retribution had all been lessons that Warner had been forced to learn in a rough way. Things weren’t so easily black and white most of the time.

“Stop your war with the Silent One,” Warner said as his mind came upon an idea. “Declare an end to your war with him. Immediately. Just walk away from it and claim that it’s done. Even if it means you being the loser in your war, please. End it. I can’t speak to why, but I need that.

“After that, try to end any war you can without going to war to do it. Even if it’s a figurative war. I need any and all wars to end.”

Miles said nothing for five or six seconds. He just processed what he’d been told and remained silent.

“I see. I understand. Say no more, I think I already know where you’re going,” said Miles, sounding a little bit surer of himself. “I can do that. Not a problem. I, my organization, and all of my subordinates officially end our war with the Silent One. We’ll pursue no action further, and consider the matter closed. Even if we must be considered the loser.

“Is… that everything, Mitch? Was that enough?”

“Yes, it’ll be fine. Thank you, goodbye,” said Warner, then let the phone drop away from his ear. He didn’t want to hear anymore. He thumbed the disconnect call button and then stood there feeling rather numb.

“Was… that a good call or a bad one?” Inger asked.

“I mean, sounded good to me,” said Dayine with a shrug of her shoulders. It was now apparent to Warner that they both could hear the full conversation. “Kinda surprised to hear someone like the Curator apologize. I mean, I know you’re special, Warner, but that’s… on a different level.”

Warner just shook his head, unable to really say anything at all. He was a ball of twisted emotions at the whole situation. Nothing really felt quite right to him.

While he was glad to have had the conversation with Miles, it didn’t actually change much in the way he felt.

It’s like… a person who I believed was a hero and a great person, turned out to be an orphan-eating, animal-abusing psychopath who was the real villain all along.

Before he could do anything more, his phone started ringing in his hand.

Looking down at it, he saw it still didn’t have service and it was yet again a number he didn’t know. In fact, this one was just a bunch of random letters and numbers.

Warner tapped the button and whipped it up to his ear.

“Tarja?” he asked in a near desperate whisper.

“Indeed, it is I, your precious Fruitloop,” said Daria on the other end of the line. Her voice was light, full of warmth, and slightly teasing. “And before you do or say anything else, count to ten in your head. Look up to the sky above, know you’re not alone, and breathe.”

Warner stared off into the middle distance, thinking about Daria’s words.

A pair of hands pressed to his skin and cradled his face gently. Then tilted his chin upward, directing his gaze up into the dark sky above him. Inger had apparently decided she would help him do what Daria had told him too.

“Thank you, Inger. Dayine, count to ten for him,” said Daria.

“One,” Dayine said with a clear smile in her voice. “Two, three—”

As Dayine counted and Inger held his face tenderly, Warner let his eyes unfocus as he stared into the night.

I’m not alone.

Yes, there are things that are happening I didn’t count on.

Yes, the world is spinning out of control.

Yes, the possibility of dying here and now is incredibly high.

But I’m not alone by any means. I have an entire team of people with me all working for the same goal.

“Eight, nine, ten,” Dayine finished.

Inger patted him gently against the cheek with one hand and released him.

“Now, my dearest Warner, don’t you feel better?” asked Daria as his eyes fell back to earth. His thoughts were far more clear and aligned.

“Yeah, I do. Thank you. Thank you to all three of you,” Warner said and looked at the two women with him.

Dayine gave him a smirk and shrugged her shoulders.

Inger nodded her head while looking rather pleased with herself.

“Now, next steps,” said Daria and then blew out a heavy sigh. “I honestly don’t know. My future sight is extremely limited now. It’s almost as if I don’t have it at all most of the time.

“I imagine Bodil feels the same way, if I could converse with her. It’s all rather problematic. I imagine even Fate herself would have a hard time figuring out what’s going to happen next.

“For us… it’s simple. Keep going to war with War by eliminating war. You’ve already done a good job of it from what I can tell. All the low hanging fruit should probably be done and gone relatively quickly.

“That leaves us with the odd one or just letting things play out. To that end… we should work on reestablishing the power grid first. After that, water services, and infrastructure in general.

“Most information that is being sent out right now is all through radio, so that’ll be something targeted once people have access to power. That said, we need to get on TV and the internet as well. We have to spread our message quickly for it to be effective. That all wars must end immediately. That anything termed as a war, must be stopped.

“That this applies to countries and organizations as well. Once we’ve reestablished order here, we’ll go to other lands to make sure they understand we weren’t asking. That we were telling them. We cannot do this with kid gloves.”

“Right, that… makes sense. I get what you’re saying. Should I go back to the president and make him aware of what we’re going to do?” Warner asked, turning towards the White House again. “If we make sure they know what we’re doing, they can immediately support us once we’re done.”

“That sounds wonderful, my dear,” Daria agreed. “Do me a favor and bring me a souvenir from the gift shop, too. I’d love a copy of the Declaration of Independence, if you don’t mind. Probably something for Maya and Lauren as well. I know Lauren would especially appreciate a gift.

“Not to mention, Aelia would be incredibly grateful for you treating her daughter kindly, you know. I can guarantee her gratitude is worth the time.”

Warner glanced over to Inger only to see the Valkyrja grinning at him with a wrinkled nose. Apparently, she found the conversation amusing.

“I mean, I’d be thankful, too, if it were me,” Dayine said in an offhand way. “Seems normal.”

“Right? I know I would,” Daria said with a laugh. “Anyway, yes. Go back to the White House, make sure they’re onboard. I’ll get you a list of places to visit and eliminate enemy forces. You don’t need to worry about doing anything beyond that, as the workers and government entities responsible will handle it.

“I’ll let you know when it’s time to come home, but it’ll be a few days. Ylva will work on Colorado with Mark and Alina. Laurel and the others will probably be back home in a week. They have to drive up this way since everything else is down.

“And yes, I spoke to them about everything already. They have their own direction and list of things to do. As well as the other Valkyrja. I’ll provide them with target lists and operational directives.”

Warner nodded his head slowly, grinning from ear to ear.

He couldn’t imagine doing any of this without Daria by his side.

“You know, for someone who has no set fate, you really make the world spin at your own pace, my Tarja,” Warner said in a thick voice heavy with emotion. Without her, he’d probably be spinning his wheels for a while yet.

“Don’t I know it, my dear Warner. Don’t I know it. I’ve seen the things you would do if I were to fall, you know. Now… get going. I need to make a few more calls and wait on other calls,” said Daria. “Miles really did send us a number of things we needed. Redeemed he is not, but he at least cares enough to admit his wrongdoing. Bye for now, love.”

The phone clicked as Daria hung up.

Mm. Bye for now indeed. The world burns and waits at the same time.





Seventeen




“Seems a bit much for War to have gone after every damn nuclear power plant,” Dayine said and then slammed her glowing blue sword through the head of the enemy she stood over. Twisting the energy constructed weapon around, she then pulled it free.

The Council soldier twitched for several seconds, then laid still. Their life faded away much like all their comrades who were sprawled out around the three.

Warner was leaning against the security booth outside the entry point. From the moment Daria had given them locations, to finally finishing as the sky started to lighten up, they’d been endlessly killing.

Council soldiers in uniforms that only vaguely tickled at Warner’s memory had been all he’d seen. He couldn’t place any of them, but he also wasn’t a political buff.

Each uniform likely belonged to a nation who was perceived as a high-level threat. One that someone could easily believe had attacked their home country.

“They’re all the right ethnic background to match the uniforms,” Inger said, bent over at the waist and breathing deeply. She’d run out of energy before Warner and Dayine had and hadn’t yet recovered.

“Yeah. Long time in the making,” grumbled Dayine, dismissing her sword. They’d taken to clearing the plants from the inside out, leaving the perimeter as the last thing to deal with.

It went much easier than trying to fight their way in.

“I guess it isn’t that weird that she took all the plants,” said Dayine as she moved over to join Warner and Inger. “No power means no heat. A lot of water treatment facilities and systems need power, too. Blasts out almost all communications.”

“Let’s be thankful she wasn’t looking to end it,” muttered Warner with a shake of his head. “All she had to do was make them all go Chernobyl. Or something like it.

“I can’t imagine we use the same systems, or that it could fail the same way, but I’m sure that War could have made something happen that was similar.”

“Yeah,” Inger said and then stood up, breathing hard. Sweat rolled down her face. She was still wreathed in his power, but he could see through it. See her for herself.

She was beyond spent and needed time to rest.

“Maybe I should send her another text message,” Warner said, looking to the sky above them. “Call her a damned monster, then tell her I really liked her hair or something stupid.”

Dayine laughed at that and drifted over to lean up against the building right next to Warner.

“Probably work on who she is now. She wasn’t always like that you know,” Dayine said, crossing her arms. She was only a foot away from Warner. “Yeah, she was intense even in the past, but not like this. Not… insane. Just intense. Something clearly broke in her head.

“Speaking of giving people things, don’t you owe me a kiss? You never paid up. I’m still waiting. Now seems like a nice opportunity to pay your debt.”

Once again, Warner couldn’t even begin to fathom how this was an appropriate time. There were literally corpses surrounding them. On top of that, Warner was fairly certain he had someone’s brains still stuck in the treads of his boots.

“Good thinking,” Inger said and then turned her back to the two of them.

What?! How!

How is that good thinking? These battle-hardened, bird-brains don’t have any—ugh, whatever.

Warner gave up, turned to Dayine, and then began to lean in toward her.

He didn’t dislike the idea of kissing her, she was quite attractive to him, but it just felt like the wrong place and time. Something that would sour the memory at a later time.

Drifting in, he felt it when her breath came out in a shudder and washed over his face. She was quite literally quivering as she stood there.

Then Warner’s phone rang.

Opening his eyes, he found Dayine an inch away from him with her eyes wide open. She was staring at him as if he’d just told her a joke that began and ended with a fart.

“I could just—”

“Answer… the phone,” growled Dayine, shoving away from the wall and walking over to where Inger stood.

Warner didn’t think she was mad at him, but at the situation. Not that he could blame her. That was quite literally the second time she’d been stopped like that.

Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he tapped it open and then held it to his ear.

“Hello?” he asked. He wasn’t sure who it was since the cell network was still down. His cell was no help for identifying who was calling him.

It could only be Daria or someone else using an artifact in the same way.

“Hello, this is… this is President Tatowicz,” said a voice on the other end of the phone. Warner wasn’t quite sure of that being the truth, but it did sound like the president’s voice to him. He had only heard it briefly however and there was a significant amount of interference in the call. “I’m glad we were able to reach you. We found an artifact just as you advised us to and this is our first test.”

“Great. I assume because you’re calling me you’re ready to record that statement for me?” Warner asked, turning to look at Inger and Dayine. They were having a low volume, heated discussion, filled with hand gestures.

“That’s exactly it. We’re going to use the artifact we have to call every cell at the same time. I imagine a lot of people will be holding onto their phones waiting for word,” confirmed the president. “Though it does seem like we’re starting to get the power grid back under control. It seems your clearing of the plants throughout the nation is moving much faster than anticipated.”

No… that’s the Valkyrja doing their jobs at the same time I am.

I’m sure not everyone has power, there’s a lot of plants to take back. Not to mention that someone who actually knows the plant has to show up and get them running again.

This is a good start but it’s not going to solve or finish anything.

“— ready to go. We’ve already gone ahead and gotten everything prepared, as well as the statement,” confirmed the president. “We’d appreciate it if you could be here when we announce it, then hold a press conference.

“This statement will also be put out over the radio, inserted into whatever television stations are up, as well as the internet once it’s stabilized, and sending text messages once the network is up. Having your input would be beneficial.”

Frowning, Warner looked down to the ground. Three pairs of boots were all he could see. They were all covered in blood.

“No, it’s fine. Whatever you do will be fine,” he said with a shake of his head. He needed to pull back from the government. They needed to handle everything with as little input as he could manage from himself.

The more involved he got, the worse it would all become at a later point.

He’d already done more than enough, probably too much, by executing the president and installing the current one. Warner needed to back off immediately.

“Just… make sure you don’t declare war on anyone, anything, or any opinion. We need to move away from that,” offered Warner. His sense of right and wrong was a bit murky right now given how long he’d been completely submerged in his power. He was feeling worn out mentally and emotionally, if not physically. “I need to separate myself from your administration. I’d likely be too quick to start executing every politician I come across. Selling themselves out to the higher bidder.

“Oil companies, health insurance providers, business tycoons, everyone with their hand in a politician’s pocket. I’m sure I’d leave a bloody trail behind me. Right now, that’s the last thing the government needs considering how many people have already been killed.”

“I… that does seem prudent,” murmured the president.

“Doesn’t it though? Alright. Goodbye, good luck, no wars,” Warner said and then hung up the phone.

“Kinda seems a bit too late to try and do a pull-out maneuver. Already put half a load in it in a way, ya know?” said Dayine with a dark chuckle.

“Maybe so, maybe not,” said Warner with a long sigh. He stuffed his phone back into his pocket and looked at the rising sun. “Right or wrong… whatever… it’s the best I can do for the time being. Leaving it to them is the best course of action now. Leaving the Council sleeper president in place would have been foolish.”

“Agreed,” Inger said, standing with her hands on her hips. She looked sturdier than she had just a few minutes ago, but she was obviously still quite worn out. “Couldn’t have left him there. It would have been asking for trouble. Or borrowing it. Whichever idiom you prefer.”

“I like this idiom,” Dayine said and one of her wings came out to lightly encircle Warner’s shoulders.

“You’re an idiot who doesn’t even know what an idiom is,” said Inger with a laugh.

“Yeah, yeah, let’s laugh at the muscle-head,” said Dayine, her wing slowly tightening around Warner. “This is why I get along with Madison so well, but none of you assholes.

“At least I’m being honest with myself now and my wings don’t go crazy anymore. Glad that finally stopped.”

Warner snorted at the conversation. It really was the furthest removed from what he expected.

Madison got along with everyone. She was far too likable for her own good it seemed.

“Whatever. I’m tired, let’s find a place to catch some sleep,” complained Warner. “I’m sure Daria will call us in the morning when we wake up. She tends to get a better read on me after I’ve been sleeping for a while.”

“I already took care of it,” Dayine said with a wave of a hand. “While you and Inger were clearing out that coal plant. Found some stuff and set up a little camp. It’s maybe an hour from where we are. We can sleep there and be perfectly a-okay without anyone troubling us.”

Huh? I didn’t even realize she’d slipped away. Where exactly did she— 

Warner’s phone started to ring once again.

Confused, and wondering if it was Daria, Warner pulled his phone out. He didn’t bother to look at the screen since it would likely be gibberish and hit the accept button instead.

Putting it to his ear he listened for a split second and heard nothing.

“Hello?” he tried.

“Ah, yes, hello there. How are you, Yellow Eyes?” asked a female voice on the other end of the line.

“Not so bad. Getting a lot more phone calls as of late,” said Warner with a shake of his head.

Did everyone and their mother have an artifact that could power a call under their beds?

This is getting ridiculous.

“Well, to be fair, with the cell network done, any call made right now is untraceable,” said the woman on the phone. “Makes it rather easy to reach out to anyone without leaving a trail.

“So those of us with artifacts decided this was a great time to reach out to people we normally couldn’t. That goes both ways, of course. I’ve had some rather spectacularly unpleasant calls in the last forty-eight hours.”

“I… can imagine,” Warner said, wondering whether he should just hang up.

“Don’t do that,” said the voice.

Warner froze, his mind locking into place.

He’d only thought about hanging up and the woman had replied. Warner suddenly had a very ugly thought. That this person might be a lot like Daria.

That he needed her right here and now to help him with this was the very next thought that went through his head.

Warner could hear Dayine’s phone ringing and turned to look at her.

“Ugh, seriously?” asked the woman the same moment the phone started ringing. “I hate… I hate people who—whatever, whatever! This is simple, actually. I’ll make this very quick so I don’t have to deal with this.

“I had a package left for you at the Washington Monument. It’s just a simple box with a bunch of paper in it. It’s in the trash can that’s off to one side that’s been painted blue. Just pull the trash bag liner out, reach to the bottom of the can, take the box. Ta-ta.”

“Hello?” Dayine asked, answering her phone just as the woman on Warner’s phone hung up. “Oh, hi Daria! We were just talking about you a minute ago and that you’d— no, no, looks like they hung up.”

Dayine was looking at Warner as she spoke.

“Right, sure, I’ll tell him,” Dayine said, nodding her head. “And hey… can it happen? If it got pushed enough or brought around? Would it be worth it to them?”

Standing there, Dayine was looking at Warner oddly as she clearly listened to Daria’s response.

“I understand, thanks! See ya later,” she said and then hung up her phone. “Daria said the person who just called you? That was Skipper. As in the left hand of the Silent One. The person who keeps his organizations running and moving in lock step.

“Whatever she left for us at the monument? We need it. Daria said a lot of things change just by that alone. Or at least, in our war with War.

“But… does that mean… we’re helping the Silent One out? If we beat War, does that make it easier for the other side to get that much further along?”

Warner had considered that exact thought several times. He couldn’t quite find an answer he was happy with.

Other than the simple answer he relied on in regards to Ryker.

“Regardless of what we do, the end has already been put into motion,” Warner said with a shake of his head. “We can only change the details on the stage, everything else has already been laid out and ready for the actors to take their parts.”

“Well that’s not ominous and coy or anything,” grumbled Dayine, putting her phone back into her pocket.

“It’s the truth. If War couldn’t just kill us out of hand, I wouldn’t be bothering with her. There’s no reason to,” said Warner with absolute certainty. “There’s literally no reason to deal with her at any level. I’m only doing this because she forced me to. Otherwise, I’d be happy to just hunker down at our home and wait for everything to blow over. It’s not like anyone could really stop us from doing that.”

“Is it… really that simple?” Inger asked, peering at him with an odd look.

“Yes. I’ve been assured by those who would know that this is… it’s all pointless. There’s nothing to do for the situation as it was set into motion a long time ago,” Warner assured them. “The Architect told me directly that this is all just… wasted time, so to speak. It’s all already set and just waiting for the whole thing to go off.”

Dayine grunted at that, then turned her head to look off toward the sun that was now almost fully risen.

“Okay. I’ll go get the box,” she said with a nod of her head. “Just in case it’s a trap. We can’t afford to lose you or have something happen to you. Inger, you know where I set up the little retreat. Lead him there. I’ll bring the box and its contents over once I’ve gotten it secured.”

Not waiting for anyone to object or suggest something different, Dayine left. Taking to the air with a rapid set of wing flaps, she quickly vanished into the distance.

She had decided what she was going to do and that was the end of it.

Very much in line with her personality as a whole.

Standing there with Inger, Warner really wasn’t sure what to say next.

“Well, let’s go get to her little love nest she set up,” said Inger, then shook her head with a sigh. “If she’d been honest about it all from the start, she’d actually have had a chance to get what she wanted.

“Now she kinda has to wait for things to pan out or go a certain way. Oh, well. That’s what you get when you lie about your wants and needs.”

“Hm,” said Warner, peering at the woman. He wasn’t quite sure she was able to say anything about such a thing. He had his suspicions about what Inger wanted for a while now.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that. I’m going to make Maya my daughter before I try to bed you,” Inger said with a wave of a hand. “She’ll eventually tell me to make a move on you, and I will. But I won’t be doing anything before that.

“Besides, making her my first priority makes me your priority. We’ve all seen how you gravitate to those who treat your daughter well. Not that I blame you, I’d be the same way if I had kids.”

“No kids? Ever? In your long life?” asked Warner, deciding it would be best to change the subject.

“I wasn’t really able to, you know. My power set has been damaged for so long,” Inger said with a mischievous grin and a fake sigh. “Now though? Now I’m afraid I’m all fertile and quite ready for children. Maya will eventually ask for siblings you know.

“And me? Well… I look like Maya. Care to guess who she’s going to ask for siblings from? So that they look like her? Don’t you fret, Mr. James. I’ll make sure it’s all on the up and up when it goes down.

“I won’t be trying to press for kisses in bloody alleys filled with corpses. I swear, there’s no romance in Dayine. Not a single ounce of it. Anyway, off we go.”

Inger got down a bit in a crouch then leapt into the air. Taking off to the North.

This is all so strange.
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“I’m here,” declared Dayine, her voice snapping right through Warner’s dozing mind.

Blinking, he slowly sat upright. The sleeping bag he’d crawled into remained tightly around him. There was no way he was getting out considering they were on top of a very large building and it was quite cold out.

Sun or not.

Looking around, he found Dayine with a cardboard box in her arms. She looked exactly as he’d last seen her when she took off to go retrieve what’d been left for them.

Apparently, nothing bad had happened.

“Welcome—” Warner’s voice felt scratchy and he had to clear his throat twice. “Welcome back. No issues?”

“None,” Dayine said and came over to stand above him. Not far off Inger was sleeping.

She didn’t stir or shift even an inch despite Dayine’s arrival. The Valkyrja was far more tired than she’d ever let on.

“It’s just a bunch of papers. Nothing electronic or anything,” continued Dayine as she set it down next to Warner.

“I went through everything, transferred it all to this box, and left the old one there. Daria had mentioned that the papers were all fine but she didn’t say anything about the box. That could have just been her not mentioning it, or her not knowing.

“I didn’t feel it was worth the risk either way.”

Thankfully, there was no wind at the moment, but Warner was still hesitant to open the box. Having whatever was in the box being sent over the edge of the building in a sudden gust seemed likely.

Apparently, Dayine didn’t share that concern.

Opening the box, she set the top of it to one side, grabbed the top paper, and then held it out to him.

“To me, it reads like a log entry for a location,” she said as Warner took it from her. “Number of people, goal of the location, what kind of security it has, and even when it’s due to be evacuated or abandoned. Which is a little odd but… I mean, Daria can predict the future so why not someone else?”

Warner looked at the paper as Dayine spoke and saw what she meant.

It really did read exactly as she stated, though she didn’t mention that there were actually headers on the columns and rows.

There was also a title above all the entries.

Council locations as of… oh, that’s today’s date.

In other words, Zeus has declared that the Council is no friend of theirs, and would be more than happy to help us wipe them out. Which makes me very nervous about it all, since neither of them are our allies.

I feel like there’s more here. A lot more and I’m missing it.

“What… what’re we supposed to do with this?” Warner asked more to himself than Dayine. “I mean, giving us this information along with dates that they’re leaving… the goal is to get us to clear them all out. Right?”

“That’d be my guess but I dunno,” Dayine said, getting doubt in a squat in front of the box. “Not a super thinker on this shit. Well beyond me. You know that.”

“You gravely underestimate your own mind, Dayine,” Warner chided her, reading over the paper she’d given him. “Are these in the same order that they were put in the box to begin with?”

“Yeah, I made sure to keep it all the same way,” confirmed Dayine. “Wasn’t sure if there was a method to the madness, so I didn’t want to screw it up.”

Quickly, Warner read down each column trying to figure out in what order it’d been arranged. At first, he thought it was by personnel type and size, but then realized that wasn’t it.

Those two things just happened to coincide with the evacuation times listed.

“I guess this was sorted by when the bases will be cleared out,” muttered Warner. “The problem I see with that, is that once we start going through them, more of them will be cleared out even faster. They won’t sit still if it looks like we’re hitting them.”

“Okay. So… make Ylva call you through Daria,” said Dayine with a shrug of her shoulders. “We’ll tell her what we can, see if someone can open a portal to portal location without plane hopping, and hand it all off to them.

“In fact, we could just do that and go home. No reason for us to stay out here. We did what we were supposed to. Apparently, my brain has gone to shit because of how tired I am.”

Warner blinked slowly while staring at Dayine.

He hadn’t even considered what she’d just said, yet it made absolute and perfect sense. There was no reason not to do what she’d said.

It was stupid to not do it.

“Yeah,” Warner said and then put the paper back in the box and closed it up again. “Brilliant idea Dayine.”

“Well, if you wanna reward me, good time to kiss me,” tried Dayine, giving him a wide grin. “No one’s here, Inger is actually asleep, and we have a minute to ourselves.”

“You know what, that’s a great idea,” said Warner.

Then his phone began to ring immediately, as if in response to their current discussion.

“I-I swear that-that this is all being done on purpose,” growled Dayine, her eyes wide and glowing. “Someone… someone is playing a joke on me at my expense. I just want a kiss. A kiss! I’m not asking for anything more than that. It’s not so bad, is it!?”

Warner only gave her a weak smile and pulled out his phone. Tapping the accept button, he pressed it to his ear.

“Sorry, Dayine,” Daria said on the other end of the line. “I’d already dialed by the time I saw you asking. I’m sorry, I’m really sorry.”

Wincing, Dayine looked as if someone had just dumped her in a freezer. The heat went out of her and even her shoulders slumped.

“S’okay. If you didn’t mean to do it, you didn’t mean to do it,” said Dayine with a heavy sigh. “It just sucks. That’s all.”

“I know, I’m sorry. Anyway… I’ll have a portal open for you in just a second,” Daria said quickly. “I’m on the phone with Bodil at the same time. She and Laurel are going to pop one open with the help of someone they met down there. They’ll be joining me here, then opening one straight to you.

“Only a few seconds. You should wake up Inger and secure the box. Leave everything else. Someone will clean it up for you and actually use everything as well. They’ll be appreciative of the items.”

Dayine grunted, huffed, and growled. Shuffling her way over to Inger she began to shove the other woman awake.

“She’s pissed,” Warner said as quietly as he could.

“Yes. I don’t blame her. I was angry enough when Bodil cock-blocked me that one time. I couldn’t imagine it happening repeatedly,” said Daria. “See you in ten seconds or so, dearest husband.”

The line clicked as she hung up.

Letting the phone fall back down to his side, Warner tucked it back into his pocket.

Standing up out of the sleeping bag, he yawned and stretched one way, then the other. Reaching down, he grabbed the box filled with papers and then stood there.

He didn’t think Daria would undersell the timing. She was usually perfectly accurate to within a couple of seconds. Things usually went the way she wanted.

Well, so long as I don’t get involved and do something stupid.

I’m her worst enemy when it comes to predicting the future, I guess.

“What? What do you mean?” Inger asked in a sleep heavy voice. It sounded like she was going to fall right back asleep.

“We need to get going. We’re leaving. Going home, now come on so I can—”

A portal split open in the space between the three of them. It led right back to Warner’s living room. On the other side he could see everyone.

The room was full, but everyone he cared for was in it.

“There’s my bestie,” Madison said with a laugh and a wave of her hand. “I missed you so much! Let’s have s—do the laundry. Aelia said she was horny for your dick this morning, we can totally have a three-way tonight!”

Ah… Madison. Never change.

Calling sex ‘laundry’ doesn’t really solve the situation if you include Aelia’s feelings.

Warner stepped through the portal and into a somewhat chaotic scene.

A woman he didn’t know exited through a portal to somewhere else and then closed it behind herself. Warner had barely seen the color of her hair, let alone anything else.

Everyone else was trying to ask questions of him or someone else, the whole room a tumult of voices. All the overlapping voices created an atmosphere similar to a loud party.

Warner spotted Maya, sitting on the love seat with Lauren. The two young girls watched everything going on around them with a grin.

Aelia was hovering over the both of them, watching what was going on, with her hands positioned behind the two girls. She looked a lot like a protective bird nesting over chicks. Next to her was Bodil, partly turned so that she was also facing the younger girls. It seemed the two of them were determined to make sure the younger generation wasn’t bothered in this mass of bodies.

Then Laurie, or he supposed Laurel, was at his side. She neatly slipped her arm through his, brought him past everyone else, and dumped him onto the couch.

Plopping down right next to him, she casually snuggled up into his side. She took his hand and deliberately—without any stealth whatsoever—placed it on her inner thigh with a pat.

Madison took the opportunity to flop down on the other side of Warner. She put an arm around him and Laurel both, her hand lightly curling around the Valkyrja.

Laurel hesitated for only a second before seemingly ignoring it. She was moved in closer to Warner as the Troll pulled both of them to her side.

At some point, someone had taken the box of papers from him and deposited them onto the table.

“Alright,” Daria said, causing everyone to immediately fall silent.

I might be the romantic focal point… but she really is the leader for all of us.

“Tarja, I love you,” Warner said suddenly in the silence.

“I love you, too, Daria!” Madison immediately added with a nod of her head.

“Well, I love you as well, Daria. Since we’re proclaiming things,” Aelia said with a tilt of her head and a grin for the very flustered looking psychic.

“I don’t love you romantically, but I think you’re amazing,” Bodil chimed in.

One and all, the Valkyrja were nodding their heads, including Dayine.

Coughing, with a face as red as the brightest scarlet, Daria looked down at the ground. Her hands clutched into one another.

The psychic was at a complete loss for words, her fingers awkwardly clutching one another. Then unclenching and dangling loosely.

“Tarja, my love, what should we do next?” Warner asked, leaning into Madison. At the same time, Laurel did the same while she still pushed Warner’s hand practically between her legs.

Warner didn’t bother to fight it. It was just how this weird family was.

“I… uhm… we’ll… ahem,” said Daria and cleared her throat. “We’ll contact Sam and give him a good chunk of the list. A lot of his mercenary company is pulling back after having finished up.

“They can take on a lot of this work. You, Aelia, Bodil, Madison, and Dayine will hit this top one. Bodil will be the team leader. I expect you all to listen to her and do what she tells you.

“I’ll go to the second one with Inger, Laurel, and Ylva. I only need the three of them to bring that facility down to nothing. I’ll be the team leader, obviously.

“And before you ask, it’s because I originally sent you, Laurel, Inger, and Ylva there. Replacing you with me makes it incredibly simple, and I can do it without many casualties on their side.”

“Okay,” Warner said, laying his head on Madison’s shoulder. “Whatever you think is best, my darling Tarja, my sweet Fruitloop. I trust you completely.”

“Yeah, we all trust you,” Madison agreed, then kissed Warner’s temple and began to nuzzle him.

Laurel seemed perfectly happy to just keep his hand between her legs, though now she was stroking his forearm with her fingers.

“Okay,” Daria said, nodding slowly. Then she took in a short breath and looked at Lauren and Maya. “You two will remain here and operate the communications array I set up. You’ll… you’ll need to coordinate with both of our groups as well as Sameerixis’ end.

“They’ll probably send Decima over so you’ll have to be—”

“Great Auntie Deccy is coming?” Maya said excitedly, turning to face Daria head on.

“I… probably. Her or Stacia. Sometimes both of them,” said Daria, looking somewhat still off her original script.

“Just tell them I’m here!” Maya said with a laugh and clapping her hands together. “That I’m here and I welcome all my great aunts to come see me. This’ll be great.”

Maya turned, grabbed Lauren by the hands, and held tightly to them.

“Since Dad’s going to marry Aelia,” Maya said, in what would be a whisper to a Human, but was a normal voice to everyone in the room. “This’ll be good. You’ve met a few of them, but you’ll be their great niece, too. I know they’ll love you as much as they do me.”

Everyone had the grace to pretend they didn’t hear Maya. Aelia did turn deep red and Daria merely cleared her throat again.

“Well, that’s where we are. Given that the first evacuation will be in seven hours, I’d suggest we get some sleep,” said Daria.

“Oh no, none of that,” declared Madison. “I’m taking you, Aelia, and Warner with me. We need to do the laundry. Then we can sleep.”

“I… okay,” said Daria in a soft voice. “Laundry for the four of us, then rest. Everyone else will go to sleep first. We’ll have a long night ahead of us.”




***




“This is weird,” Madison said from where she sat in the large van.

“What is?” Aelia asked, looking at the Troll.

“Having everyone here,” said Madison, who then indicated Bodil and Dayine. “It’s nice to have a bigger team, but it’s weird.”

“It’s okay, Maddy, I agree,” said Bodil from the driver’s seat. “It is a little weird. But I know we’ll all work very well together. I’ve seen it, you know. I got a chance to take a peek ahead earlier.”

“Oh, okay,” Madison said then laughed. “It’s a shame you and Dayine aren’t my type, Bodil. You’d be a great girlfriend.”

“Sorry, Maddy, I don’t go that way, but even I can’t deny you’re beautiful enough to make me have odd thoughts,” Bodil said, waving a hand idly as she drove them through an intersection. “Right, Dayine?”

“I… yes. It’s very odd. Not interested, though you are very pretty,” Dayine said from the passenger seat.

“It’s okay, I get it, I get it,” Madison said, nodding her head. “Besides, I could barely keep up with my boyfriend and girlfriends last night. I almost had to sit one of the rounds out. It wouldn’t do for me to sit out as their bestie. I should always be part of it even if someone else sits out.”

Much to Warner’s chagrin, he’d found out Madison’s stamina was like his own.

Aelia and Daria had both needed to take time out, which left him and Madison going at one another, until one or both of the others got back in.

It was a very messy and interesting two hour session of doing the “laundry” Warner would likely never forget. He did however fear for his future and being involved in such things going forward.

“Anyway,” Warner said, being the one to jump in and try to change the subject. “I know Daria said all we need to do is go to the back door and pretend to be a laundry service but… it just seems ridiculous. I mean, this shouldn’t work.

“No one in their right mind would just let people wander in to collect laundry without overseeing it. On top of that, you’re all way too pretty. Any man with even a passing interest in women would watch any of you.

“I trust her. Implicitly. It’s just weird and I wish I knew why she was so positive it wouldn’t be an issue.”

“We all know what happens when you know too much, Warner James,” said Bodil and made yet another dismissive hand gesture. “You change too many things. Hence, me being team leader. I know how to make sure this goes off.

“Now just as an elevator pitch refresher, I’ll go in with Aelia. The rest of you will wait in the van. We’ll secure our starting point for us and begin moving the laundry bins back and forth which you all will be hiding in. We’ll set you all up at where you need to be.

“Once we’re all in, we’ll start up the mission and get rolling. Our goal is very simple. Lock it down, shut down the portal room, and make sure no one gets out. We’re looking for prisoners. Prisoners who can help us end this nightmare scenario as quickly as possible.

“Questions?”

“Uh, can I be in the hamper with Warner?” Dayine asked, turning to look at Bodil.

“No. He’s going with Madison. I’ll be putting them somewhere else as their starting point. Sorry, Dayine,” apologized Bodil. “You’re going to be helping Aelia with her own side of the situation. I have orders of my own I need to take care of. Anything else?”

“Ooooh,” Madison said, no longer interested in what Bodil had to say. She was looking at Warner with a massive grin. “Let’s make out in the hamper. I’m going to get my hands all over you, bestie-. I love you.”

Warner could only grin, shake his head, then nod it.

“Love you too, Maddy,” Warner said with sincerity. He’d long surrendered to her and there was no going back anymore for him.

“Here we go,” Bodil warned. “Everyone swallow those runes I gave you and don’t make a sound.”

Picking up the square rune off the bench where he was sitting, Warner popped it into his mouth and swallowed it dry.

It seemed like every single corner of the square took a turn getting stuck in his gullet on the way down. He felt odd and watched as his legs and arms faded away from view, vanishing.

Daria had warned them all that sometimes the truck would be searched, sometimes not. The runes would get them to the first stage regardless of whichever of the two happened.

Then Bodil began slowing the truck as they approached the back of the hospital. If Bodil asked them to swallow the runes that meant someone was coming to check on them.

Okay. No going back now.
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“Hey, you’re here a day early,” said someone to Bodil.

“I know, I know. But hey, we just go where we’re told. Here’s today’s extra order,” Bodil replied, turning partially in her seat and handing the man something through the open driver-side window. “Whole bunch of blankets, towels, and scrubs. Given what’s going on out there, it isn’t that surprising you’d run out of all that.”

“This isn’t… this… this is… thank you,” said the man, his tone going a bit odd. “Yes. Isn’t surprising. Go ahead and back up to the bay.”

“Thanks. See ya,” Bodil said, taking back whatever she’d handed the man and then began driving forward again. Leaning out her window and looking backward, she made a hard turn, then started backing the truck into something.

Daria did say the security against magic would be strong once we passed into the building.

The runes we took won’t do anything against that. They’ve already served their purpose.

The “backing-up beep” was loud in Warner’s ears as Bodil maneuvered the truck around.

She slowly came to a stop once again, and then put the truck into park. Closing her window, she sat there in her seat and took several deep breaths.

Outside the truck, the rattle and clank of what sounded like a metal garage door being opened could be heard. To Warner, it seemed they’d made it to the loading bay and were about to get their chance to go in.

“It’ll be fine,” Aelia offered, then went and opened the rear doors. Other than her and Bodil, everyone else was invisible.

Warner looked out the doors and into the loading area of the hospital. There wasn’t anyone around and it seemed to be completely deserted. As far as he could tell, the person who checked their reason for being here had also probably opened the gate.

Where they were now, Warner had no idea.

Aelia stepped off the truck and then turned left. She vanished from view fairly quickly, though he could hear the sound of her footfalls continuing.

Bodil got out of the driver’s seat and slowly passed by them, lightly running her fingers through Warner’s hair as she went.

He hadn’t had a chance to tell her about Miles and her grandfather yet, but he’d make the time. Make the time and then see what he could do to help her out. He imagined it wouldn’t be an easy thing to navigate having your partner’s family member kill one of yours.

Pausing at the edge of the truck, she held still. Her arms were at her sides as if she were about to step off. The world itself was slowing down to a crawl.

Slowly, she turned and looked right at Warner. A look as if she were saying goodbye.

It was a look that made him feel incredibly unsure. Frightened, even.

That right now, at this instant, this was the wrong choice.

As if someone or something reached out to warn him of this very moment. That it was wrong and shouldn’t be so.

Fate itself was calling the situation out as being incorrect.

Unable to help himself, Warner instantly called forth his power. As fast as a thought, he wrapped a shield of power around Bodil. One that blazed gloriously and wreathed her in crackling power.

It also eliminated the effect of the limited invisibility rune from himself, Aelia, Madison, and Dayine.

A millisecond later something struck the shield. Right where Bodil’s head was. There was no sound attributed to whatever it was that struck at Bodil.

However, there was a grunt of surprise from somewhere in the loading bay followed by a body hitting the ground. Warner’s golden hue that covered Bodil continued to glow and writhe across her.

Standing there, she looked rather surprised to be upright. Lifting her hands, she pressed them to her head and then looked into the loading bay area.

“Y-you got him?” she asked.

“Yeah, got him,” said Aelia in a growl. “Nearly tore his arm off. Didn’t see the wand. The rune worked when you handed it to him, didn’t it?”

“I thought it had,” Bodil said and then let out a slow breath, only to look back at Warner. She gave him a beautiful smile and then slowly walked over to him. Her hands settled on the sides of his face and held him. He could do nothing other than return the gaze.

Her fingers began to lightly curl around his jaw and ears, stroking him tenderly.

“How did you know there was a problem?” she asked in a quiet voice. “Even I hadn’t expected what was going to happen until I saw the wand.”

“I… don’t know. It just… everything felt wrong,” Warner admitted, staring up at Bodil. “Like Fate wanted to step in and declare what was about to happen as wrong.”

“Then I shall thank the Norns, Fate, or whatever entity it was that warned you to that end,” said Bodil. Then she leaned down and kissed him far more passionately than would be polite for being around others.

Breaking the kiss, she pulled away from him, patted his cheek, and then exited the truck.

“Everyone, be on the lookout,” Aelia said, coming around to stand in front of the truck. She lightly tossed something inside. “They have wands that spit out a hardened ball of iron as fast as a firearm.  They’re normally used on Fae types, spirits, or the like. Kill wands like this can kill a Human just as easily, though.

“Considering Bodil’s rune should have made this guy compliant, something is wrong. So… let’s be cautious.”

Warner nodded his head while chewing at his lower lip.

“Should we call it off? Change the plan?” asked Warner. “I wouldn’t want to follow through with a plan that has already been proved to be faulty.”

“Yeah, I’d rather not go ahead with our original plan,” grumbled Dayine. “Clearly something is wrong. So let’s adapt.

“Our goal is just to locate and capture targets, right? So let’s do that. It isn’t that hard.”

“What do you have in mind?” asked Aelia, raising her eyebrows and looking into the truck.

“Is he dead?” Dayine asked, motioning toward the edge of the truck.

“No, but he’s not going to feel very good. Don’t know when he’ll wake up either,” Aelia said with a smirk. “I broke both his arms and gave him a solid tap on his skull.”

“Have Warner search him for injustice. He just tried to kill Bodil without provocation so… that’d fit,” Dayine said with a shrug of her shoulders. “Because more often than not, it seems like Warner can read a person’s mind and memories when they’re unjust. It’s kinda unfair when you think about it. If you did anything outside of what society expects, he can just dig it up. Know all about it. Even when you think about it.

“I’ve been on my best fucking behavior. Like… really best behavior. To the point that I didn’t take the last twinkie from your cabinet the other day.”

There was a collective moment of contemplation from everyone in the truck.

Warner couldn’t deny that Dayine was correct. He really could see anything related to any type of injustice. Almost to a degree of telepathy as long as it was about injustice.

He had to tune it out most of the time as he really didn’t want to know every time someone important to him gave him a compliment that they didn’t fully believe, or told him a white lie.

“Yeah, that’d work,” Warner said and then got up, exiting the truck. He picked up the wand as he went just to see if he could get anything off it. “And for what it’s worth, don’t worry about the twinkie, Madison. We can always buy more.”

No sooner than Dayine had mentioned it, Warner knew beyond a doubt Madison had eaten it. Creating a minuscule amount of injustice because she hadn’t been the one to purchase it. Nor had she asked if she could have it.

Just in the same way that Dayine had gained a minuscule amount of Justice for not eating it, despite wishing to. She had thought about it and even justified it to herself, but then decided not to.

Looking to the left, he found a semi-mangled man in a security uniform. His arms were bent in strangle angles and looked like they would never be the same.

Aelia was most certainly very unhappy with him.

Bodil was standing over the man, a rune held in her hand as she slowly waved it back and forth in the air. She seemed to be trying to discern anything she could from him.

Warner didn’t have to try that hard.

He already knew that the man was indeed part of the Council. It was a simple thing to know because he had chosen to assist in breaking away from Skipper’s direct control. The Council had worked for the Silent One up until it didn’t anymore.

Then they broke all ties while remaining true to their original leader.

War.

The Council existed only to sow fear across the face of the world. To sink it into oblivion, war, and distrust.

As the Council was primarily made of Boogiemen, their needs lined up quite well with War.

“He’s actually a department head,” Warner said, looking at the unconscious man. “Security for this building all rolls up to him. He was tipped off by an anonymous source ten minutes ago.

“Told to expect someone attempting to break in. A group of people disguised as a uniform cleaning service. He didn’t quite trust the information and didn’t act on it outside of appearing here.

“We aren’t discovered but not for a lack of trying. It’s now obvious someone has attempted to set us up to be caught or at least harmed.”

Bodil had stopped what she was doing and looked at Warner instead, listening intently to what he had to say.

Except that was the extent of it.

The rest of the man’s injustice all had to do with the Council and none of it was what they actually needed right now— information about the betrayal or who was on site.

“What does that mean for us, exactly?” asked Bodil.

“We change the plan immediately,” Warner said and then gave her a smile. “Bodil James, Rune-Mother, please lock this whole place down. I’ll give you whatever power you need directly to make it happen.

“No cell phone signals, no internet connection, no portals. Literally, we need it to be so that nothing goes out, nothing goes in. If you can do it without alerting people, all the better.

“I don’t care how you do it or with what runes or power needs.”

Reaching out, Warner laid his hand on Bodil’s wrist and then began channeling his power directly into her. 

He knew he could empower others, he’d just never tried with Bodil, but he felt rather confident about it. She wasn’t completely Human anymore, after all. She was someone ascribed by Fate as the Rune-Mother.

A person whose existence was unique and titled.

Bodil’s eyes opened wide and she stared at him as he filled her. He didn’t push hard with his power, but instead treated it more like watering the ground.

He was more than happy to gently let his power enter her, so long as she kept absorbing it. The moment it seemed like she wouldn’t be able to hold anymore, he planned to cut the flow off.

“It... it... it’s beautiful,” said Bodil in a strange voice. Her eyes were unfocused now as if she were staring through him. Golden streaks of his power were starting to trail upward from her as if she were on fire.

Almost like how a candle would burn.

“Yes, you most certainly are beautiful, Miss James,” Warner said with a grin, still pushing energy into her. “The beautiful Bodil James can catch anyone’s attention. Such a lovely woman that Mrs. James is, her husband must be very lucky.”

Bodil’s eyes blinked then focused on him again. There was an odd light in them, but all she did was smile at him.

“Flattery will get you everything of me, Mr. James,” Bodil warned. “Now, I have work to do. Empower these runes for me and leave me be. I’m currently very motivated.”

Lightly pushing his hand off her wrist, she then placed her bag of runes into his palm.

Wand in hand, she left him there, walking off toward the center of the loading bay.

“Aelia, break out the weaponry. Change of plan,” Bodil commanded. “Madison, you’re with Warner. Aelia, Dayine, and I will hold the loading bay and take up an overwatch position on the roof.”

“Goodie,” Madison said and clambered out of the vehicle. She was completely dressed for combat and looked ready for it.

Staring at her, Warner realized he should do the same for her that he’d done for Bodil.

In fact, he should do the same to Aelia and Dayine as well.

“Before that, Aelia, Dayine, Madison, come hold hands with me,” Warner said, pulling up even more of his power. He loosely tied the rune bag to his wrist so he could fill it up at the same time. “It is time for you to become instruments in the defense of our world. You are already one with me, it is time for you to become a part of me, even if perhaps only temporarily.”

“Really? Neat,” Madison said excitedly and came over to him quickly. She snatched up one of his hands in hers and then entwined her fingers with his. “Fill me up. Again.”

“Trolling me?” Warner asked with a grin, looking at Madison.

“Always. Keeps you guessing,” Madison said, grinning back at him. “Now you’ll have to wonder even further. You’ll only find out by spending even more time with me.”

Ah… I guess that fits. She deliberately forced false memories on herself just to push her mind in the direction she wanted. She can do that whenever she likes without any repercussions.

An intelligent Troll who uses her deficiencies as advantages.

“That’s fair, Maddy. I want to keep you nice and close,” said Warner as Dayine and Aelia trooped over to him.

“I know. You cuddle a lot. Not as much as you cuddle Aelia, but you cuddle me a lot, too,” Madison said, turning to look at Aelia. “Makes me envious.”

Aelia only smiled and took up Warner’s other free hand.

Dayine had an ugly scowl on her face, but then she grasped Madison’s and Aelia’s hands in her own.

“This is going to wreck me, isn’t it?” she asked quietly.

“You’ll be fine,” Bodil called from where she was already sketching something out on the ground. “Daria foresaw this but didn’t tell you. It’s happening sooner rather than later, but that’s fine.”

“I… what?” Dayine asked a second before Warner began channeling a flood of his power into Madison and Aelia.

Through them, he aimed to bridge it to Dayine, filling all three women with his power.

Madison and Aelia looked much like Bodil did within seconds. An aura of golden power welled up around them and settled upon them like a cloak.

Dayine, however, had an entirely different reaction.

He felt his power invade her and start to fill her, only to be battled back. Her own power was resisting him outright, attempting to push it back out as soon as it entered.

Warner stopped trying, letting it merely end at Madison’s and Aelia’s fingers.

Except as soon as he started denying Dayine his power, hers latched onto it and began to drag it back into herself, pulling at it and starting to stuff it into every crevice as it traveled deeper into her.

Figures.

Push me, pull me.

Ever Dayine, ever battling with her desires.

Where her power had previously fought him for control, now it was drawing it all in as fast as possible. Merging it with her own and creating something new.

She was radiating a bright green color that was neither gold nor blue. To Warner, it felt as if it were his power, but also not his power at the same time.

It felt as if hours passed by in that state. He shared his power with the three of them while Dayine seemingly became more than what she’d been previously.

Unexpectedly, the power of Redemption reared up at the same time that Aelia and Madison could hold no more of Retribution.

Rather than lingering within them, it rushed across to reach Dayine.

What had been a vibrant shade of green was rapidly shifting closer to what he’d call a pastel color. It lightened further and further until it was very pale yellow, similar to Retribution but lighter.

Warner felt it when Dayine could take no more and disconnected himself from all three.

The world snapped back into place as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened at all.

Madison and Aelia let go of Warner and Dayine, and then promptly sat down on the ground. They were most certainly empowered right now, but they were unable to handle that power yet.

Dayine, on the other hand, was staring at Warner with wide eyes.

Pale-yellow wings were spread out behind her. Many of the feathers there still held the original blue color that was her own power, though their tips were the same pale-yellow that radiated out from her.

“I see,” she whispered, looking down at her hands. “This… is what I could have been if I hadn’t allowed myself to go down that miserable road I took.

“But this is me now, while also not me. I’m not different, but I feel healed.”

“That’s exactly what he did,” Bodil said, finishing up with her drawing. Then she marched over to Warner and took the rune bag from his wrist. “It didn’t really change anything other than maybe make your power less painful to use.”

Bodil left and went back to the circle, pulling handfuls of runes out of the bag.

“Yes. It didn’t change anything,” Dayine said, nodding her head as she gazed at her hands. Then she looked up at Warner and gave him a smirk. “Thank you for that. Maybe you can give me that kiss now? This seems like a good time for that.”

Warner couldn’t agree more with that statement.

Then a klaxon began to blare, and the fire alarm lights started to strobe.

“What the fucking shit, really?” shrieked Dayine, holding her hands up in fury. “I’ll fucking kill someone! I swear to my dark asshole, I’ll kill someone!”
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“I did it. It’s a full evacuation alarm, not just an incident or floor evacuation. Everyone should leave the building,” Bodil said without any anger in her tone. She was still lining runes up on the rather elaborate runic drawing she’d made. The blare of the fire alarm was going on, but she seemed completely undisturbed by it. “This is perfect for us. Everyone will begin to evacuate to wherever they’re supposed to go. We can pick off their security and then start going through with our mission.”

“What if they start destroying things?” Madison asked while following Aelia back to the truck.

“That’s fine, we’re not here for stuff or information. We just want their people,” said Bodil. She was now bent over the drawing and gently nudging runes by fractions of inches. “Then we bring them all back, let a mind reader peel them apart, keep hitting the Council. They really are the force that’s driving all this madness.”

Warner nodded at that in agreement.

The country was still in mid-recovery, but it was certainly coming back together. With all of his people freeing up the power plants and getting the grid back up, most other things were starting to come back in line.

The Inc-Suc mercenary team was slowly finishing up with Colorado and had started to edge into Nebraska, Utah, and Wyoming. Thankfully, they wouldn’t be that needed as much of the military was reforming and moving with celerity.

Though there were certainly some states that had completely imploded and would need a lot of help. More than they could get quickly enough.

If they could eliminate the Council, that would prevent them from doing anything in the future or stalling the recovery. That meant they were going to be priority one for those that could act.

“Okay, and what’re you expecting Madison and I to do, exactly?” Warner asked, coming to stand near Bodil as she worked.

“You and our dear Troll are going to head out to the parking lot. There, you’re going to start sorting people out according to whether we want them or not,” explained Bodil as she continued to work at her runes. Then she laid a rune into the dead center and then sat up with a heavy breath. There was an odd crackling noise in his ears followed by a slight increase in air pressure, or so Warner guessed by the fact that his ears suddenly needed to be popped. 

“Okay, my barrier is up. It’ll last for twenty-four hours or until I break it. Outside of War, you, or the Silent One, it’s not coming down,” Bodil said and slowly got to her feet. “Thank you for the power by the way. That would have been impossible otherwise.”

“This is an active hospital, right?” Aelia asked as she came back over to Bodil and Warner. “Do we need to worry about patients and the like?”

“No,” Bodil said with a shake of her head. “They’re closed to receiving new patients and have been since before the crisis. Everyone is turned away at the door by armed security.

“They’re using the hospital to treat their own wounded and people. There shouldn’t be anyone inside who would be innocent. We can move and act without too much concern, though I’d suggest you still be careful.”

“Got it. I’ll take the overwatch position,” Aelia said. In her hands was some type of combat rifle with a scope on it. “I can handle mid-range overwatch easier than anyone else here.”

“That’ll be fine,” Bodil agreed and then nodded her head with a smile. “Take Dayine with you as your assistant. I’ll remain here and defend the area. Did you bring anything I could use for that?”

“Uh… well… I did kind of… bring a minigun,” confessed Aelia with a nervous chuckle. “We have a Troll and all, and I thought it would be kinda… cool… to see Madison toting it around.”

“I am not our dear Maddy and I don’t think I’d be able to hold it,” Bodil said with a grin.

“A minigun? For me? Baby, you shouldn’t have,” Madison said and reached out to run her fingers through Aelia’s hair. “I can’t wait to try it later.”

Aelia began to blush brightly while still looking at Bodil. She was clearly trying to do her best to not react to Madison.

“I have a mount for it,” clarified Aelia. “It’s a lot like a tripod, but specifically for the minigun. I’ll set it up for you before I go.”

Madison finally stopped playing with Aelia’s hair, then leaned against Warner, putting her forearm on his shoulder.

“Isn’t our girlfriend amazing?” Madison asked, looking at Warner.

“Yup, she is,” agreed Warner, then shoved at Madison’s hip. “Get ready. We need to get going soon, I imagine.”

“I’m already ready. I don’t need anything,” Madison said with a laugh. “I’m going to punch things and stuff.”

Warner shook his head with a grin and looked back at Bodil.

“Any way you want us to handle the parking lot? Otherwise, we’re just going to walk out there with my power acting as a shield. Brute force tactics,” he asked, trying to get things moving.

“That’ll be fine. We’re not here to use finesse anymore. That went out the window the moment it was revealed that someone is working against us,” Bodil said with a wave of her hand, then she gestured to the truck. “After you, Aelia. You’ll have to help me set up. I have no idea what I’m doing.”

Madison slapped Warner on the back and then started marching off. Straight toward an exit that’d take them back outside.

“Come on. If we do it quick, maybe we can find a big truck or SUV we can get into and have some fun in the parking lot,” Madison said with clear excitement in her voice.

“I swear if you try to do something like that, Maddy, I’ll shoot you,” hissed Dayine as they walked past her.

“No, you won’t,” Madison said confidently and then blasted the door open and went right outside.

Striding out into the sun, she lifted her arms over her head and crossed them. The armor, vest, and gear she was wearing did a great job of disguising her figure.

However, it couldn’t hide how toned and muscular she was.

“Oh, it’s good to be in the sun,” she said as Warner exited the door. It slammed shut noisily behind him. “We’ve been indoors for so long and just kinda trying to survive that it really feels good.”

“I mean, somewhat the end of the world, isn’t it?” Warner asked, coming up beside her.

The two of them were looking at the parking lot where people were slowly starting to appear. Some had filed out of the hospital with their personal belongings in cases, while another group was helping patients.

Bodil hadn’t been wrong when she said the whole hospital should clear out and it seemed like it was. Patients, employees, and probably visitors—everyone was exiting and moving into the parking lot.

Quite a few people were wearing vests, had clipboards, or were carrying placards that they were holding above their heads.

It was a very well-organized exit.

“End of the world? No,” said Madison with a laugh, followed by a long sigh. Turning her head, she looked down to him. “Warner, I love you. But you’re thinking too small.

“End of the world? Not at all. The world has been through so many calamities it’s not even funny. Compared to a time when volcanoes erupted, droughts came, and the world itself starved? When humanity was staunch in its belief that it controlled bronze and therefore the world.

“Then the world came and reminded all life that they’re only there by the world’s allowance. They thought the world was ending then, too. Or the great plague of Europe, wiping out untold numbers of people. So many that they’re still unsure of what the numbers would be, but they’re likely undershooting it.

“Or when Rome fell and the known world fractured. The citizens all felt the world was coming to an end and there could be no civilization after it.

“This too shall be much the same. A nation of worth imploding on itself from internal and external forces and sending its populace into abject terror. Multiply that by every nation that was targeted and you’re where we are now.

“Even if the worst came to pass, and all nations fell, eventually it would rise again. So long as life can do exactly that, live, eventually things will move in that direction again. We just happen to be unfortunate enough to be in the middle of the calamity.”

Warner merely watched and listened to Madison as she spoke. His mind just barely kept up with her words and intent.

When it came to new information, or anything that was new to her, Madison was not swift of thought. She was no mental dynamo with situations that forced her to act quickly.

It seemed, however, that when it came to long-drawn-out thoughts, or something that was part of her, she could be quite eloquent.

“Yeah,” Warner said finally, looking away from the Troll. “I’m never going to think you’re being innocent or coy ever again. You’ve been trolling all of us from the start.

“You deliberately broke your own memories to change what you wanted in your head. You’ve been doing that ever since. We all just took it for granted and made allowances.”

“Pretty cool, right?” Madison asked with a chuckle. “It’s okay. I do love you, Warner. I just said it before I knew it, then I made my mind believe it, and it’s now true.

“Don’t tell the others though, it’s more fun this way. They let me get away with heaps and heaps.”

Chuckling, Warner could only shake his head in disbelief.

Madison was an idiot. Of that there was no doubt.

But she knew what weapons she had, and how to use them.

“Hello, Mitch,” said a warm, sweet voice from his right.

Turning, Warner found a young woman standing there. She was of Asian descent with short hair, dark eyes, and a slim figure. Dressed in modern clothes, she looked quite fashionable and was maybe five years younger than Warner.

The world around them had come to a standstill. Nothing was happening and everything seemed to be frozen in place. It was as if time itself had been locked to a single point.

“Yes, everything has stopped. At least, for you, at this moment,” said the woman, smiling at him and tilting her head to one side. Even though she wasn’t what someone would conventionally say was beautiful, Warner couldn’t help but feel incredibly attracted to her.

In a weird way, she reminded him of Asa. Most especially in the eyes and mouth.

“The world for everyone else is continuing on,” she said and then gestured at Madison. There was one version of her in black-and-white that was holding perfectly still, and a second one in faded colors that was moving forward at a walk toward the parking lot.

Next to her was a muted version of himself.

“Due to your team’s decision to act aggressively, as if someone was working against you, you’ve solidified your fate,” said the woman, letting her arm fall back down to her side. “There can be no influence from any entity or person on this planet that can change this situation. It is fated and done.

“Good job. Skipper was indeed planning more mischief for you. Daria has already realized this and is acting accordingly given the change in your own future.”

“I… see,” Warner said in a stunned tone. “What exactly—or I guess, who exactly, are you? I haven’t met anyone who could do such a thing like this.”

“Mmm, that’s very true, you never met anyone that could do this,” said the woman with a sigh and a dark laugh. “You should have met someone that could do this, though. That’s why I’m here now. In this moment, where I can act without others interfering.

“Tarja has a bad habit of steering you away from what would be fate. Leading you far away from it and down dark winding paths that only she or I can see. Paths that most certainly wouldn’t be normally trod.”

“Uh-huh,” Warner said, watching himself and Madison walking forward, clearly still chatting with one another. “And you are? You still haven’t said.”

Sighing, the woman tipped her head to him. She also made a hand gesture that looked like some sort of apology, her fingertips touching her temple then straightening and pointing toward him with an open hand.

“You’re quite right. We’ve finally come to this moment and I dance around it wildly,” said the woman almost under her breath. “My name is Adeena Longview in this life. Those who actually know me for who I am, call me Adeena Fateweaver. Or just Fate.

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Mitch. Or should I say Warner, I suppose. Your entire destiny shifted when you were taken away. When Mitch no longer existed and Warner came to be.”

“I… I knew your name and called to you without even thinking about it,” blurted Warner. Ever since he’d done it, it’d sat at the back of his mind. He worried that he’d invoked something he really shouldn’t have. “I’m—”

“Of course, you knew my name. Your very soul knew my name, considering how much I put on our fated path together,” Adeena said with a wave of a manicured hand. “We were fated for one another. I worked the line of our fate myself. It took… it took far longer than it should have, if I’m being honest.

“But I was determined to see it through. Determined to see us together and happy. That’s all out the door and long gone, obviously. I didn’t expect Sam to act so far… so far outside of his set personality and expected choices.

“But I guess that’s my own fault. I should have moved our destined meet-cute to be in junior high or something, rather than high school. Alas, I went for a memorable first meeting, when I should have gone for a childhood friend.”

Warner really didn’t know what to say or do at this point. All his thoughts were running away from him faster and faster.

It sounded like Fate had laid out a path for him long in advance. One that involved her becoming a high school girlfriend and going from there.

“I... uh… I don’t know what to say,” confessed Warner. “It all sounds a little insane to me. Like something out of a weird storybook or would-be fantasy.”

“Does it? It doesn’t seem that abnormal to me, but I suppose it’s different from my point of view,” mused Adeena, then she looked down at herself. “I mean, I even crafted this vessel to be what you were most likely to find attractive. That didn’t seem that out of the ordinary to me, but in retrospect, even something that simple would probably be odd to you.”

“Yes!” agreed Warner with some strength to his voice. “That is most certainly odd!”

“I mean, aren’t I attractive to you?” Adeena asked, giving him a small smile.

“I…” Warner’s voice failed him. He didn’t want to admit that he actually was really attracted to her. For whatever reason, it felt like she hit most of the checkboxes in his head.

Checkboxes that he didn’t know existed until she was standing right in front of him.

“See? I knew it,” Adeena said and shook her head, developing a scowl at the same time. “Ugh, I should have been your childhood friend. This could have been avoided. I would have known something was going on much sooner and could have pushed things.

“Like if I was accidentally swept up in the accident with you and I had to flee, too. Traveling with your family to have Miles fix up both of us and then putting us back into the world at the same time.

“I could have snapped his memory magic as easily as my fingers and pushed us back together. But no… no, I’m an idiot. I just had to have a meet-cute.”

Shaking his head, Warner couldn’t get his mind to catch up. Instead, he ended up just pointing to the image of himself walking away, having what looked to be a lovely conversation with Madison that he had no actual part of.

“Ah, yes, yes, you’re right,” Adeena said and then folded her arms in front of herself. “Admittedly, we didn’t end up together and all my plans were for naught. You owe me nothing and I will gladly say that up front.

“That said, I will need your help soon. Not right now, but very soon. I wanted to speak to you now so that you’d have some time to think it all through. Think all of this through.

“Popping up in front of you, asking for help, and then dragging you into it, would only cause you to resent me later. You’d end up looking at me as if I were Asa or something akin to that.

“Again, we’re no longer meant to be together, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to at least try to establish a friendship with you. Worst case, we can at least just be acquaintances, which is more than we are today.”

“I… okay,” Warner said quietly. “What kind of help do you need?”

“I’m going to get killed by a group of mutineers after they harm me,” Adeena said with a sigh and rolled her eyes. “No matter which way I try to fix it, there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m not willing to leave the house I’m in, too many memories and it’s my damn home.

“I need someone else to step in and make sure this vessel doesn’t die. I like this vessel, I put a lot of work into her. I don’t want to lose it just because a bunch of bastards decide they want to rape and then murder me.”

Warner instinctively wanted to agree with her.

Rape and murder were injustices that ruined and scarred people for life. Crimes that easily needed a great deal of rebalancing to make the scales fall into alignment.

“Anyway, thanks, Mitch. I can already see you’re willing to help me out later,” Adeena said and then reached out and gently patted his elbow. “Oh, and about the fight that’s about to happen, even Daria couldn’t see it. I gave her great foresight and leeway into looking into the future, probably the single strongest seer I’ve ever seen birthed, but even she couldn’t see this fight.

“Take it seriously. There are many futures—many, many futures—where you actually lose and are killed. These are some of the futures Maya saw. As a gift from me to you for what should have been, just flip over.

“Now… it’s time to go for me. I’ll see you later.”

There was a bright flash and Warner found himself in the muddied version of himself talking to Madison. They weren’t far away from the parking lot now and people had clearly noticed them.

“Well, we can talk about that later,” Madison said and then flexed her hands. “Time for a fight I think. They don’t look like they want to talk to us very much.”

Following Madison’s gaze, Warner could see that there was a growing crowd of people facing them. Individuals who—even without weapons—looked like they were getting ready to square up against Madison and Warner.

Then a number of people in security uniforms popped up out of the crowd and raised firearms. They clearly didn’t want to talk, just as Madison said.

Too bad they don’t get a choice in the matter.
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“Stop where you are!” shouted one of those holding guns. They wore full security uniforms that included face masks. At the moment, they looked more like extras in a movie than real people.

“Haha! No!” shouted Madison, who then started rushing forward at a sprint.

I… alright.

Warner wrapped Madison in his power while also projecting it in front of himself. He already knew that these people were going to immediately open fire on them.

The Council had never once demonstrated any sense of restraint.

Before Madison had even taken her second step, everyone with a firearm opened up on her.

Realistically, Warner was already realizing they’d made a number of mistakes. Prime amongst those was that they hadn’t given Aelia any time to get to the top of the building. She wouldn’t be in position for a little bit yet.

Madison and Warner would have to soak up all the rounds by themselves and engage them directly. Neither he nor Madison had brought a firearm, after all, which meant they’d have to close on them.

This can’t be what Adeena was talking about though, was it? She said it was a fight that I needed to take seriously. This doesn’t seem like that.

Countless rounds struck Madison and slid off her. Warner’s empowerment and shielding provided her with an adequate amount of defense to such things. As soon as a number of rounds failed to reach her, they all switched targets to Warner.

Apparently, they thought he was a better target since she wasn’t someone they could strike. They didn’t realize that he was the source of the golden power, or that he was perhaps Yellow Eyes.

Madison didn’t really care one way or the other and managed to quickly reach the shooters. Nothing stopped or even slowed her down.

Swinging in a wild overhand punch empowered by the momentum of her run, she delivered a monstrous blow to the closest security officer. Her fist landed with a grotesque crunch. The man’s sternum collapsed and bent inward, his shoulders shifting forward, and his arms flying out in front of himself.

Blasted backward ten feet, the man slid across the pavement and ended up colliding with others in the crowd. Shuddering, the man convulsed and twitched on the ground amongst the legs of those he’d just slammed into.

Not done with her wild attack, Madison stutter-stepped forward several paces, then twisted to the right, and threw out a flashing hook with her left hand.

Her fist landed on the jaw of a security officer who hadn’t realized she was so close. His head snapped to the left and upwards, before returning to center. The movement was so violent that Warner wondered if the man would have whiplash from it.

Except it didn’t matter. Clearly broken and hanging awkwardly, with blood dripping down from his mouth, the man’s jaw was like jello. 

Collapsing to the ground, the man was out of the fight as he had been knocked out cleanly by Madison.

Can’t let her do all the work.

Warner caught up at that point and summoned his power in the form of a sword.

A swift slash with his weapon clipped off the closest security guard’s hand at the wrist. It launched from his arm into the air while still holding the handgun he’d been clutching.

Warner didn’t hesitate and simply lunged forward, his sword made of golden power sliding through the knee of the next closest security guard. Tearing it free to the side, Warner ripped his blade out and took most of the man’s knee with it.

Turning, Warner aligned himself with the next security officer.

Then he was surprised as a giant monster of shadow and darkness suddenly appeared. While it looked humanoid, most of its form seemed to be made of shadows, mist, and what Warner could only describe as fear.

There were no facial features that adorned its blob-like head. No ears, no eyes, though there was a slit for its mouth and it looked as if it had teeth a-plenty.

It picked up Madison with a casual swipe of its hand, its fingers wrapping around her shoulders and head.

Grabbing her lower half with its other hand, the monster made a twisting motion with its hands. Madison let out a shriek that became a loud groan as the creature literally spun her torso and legs in different directions.

Bending its hands, the monster clearly broke Madison in half, then tore her waist away from her torso.

With a laugh, it flung both ends of Madison across the parking lot. Her lower half smashed into a wall and then dropped on the ground.

The top half of her blasted through a window on the third floor and vanished inside.

Madison!

Warner wanted to sprint away and immediately head into the hospital. He needed to find Madison and see if he could do anything for her. It seemed pretty unlikely, but he still felt the need to do it.

This must be what Adeena spoke of. That I could easily fall here.

Okay, okay. It’s got a lot of strength. Can’t afford to just wade into this thing and try to overpower it.

Digging deep into his powers, Warner called on all three. Vengeance, Redemption, and Retribution. He didn’t doubt for a second he would need each aspect in this fight.

Considering it had just broken a Troll apart like a kit-kat, it meant that each strike had the potential of simply crushing Warner.

Then the creature was on him, rushing at him with a wild swing of its right arm.

While the strike seemed quite slow, that was only due to the size of the hand coming toward him. Were it the size of a normal hand, it would be as swift as a professional boxer’s jab.

Deciding that discretion was the better part of valor, Warner didn’t try to take on that massive attack. Instead, he went low.

Very low.

To the point that he was nearly doing the splits and was holding himself up with one of his hands. The other hand was held backward and at an angle.

As the attack passed over Warner, it came into contact with his blade. The red, gold, and white spiral of power gleefully ripped through the mass of shadows.

Yanking its arm back from Warner, the monster reared backward at the same time.

As expected, the momentum of the attack transferred to Warner’s arm. It felt as if he’d just been slapped by a freight train moving at full speed. Knocking his arm to the ground itself, in fact.

Pushing off his left hand, Warner moved backward several steps. Distancing himself from what Warner now assumed to be the incarnation of Fear.

A never-ending stream of fear and hatred emanated from the monster. Yet it was also humanoid and seemed wreathed in power, just as Warner was.

That was the only answer he could come up with.

Warner did his best to steady his nerves and his mind. They both felt as if they wanted to quiver to pieces and collapse upon themselves.

Fear is the mind-killer, after all.

The Originator and the Architect both would tell me this is nothing less than what I’ve faced before, and I’ve faced great perils. This is no greater than those dangers, though just as deadly.

Since coming back from death, Warner no longer felt as if he had a separate entity inside him. It was all one and the same now.

He could feel the determination to see the world rebalanced as his own. The dedication to Ryker and Runner and the drive to see them brought back were his own goals now.

He knew them as those who created him. A father and an uncle, who had wished him great happiness despite everything else.

“Villain, you’ve taken a companion of mine, and I will have your head for it,” Warner said and then lifted his sword once more and pointed it at the monster. Though his worlds felt as if they still came from Retribution, they came out with Warner’s voice now. “Come, let’s have a pass with one another.”

Laughing, Fear raised its arm in front of itself. In only a second, the massive gash that looked like cut in black paper had sealed itself. As if it never existed at all.

A small part of Warner’s mind worried about the fact that it could regenerate almost instantly.

This thing is a lot like War, isn’t it? I must fight it head-on without letting it utilize its power source.

War for War. Fear for Fear.

With that thought, Warner slowly felt his mind and heart start to relax. He needed to battle it to a standstill. This wasn’t something he could simply kill or beat.

All he could do was face it.

“Do your worst, for I shall do mine,” promised Warner with a smile, then he began advancing on Fear. He would take this fight seriously to the utmost.

That meant fighting it directly and without fear in his heart after acknowledging it.

No one was without fear. Not a soul on the earth was.

It was how one set it aside that they could display their true bravery.

Reaching Fear before it did anything, Warner lashed out with his sword. Snapping it through the knee and shin of the monster. The tip neatly slid through the twisted black shadows once more.

There was little resistance in the flesh of Fear.

Howling, it drew its leg back then kicked out at Warner. Its foot flashed by him in a black whir, ruffling Warner’s hair as he ducked his shoulder and twisted his body away from the attack.

The move forced him to maneuver to the side and put his sword in a position where he couldn’t immediately attack.

Surprising to Warner was the fact that Fear’s attack had gone right through the shield that surrounded him. His power would not be able to stop an actual attack upon him.

If Fear managed to land a strike on him, it could very well be the end.

That’s what Adeena meant. Isn’t it? If I get hit, that’s the end.

Focusing on his power, Warner pushed out his wings and spread them out.

Taking to the air with a powerful flap, Warner slashed out at the face of Fear as he passed by it. The blade once again cut through those shadows with ease.

Extending his wings wide, Warner stalled his landing to something manageable. He’d only taken to the air to change where he could land a strike.

Landing, Warner spun neatly by flinging one wing down, curling the other inward, and twisting his body.

Laying his eyes on Fear once again, Warner watched as the wound in its black blob of a face healed over quickly. Leaving behind no evidence of the slice he’d given it.

Fear reoriented on Warner, flung out its arms, and roared at him.

Endless fear blasted across the parking lot and through Warner.

Fear of others, fear of famine, fear of violence—countless fears that ran the gamut of all things that could be, washed into and out of Warner in a clear psychic attack upon him.

Warner weathered it and stood with his chin raised. For these were not his fears, but others’.

His own fears were far simpler. Far more ugly and devastating. The loss of his daughter and his loved ones.

Except those fears were also what he had already accepted.

Finally, Fear ceased its attack and stood upright.

“Is that all?” Warner asked and gave his sword a little swish. “You most certainly are fear, Fear. Your tricks, however, will not work on me. You’ll have to actually land a strike upon me.

“That seems unlikely though since you seem to fight more like an untrained animal. A wild beast acting through instinct and… fear.”

Fear flexed its hands and then began to move toward Warner once again.

Only for its head to completely disappear along with the sound of a rifle retort.

Looking up and to the side, Warner saw Aelia on top of the building. Bodil was next to her.

Given the impact of the round that had struck Fear, Warner imagined Bodil had done some impromptu engraving on the bullets.

Then Dayine arrived as a streak of blue and pale yellow from the sky. Her sword split Fear down the middle. From the stump of its neck to its back end, her sword slashed all the way down.

Landing with a boom, Dayine collapsed onto the ground, her legs giving out beneath her. They hadn’t been strong enough to actually support her full-force dive at Fear.

The monster was now separated into two halves where Dayine had cut it. One half fell forward and the other backward.

Strands of black shadows launched out from each half and reconnected to each other. At the same time, the head boiled up out of the neck and reformed itself once again.

Warner launched himself straight at Fear, slashing at it almost wildly. If he didn’t take the opportunity now to inflict as much damage on it as he could, then what Dayine and Aelia had done would be wasted.

His blade hacked chunks off, sliced deeply into the black morass, and even dismembered an arm at the shoulder. Wherever Warner’s blade landed, it caused immediate and ruinous results. The shadows didn’t even have time to grow back before his sword came out again.

Out of nowhere, one of its arms came around in a very swift attack.

It’d been launched while Warner was midair. He had no time to change his direction at the moment and no ability to get out of the way.

Then Fear’s hand slammed into him and knocked him through the air.

As Warner had surmised, it went right through his power. Through the shielding and straight to his body directly.

Bones broke, muscle tore, and Warner felt his torso collapse from the blow. As if a portion of his ribs simply crumpled inwards.

All he knew was pain as he went tumbling away.

Bouncing across the parking lot, smacking a cement divider, and flattening a tow-away zone sign, Warner couldn’t do anything.

His body hit the ground flat face down and then slid for another twenty feet before coming to a stop.

The warmth of the black asphalt was almost hot on his skin as he laid there.

No breath would come and he could barely feel his body. The pain was overwhelming and left him feeling dazed.

It was even more painful than when he’d died, if he was being honest. Warin had burnt his nerves right out of him and left him feeling more like a block of wood.

Fear had simply crushed him and turned him into a broken doll.

Warner managed a partial groan that even had a bit of a breath with it. Everything tasted like a combination of blood and the asphalt he was face down in.

He didn’t want to move at all. The idea of moving sounded like a lot more pain to him. It was the last thing he wanted to do.

“Just flip over,” came Adeena’s words in his mind.

With a whimper, Warner did just that. He flipped over onto his back and lay facing the sky. A blue sky with a few clouds scuttling across it.

A massive, black, shadow-wreathed fist slammed down onto the spot where Warner had just been. The impact showered him in broken chunks of pavement.

Dayine appeared in the next moment and neatly cut Fear’s arm off at the elbow. Followed by what sounded like an entire mag being dumped into the monster from Aelia.

Under the onslaught, Fear stumbled backward, tripped over a car and landed on its rear end.

Before it could recover, Dayine laid waste to it, cutting off its other arm and then both legs. All the while, Aelia was emptying magazine after magazine into its torso.

Warner watched from where he lay. He could feel his body slowly mending itself and pulling things back together.  Provided he wasn’t killed outright, Warner knew he could heal up quickly.

“Thanks... Adeena... Fateweaver,” Warner got out in three short choppy breaths. He could feel blood running down the side of his mouth but already it didn’t hurt as much.

Fear wasn’t able to get back to its feet. Every time a limb even had the appearance of reforming, Dayine was there. Hacking it from the torso immediately and with extreme violence.

Aelia also continued to put rounds into the creature. The two of them never gave it much of a chance to do anything other than flop around.

Suddenly, Bodil appeared above him. Her hands took his face between them and she looked into his eyes. Looked into him in a way that he knew immediately was similar to the way Daria did.

Whatever she saw brought a smile to her face.

“Ah, you’ll be fine. Just need to speed your recovery,” Bodil said as Fear once again tried to form a head. Dayine cut it free before it’d even made a neck.

Bodil quickly pulled out several runes and laid them on Warner’s chest. When they were placed in a line, it seemed as if they formed one sigil but he wasn’t sure of it. He couldn’t see it very well since it was on his own chest.

“Madison,” Warner wheezed.

“I… don’t see her,” Bodil said, looking around. Apparently, they’d all missed Fear’s entrance and didn’t know where the Troll actually was.

Warner tried to explain but only ended up coughing as his ribs began to shift around. Knitting back into themselves and solidifying.

The pain was once more intense to the point that all he could see was blackness and fluttering sparks at the edges of his vision. In the end, he lost out to the pain and merely lay there in a dazed state.

When the world finally came back, he was looking up at Bodil’s chin. She was above him, watching something in the parking lot.

Turning his head, he found Dayine herding people around at sword point. Sorting them into rows of people.

Fear was nowhere to be seen.

“Where’s Fear?” Warner asked nervously. He hadn’t seen it leave and now he was wondering what he missed.

Bodil looked down to him and gave him a warm smile.

“Gone. It sunk into the ground and vanished,” she said, then her smile faltered. “Where’s Madison? We can’t find her.”

Warner winced at that and then sat upright. He had to go find the Troll and see what could be done.

Given that she’d been torn in half, he imagined that’d be burying her.





Twenty-Two




Warner got to his feet and stood there, wobbling back and forth. He felt incredibly unsteady, but he also wasn’t willing to leave things as they were at the moment.

He really did wish to see to Madison’s remains even if there was nothing he could actually do.

“Fear ripped her in half,” Warner murmured, and turned to look directly at Bodil. “Those legs over there are hers. Her upper torso went through a window and into the hospital.”

Bodil’s eyes went wide and she stared at Warner with disbelief.

Pulling the rune pouch off her belt, she held it out to Warner.

“She’s a Troll. There’s a good chance she still lives, but will need help,” she said. “Go to her quickly. I’ll go and assist Dayine as best as I can in getting the prisoners ready. We’ll be leaving here in about ten or twenty minutes, if possible. I plan on using the shield rune to force anyone inside, outside. Do what you can while I finish up our mission.”

Warner nodded his head and took the bag from Bodil, feeling more optimistic about the situation now. If Bodil felt like there was a chance Madison was alive, he’d take it.

Quick as he could, Warner moved back to where he could see up to the windows of the hospital. He needed to see where Madison had gone in and go directly there. He didn’t have time to go wandering around through the hospital trying to find her.

She could have ended up anywhere in there. She might even be behind some type of key card or keyed door that he’d have to knock down.

Standing there and looking upward, Warner was able to quickly find the window he wanted. It was the only broken window after all. Everything else looked pristine.

Spreading his wings, Warner took to the air. Flying swiftly, he didn’t bother to hover at the window. Instead, he simply tucked his wings inward and went right in.

Landing, he slipped almost instantly, his boots sliding out from under him.

With a glance downward, he saw exactly why he’d almost fallen over.

He’d landed in what was most likely Madison’s entrails and a great deal of blood.

Spread out around his boots were her guts that trailed off to one side of what looked to be a patient’s room. A pool of blood here was evidence of the fact that Madison had bled out a great deal.

Following the loops of intestine, he found Madison. She was laid up against a wall. One hand in her innards, her other arm cast over her eyes.

There was no movement in her, and her chest didn’t rise or fall.

It was obvious she’d survived the ordeal, but had died after landing.

Not willing to give up quite yet, Warner went over to Madison and pulled the arm over her face away. There was no response from her and her skin felt cool to the touch.

“Hey, wake up, Maddy,” Warner said with a faltering smile. “We need to get moving. Here, I’ll help you with your guts, but we’ll have to figure out a way to keep them together until your body figures it out.”

Warner reached backward and began to actually round up her entrails. Gathering them together and then pulling them toward the torn midsection of Madison.

“Just stick... my legs... there,” Madison said in shallow breaths.

Oh, thank heavens.

Watching her face now, Warner saw her lips tremble for a second before she went slack again.

She didn’t open her eyes, and her chest barely moved at all, but she was alive. Or at least, alive enough that she didn’t want to be awake. He imagined she was in a great deal of pain at the moment.

Warner nodded his head at that and then realized they were in a hospital. He could probably do a Frankenstein job of sewing her together, stick her in a body bag, and let her regenerate.

“Trolls are scary,” Warner said and pulled off his glove to cup her face with his hand. “You can survive getting ripped in half, huh?”

“I think... so,” she said in a whisper. There was a small curl of her lips that gave the hint of a smile. “Just need... someone to... put my parts... together. Need my... bottom half... for laundry. Though you... did like it... when I used... my mouth.”

A laugh broke free from Warner despite his attempts to prevent it. He gently patted Madison’s cheek. Looking down at her innards, he went back to lightly scooping them all together and getting them piled up at the point where her midriff ended.

“Yeah, I did. Alright, you lay still,” he said. “I’m going to get a body bag, your lower half, and sutures. A lot of sutures. Sew you up and stick you in the body bag.”

“Staples...use staples. Faster,” advised Madison, opening her eyes for the first time. Looking at her, he saw that one of her eyes had been crushed. It was pushed into her head.

Damn. Trolls really are amazingly sturdy.

Getting up, Warner knew what he needed to do. Right now, Madison needed him in a way he’d needed Aelia.

He wasn’t going to fail her.




***




“We’ve got about five minutes,” Bodil said, looking at her cell phone to tell the time.

Warner nodded his head where he was standing over Madison. She was laid out in the body bag he’d found for her, then put on an ambulance gurney. It’d been rather easy to wheel her down to the exit point once he’d gotten her in place.

“I think I felt my toe move,” Madison said, looking far more alive than she had only ten minutes ago. Warner had given up on trying to identify what runes did what in Bodil’s bag and ended up just dumping them out all over her chest. More than a few were still glowing brightly as they laid across her. A great many were dull or completely dark though, their power drained. “Or… maybe my knee? Something moved. Not sure.”

Warner looked down into the bottom half of the body bag. In the end, he’d just stapled her together just as she’d suggested. There’d been no alignment of the spine. No putting organs together with a staple.

Just a line of staples all around her. 

Except even as he’d done it, he could see her body twisting around them. Shifting around until the flesh lined up, even if it meant pulling a staple out.

It had caused him to redo more than a few of them.

Once again, he could only remark to himself about the sturdy nature of Trolls.

Suddenly, her toe moved, followed by her foot.

“Oh, yeah, my toe. And I think my foot. Ha, neat,” said Madison followed by a sudden, deep inhalation and an exhale that had a sigh in it. “Thank god. I mean, I knew Trolls were tough, but this is a bit much. I guess I’m way more awesome than I thought I was.”

“It’s because that ding-a-ling of ours filled us all up like gas cans. Your body is burning all that power to help push the regeneration. That and the runes, those are most definitely helping,” Dayine said, coming to stand near Madison’s head. She reached into the bag and gently brushed Madison’s hair away from her face. “Well, that’s my guess at least. I can’t feel Warner’s power as much in you. Still leaking from Aelia, Bodil, and myself, though.”

“Yeah? Cool. So I just need Warner to fill me up way more often. He can be a bit rough, but it’s fun and I don’t mind,” Madison said with a straight face, her eyes moving to him. The damaged one had already repaired itself and looked far more normal now.

Dayine made a frustrated noise and left. Apparently, that hadn’t been the right thing to say.

“You’re a troll, Maddy,” Warner said, holding her gaze. Seconds passed before she wrinkled her nose, and her tongue snuck out to press to her front teeth.

Can’t fool me anymore.

“What? I only meant when you used your power,” Madison said as innocently as she could.

“You’re awful,” Warner said with a grin.

“No, I’m not. I’m amazing, you said so,” Madison said, raising her eyebrows in what looked to be surprise. “I remember it distinctly. You said, ‘Maddy stop, you’re too amazing at this. I feel like you’re pulling out my spine!’ and I listened.”

Nodding his head slightly, while doing his best to look angry at her, he held her gaze.

“If you wanna threaten me with naming me, just go ahead,” said Madison, making a flippant hand gesture toward him. “Madison James is fine by me. No nickname required.

“Or would it be better if I pretended that I didn’t want you to name me? That might make it easier for you I suppose.”

“Oh my fuck, were you always like this?” Warner asked and then laughed, reaching down into the body bag and taking her hand in his own.

“I mean… yeah? I can really express myself now that Daria and Bodil have been helping me with my mind,” confessed Madison. “It’s a lot easier to get my thoughts out than it used to be. I never figured games and thinking exercises could do so much for me.”

“The brain is a lot like a muscle,” Bodil said and then patted Madison’s leg as she walked by. She held a large rune in her hand that was building a spell all on its own. Daria had been given one as well. “You’ve just been using it in a more useful way as of late.”

Once activated, the runes would open point-to-point portals on this plane.

The captured Council members would all be transferred to a facility maintained by Sam. He and his people would be responsible for getting what they could out of the Council.

Warner’s goal really was just to make it impossible for the Council to keep taking action. The longer they were involved in this global catastrophe, the longer it would take for the world to recover.

Bodil left the two of them and headed off to the front of the group.

Looking back toward the rear, Warner saw all the Council prisoners were in one large group. Aelia was watching over them with an SMG in hand.

Warner felt a vibration coming from his pocket.

Reaching down with his free hand, not letting go of Madison’s, he pulled out his phone and tapped the accept button. He was assuming this was Maya since the rune had been broken.

It had a secondary function of letting Maya know they were ready, which meant she would contact them.

“Hello,” Warner said, letting his eyes move back to Madison.

The Troll was smiling quite happily and watching Warner in return.

“Hey,” Maya said on the other end of the line. “You finished before D—the other operation did. You’re ahead of schedule. Everything alright?”

“Yeah. One wounded, though stable. Everything is fine,” Warner replied. “We’re moving to the drop-off phase and then returning to start. All is well otherwise. Anything to report on your end?”

“No, everything’s quiet. Well, that’s not… that’s not true,” said Maya, hesitating in a way that suddenly reminded him of when she was much younger. “I kinda...well... that is...I guess I took in what you could call a stray. A few strays.”

Warner closed his eyes tightly and tilted his head to one side. He had no idea what Maya had done but he imagined he probably wouldn’t like it.

“The... uh… neighbor girls, across the street?” asked Maya

“Lucy and her sisters, yes?” asked Warner, the name springing to mind quickly.

“They kinda ran out of food and came over to ask you for help. I invited them in and Lauren and I just got to talking with her a lot and then her sisters and I just invited them to stay,” finished Maya, sounding as if she’d run out of breath at the same time.

“I see,” Warner said and then opened his eyes. Only to find Madison still smiling at him. She lifted her free hand and waved her fingers at him, then squeezed his hand with her own. It warmed him in a way he didn’t know how to express. “Fine. They’re nice people. Those are strays I can stand. But we don’t exactly have anywhere to put them, ya know?”

“They’re going to sleep in the living room for now. I know the ultimate goal was to seal off the street but until all the other Valkyrie girls get back that can’t happen.”

“It’s fine, anyway, that’s all we have,” Warner said, cutting to the end of it. He didn’t want to stay on the phone too long in case Daria needed to call Maya or something else happened.

“Okay, I’m glad. I was a little worried. Today felt really weird to me,” Maya said in a much softer tone. “Really weird. Like today was… just a bad day. You’re really all okay?”

“Yep, just wounded. They’re already healing through it, so I can’t imagine it lingering past tomorrow,” Warner said and looked at Madison for confirmation.

“I don’t think we can do laundry tonight but probably tomorrow,” Madison confirmed.

Maya apparently heard Madison’s response as she started to laugh.

“Alright, bye,” said his daughter and hung up quickly.

Just need to let Madison be Madison I guess. That gets her off the phone fast.

Actually… she tends to get her way regardless of whoever is there. Even Daria.

Warner slid his phone into his pocket and then looked at Madison once more.

“Really wanna be Madison James? Can’t go backward you know, Madison James. Once I name you Madison James, that’s all there is to it,” Warner said, deliberately stating her would-be name in triplicate. If she was going to troll and tease him, he should be allowed to do it in return.

After all, she’d already been deliberately adding memories to her own mind just to get to this point. Why not rush toward it?

Madison’s eyes opened wide and she stared up at him, the smile on her face slowly faltering. She gazed up at him with a clearly shocked expression.

Apparently, she hadn’t expected him to actually do it.

“Is there an issue, Miss James?” Warner asked, squeezing her hand.

“No,” she replied with a small shake of her head. “I just didn’t realize that it would feel like someone putting a lock on me. As if I were suddenly wearing a straitjacket and someone locked it up.

“It isn’t like… a bad feeling or anything. I don’t mind it either. It’s just not what I was expecting. It did what Bodil said though. Rang true, or whatever. Like it was the most obvious truth I’ve ever heard.”

“Mm, glad to hear it,” said Warner.

“Uh, I think it also helped the regeneration,” Madison said, lifting her head to look down at herself. “I can feel a lot more down there.”

“Really? That’s great! Is it your legs as a whole now? Can we get you off the gurney?” Warner asked.

“No, it was my uh… lady… area. You really woke that one up,” Madison said and laid her head back down on the gurney. “Whatever. You always wake that area up. I just wasn’t expecting it from you just naming me.”

Ah, yes.

Troll.

Madison was currently staring down at her middle. Most of her torso down to her hips was exposed. Fear had practically stripped her as he ripped her into two pieces.

Her muscles were flexing wildly above and below the stapled, gruesome, healing line. Even as he watched, the line grew fainter and fainter as her body seamlessly put everything back where it belonged.

Trolls really are sturdy.




***




An hour later and Warner finally trooped back into his own home. Everyone from his mission came along with him.

Madison even managed it on her own feet, though she was walking with an odd gait. Warner ended up being a crutch for her and her arm was casually hanging around his shoulders.

“Seems like you really are up and around already, Maddy,” Maya said, coming over on only one crutch. She’d taken to limiting her usage of them as much as possible. She was also showing remarkable progress, all things considered.

“Course, I need to get back together as quick as I can,” Madison said and then reached out, patting Maya on the head. “I’m the only one who can really keep up with your dad. You know?”

Maya immediately turned a deep, dark shade of red. Her mind had immediately filled in Madison’s statement with, “doing the laundry” as what she was talking about.

“Gotta be ready for him at any time,” Madison said and let her hand fall away from Maya. “You look pretty, sweetie. You changed your hair a bit?”

“Oh!” Maya said and reached up with her free hand, pulling at her hair. “Lucy did it for me. The neighbor, Lucy Barrows.”

“Ah, yes, I heard she’d be staying over. That’s fine. Do I need to give her the laundry talk or…?” Madison left it hanging.

Maya cleared her throat, staring at Madison with a wide-eyed deer-in-the-headlights look.

“No, no, I’m sure she’ll be well aware, no need,” Maya said and then cleared her throat once again. “They’ll just be sleeping in here on the couches and sofas. I warned them that they might get woken up in the morning since people in this house can be loud at times. They didn’t seem to mind it.”

“Where are they now, exactly?” asked Warner. He didn’t see, hear, or feel like there was anyone else in the house but Aelia, Bodil, Madison, himself, and Maya.

“Oh, grocery store. Lauren went with them. She’s uh… Lauren is really strong,” Maya said with an odd smile. “Unless it’s something really out of the ordinary, they’ll be okay.”

“That’s our girl,” Aelia said, trooping past with a case that was filled with weaponry. It looked like something that would require two strong people to carry. She was, however, doing it all by herself. “She’s fine, Warner. Already as strong as Weres with a few years under their belt. Give her a little time and she might even catch up to me.”

Aelia vanished out the door that led to the garage. She was going to need to take all the gear back to her place and give it a once over.

Maya nodded her head at Aelia’s words and then grinned at Warner again.

“Well! Daria said she’ll be here in about thirty minutes,” reported Maya. “So… maybe… we can have dinner when Lauren gets back and figure out what to do next. She said they had some surprises but reported a complete success as well.”

“That’d be great,” Warner said.

“Okay. Let’s go to my place real quick,” Madison said, forcing Warner to turn. “You can just fly me over and shield us from view. I need new clothes. Feels drafty.”

Warner couldn’t argue that point since she was still uncovered from her ribs down to her hips.

Walking outside, Madison patted Warner on the shoulder.

“Okay, let’s go. We can do the laundry once to make sure all my parts are reconnected, I can do a brief training session in my gym, and we’ll come back,” said Madison.

Ah… that… yeah, that sounds more like what she’d want to do.





Twenty-Three




Warner stepped out of Madison’s front door and closed it behind himself.

Reaching up to his shirt, he adjusted it with a tug and then let out a slow breath.

He couldn’t deny that Madison had actually helped clear his mind with her simple determination. When it came to what she wanted to do, you couldn’t really stop her without being so firm that you’d likely hurt anyone else’s feelings.

Warner’s phone chimed, causing him to look down at it. He hadn’t realized it, but his phone had started to pick up Wi-Fi signals again and use it to make calls. At some point, he’d tied his phone into Madison’s Wi-Fi and it reconnected itself.

It was a text message from Madison.

Attached was a picture of her sitting in what looked like a gym wearing blue workout clothes. The message that came with it was only three sentences long.

“I took this one a few days ago. I thought I looked cute in it but Dayine said I had resting bitch-face. Wanna come back in and do another load of laundry?” read the message.

Warner didn’t respond. Nor did he tap into the messaging system. For Madison, it would only read as “delivered” until he clicked into it.

My turn to troll her a bit, I suppose.

Warner smirked to himself and then started walking toward his car. He had ended up driving Madison over here instead of flying. She’d mostly sat in the passenger seat and touched herself all over, while wriggling those body parts. Making sure everything functioned as it was supposed to.

Pushing his phone back into his pocket, Warner unlocked the car by grabbing the handle, opened it, and then got into the vehicle. Pulling the seatbelt across himself, he paused as his phone started to vibrate in his pocket once again.

Except this time it didn’t seem to be a single notification. It continued to buzz like an incoming call.

What, couldn’t leave it as a text, Maddy?

Fishing his phone out, he looked at the screen. It was a number he didn’t recognize. He was also no longer on Madison’s Wi-Fi network.

Whoever was calling him, was doing so through an artifact.

Before he could answer it, he heard a voice in his ear. One that started as a whisper.

“—itch? Can you hear me? Mitch?” asked a voice now coming from what amounted to his steering wheel.

Putting the phone down in his lap, Warner stared ahead to where the voice had come from.

“Hello?” he tried, curious. There were very few people who called him Mitch. None of them he knew of could talk to him through his steering wheel. “Who is this?”

“Oh! Mitch! I’m so glad you can hear me. I wasn’t really sure if this would work,” said the voice. It sounded familiar to Warner and he continued to rack his mind as to who it could be.

The only answer he came up with was Adeena. She was the only person who called him Mitch that he couldn’t place the voice for.

He would have recognized any of his aunt’s voices.

“Adeena?” Warner asked, feeling relatively sure, but not completely so.

“Ah! Yes, it’s me. I need your help!” said Adeena. “The soldiers I told you about are going to be here in ten minutes. They’re earlier than I expected but still on track for doing exactly what I fear. Would you be willing to assist me?”

“I mean… I’m not sure how I can help you. If you’re further away from me than ten minutes, then there isn’t much I can do,” murmured Warner. He did want to help her, even if he wasn’t quite sure of why. The only reason in his head was what she said would happen to her and a mild sense of correctness he felt around her.

“That’s okay! I’ve got an artifact that’ll bring you to me, and then send you back when I use it again,” Adeena said rather cheerfully. “It’s how I’m sending you my voice right now, in fact.”

“Oh. I… okay, sure,” Warner said, looking at his phone again. It was still ringing. Picking it up, he tapped the accept button. “Hello?”

Before he could hear a response on the other end, Warner found himself somewhere else entirely. There was a scrambled voice on the other end of his phone, then it immediately went dead.

Probably should have answered the phone first.

Whatever, they’ll call back if it was important.

Looking around, Warner quickly understood that he was standing in someone’s living room.

Or more accurately, Adeena’s living room.

Sitting on the couch nearby was the woman he’d just been talking to. In her hand was a golden medallion with a sapphire in the center of it. Warner assumed it was whatever artifact had brought him here and had been sending her voice.

“Mitch!” said Adeena in a bright voice. She bounced up off of the couch and wrapped him up in a tight hug. “It’s so good to see you. So, so good. I honestly was fairly certain you’d come here to help me but… there’s always doubt. You know?”

Warner could only nod his head, awkwardly hugging the woman in return. He barely knew her.

Yet he’d known her name without ever having heard it. There was a distinct feeling of “rightness” when he was near her. Like looking at a couple of puzzle pieces and knowing they fit, without even having laid them together.

“Okay, so, it’s four of them,” Adeena said, pulling herself away, but holding onto his forearm with one hand. “They’re just mortals but… I don’t really have the strength or ability to fight them. I’m afraid that I wasn’t expecting to have to do anything other than help guide your future. Much like how Daria does.”

“Got it,” Warner said and then turned around, facing what he felt was the front door. It also neatly got her hand off him. Pointing at the door, he looked at her. “Front door? That’s where they’ll come from?”

“I… yes. That’s exactly where they’ll come from. They do have rifles though. You’ll need your power in hand as they come through,” warned Adeena. “They’ve already… I wouldn’t be their first victim. Not even their tenth, in fact.”

Now Warner was incredibly interested in these people. If they were truly this evil, Warner would be happy to eradicate them.

“Ten or so seconds, Mitch,” warned Adeena, moving away from him and crouching down behind the couch. She put her hands over her head and hunched into herself. A second later and she scooted a small step to the left.

“Bullet goes right through there,” she said with a shrug after realizing he was watching her. “Would have hit me right in the butt.”

“You remind me of Tarja,” blurted out Warner, looking at Adeena.

“I mean, I’m Fate. Tarja is more like me, is what you meant. I get it, though,” Adeena said with a sad smile. It reminded him of what she’d already told him and that somehow he dodged fate.

Quite literally.

Before he could think further on it, someone tried the handle to the door.

It wasn’t locked and swung inward smoothly.

Before they had even come into view, Warner could feel them. They were exactly as Adeena had said. Murdering rapists who had also becomes thieves. They had ill intentions for Adeena after having seen her previously when she was buying food nearby.

Summoning up Retribution and Vengeance, Warner lifted his hand to the right. In a flash, his weapon was called forth.

Four rifle barrels came up and pointed at Warner.

Then the front of Adeena’s house was torn away. The four soldiers, their lives and all of their unjust nature simply vanished in an instant.

Like a snowflake landing on a hot pan, they were just gone.

Staring up into the face of Fear, Warner saw it was fully intact. All the wounds it’d been given were gone and non-existent. As if it hadn’t been harmed at all.

Flicking its hand to the right, it tossed away the remnants of the home it still held, along with the chunk-like torn remains of the soldiers.

“What the hell?” asked Adeena, looking up at Fear from behind the couch.

Warner acted immediately, dashing forward. He needed to get out of the ruins of Adeena’s home. He had to get to somewhere he could maneuver.

Pushing out with his wings, he also called on Redemption. There would be no reconciling the Demon known as Fear, but it would at least assist in empowering Warner in this fight.

This time he had no one to back him up. There would be no assistance coming from others. His victory over Fear had been slight and completely due to others picking up his slack.

Slamming its hand forward, Fear attempted to flatten Warner to Adeena’s driveway.

Dodging to the right, then the left, Warner had already juked the attack he’d expected. Fear was semi-mindless in the way it fought. Lashing out wildly with whatever came first to it.

A lot like how people reacted when they were afraid, after all.

As Warner completed his step to the left, he swung upward and to the side with his blade. Neatly slicing off Fear’s right pinky and ring finger with the attack.

Jerking its hand back, Fear took two steps backward as well, attempting to put some distance between itself and Warner.

Suspecting it to be a ruse of some sort, Warner instead ran parallel to the monster, rather than straight at it. After all, his goal had only been to get himself some room. Charging it headlong wasn’t part of his plan at the moment.

“And it’s done,” said a self-satisfied voice off to Warner’s right.

Glancing over, he saw a very plain-looking woman wearing a fur coat. She had brown hair, blue eyes, and was neither attractive nor unattractive. She simply was.

At the moment, she was being held aloft by someone else, a man. He was in a black latex suit from head to toe. As if he wasn’t actually Human at all, but an inky blob.

In the woman’s hand was clearly an artifact, or so Warner guessed from the amount of magical power he could feel radiating from it. 

It looked like an old, worn puzzle cube. Most of the colored stickers that ran on each size had faded and only half remained.

Inside Adeena’s home was now a large semi-translucent cube. The sides rotated wildly and randomly, as if possessed.

At the center of that strange ghostly image was Adeena. Held in the middle and off the ground, she appeared to be trapped inside. Her arms and legs were pulled out to each diagonal, as if she’d been strung up by her wrists and held down by her ankles.

“Do you have any idea how long I’ve been trying to catch her?” asked the woman, looking over to Warner. Lifting the puzzle cube, she rotated the top level one quarter turn and then patted it. Adeena and the partially see-through cube vanished completely. “Every time I tried, she always slipped away. Or she’d wait until the last possible moment and screw everything up.

“Rotten bitch that she is. She should have just let me capture her like a good fool. Lot of good all that running and hiding did her. All I had to do in the end was follow you after she made contact.

“You break the future just by existing at times. Makes everything a jumble.”

Warner stared at the woman, not really knowing what to do or say. He was fairly certain he’d been used to capture Adeena.

Capture Fate.

“And you are?” Warner asked, slowly shifting his feet backward. Moving away from Fear.

“Skipper,” said the woman with pride. “When that temporary Judge sees you in the afterlife, be sure to tell her I plan on sending a lot more people to see her.

“Do be a dear and deal with Fear before you die, would you? It’s rather annoying to have a weapon like that running around. Damned Council really didn’t know what they were doing when they let that one loose. I’m only glad I was able to drag it here to deal with you.

“I certainly wouldn’t have been able to do this without it. Anyway, I’m sure you’ll figure out something. I can vaguely see some outlines of how you manage it. Ta-ta.”

The man who was holding Skipper turned and flew skyward at great speed. Leaving only Fear and Warner behind on the street.

Fear had been listening to the conversation and as soon as Skipper started to leave, decided that it was better served to kill Warner.

Storming forward at him, it did something unexpected.

Warner had been expecting a punch or a kick, but instead it reared up and lit him up with a scream. The power and volume of it by itself was more than enough to make Warner want to cover his ears and turn away.

That didn’t even include the psychological effect tied to it. Projected through those ear-rending reverberations was fear. Fear of everything.

Once again, Warner was being subjected to the fears of the world.

Even his own fears.

Chief amongst them, losing his daughter in this madness.

Apparently, Fear had brushed up on Warner with a little homework.

Rather than retreat from the battering he was receiving, Warner instead leapt forward. Charging straight ahead into fear itself.

Zipping by it a few feet higher than its shoulder, Warner managed to dart past the monster. Taking the time to throw out a slash at the monster as he did so.

Half of Fear’s head came off as the power of the blade carved it away. Sliding off the creature and falling to the ground.

Not wasting time, Warner decided that this was most certainly not the time or place to fight something like this. He was alone, with too few resources, and in an area he didn’t know.

Right now, Warner felt he was better off just running away as fast as he could manage. Staying here was a stupid and bravely idiotic thing to do.

Running several steps, Warner spread out his wings and then leapt into the sky. Flying higher and higher, he tried to scan the surrounding area.

There was a strange sense of deja vu as he did so. It took him far too long to realize he was actually looking at the neighborhood in Miami where he had grown up.

Adeena’s house was only a few blocks away from where he’d grown up.

I mean, she did say we were supposed to meet in high school. That’d mean she would have had to live close enough for us to be in the same school district.

Thinking about Adeena brought Warner back to the new problem that he’d just been handed. Adeena was a captive to Skipper. He doubted very much that it was going to be good for Adeena.

Warner was already assuming that Skipper was the same person who was working for Zeus and who had tried to betray his team at the hospital.

The enemy of my enemy really didn’t last long, did it? She tried to benefit and gain from us at every opportunity. I was a fool to— 

Behind him, there was a presence approaching. It was strong enough to make him aware of it before he’d even heard or seen it.

Glancing over his shoulder, Warner found Fear had grown wings and was now pursuing him through the sky.

Damnit all.

It doesn’t just grow its limbs back, it can change them into other things.

Fucking wonderful.

Now where the shit do I take this bastard?

There was an odd feeling in Warner’s pocket. As if something was bumping around inside it.

Realizing that someone was calling him, Warner pulled the phone out.

Gripping onto it almost too tightly, afraid that the wind would pluck it right out of his fingers, Warner hit the accepted button and pressed it to his ear.

“Hello!?” he shouted over the roar of the wind.

Someone said something on the other end of the line but he couldn’t make it out.

This is pointless!

Hitting the end call button, Warner stuck it back into his pocket. Hopefully, whoever it was would call again when he had a moment he could actually answer.

“Daria, call me when I land or I get a chance to!” Warner said aloud. He didn’t think Daria would actually hear him, but he assumed it’d somehow trigger her future sight. That he might just be able to create that situation for himself.

Looking over his shoulder again, Warner saw that Fear was still after him. In fact, it seemed that the monster was slowly closing in on him. There wasn’t any pause to the beats of its wings and it was pumping them for every bit of speed.

Looking down, Warner saw a number of small to mid-sized buildings up ahead. It was a downtown of sorts and he was hopeful he could lose this monster in them.

If he couldn’t escape it in a straight line, he could probably do it with sharp turns. Sharp turns, quick straightaways in a dive, and hard altitude gains just out of sight.

Hopefully, he could do that without damaging or destroying any buildings. Though, if Warner was being honest with himself, he didn’t really think damaging a building was going to prevent him from doing what he needed to.

Buildings could be rebuilt. Having some scuff marks or a crack on the edge wasn’t going to kill anyone or cause a problem.

Pulling his wings in, Warner set himself up for a straight dive into the downtown area. This was going to be his best chance to get away from Fear.

He hoped it would just grow bored and leave since he, its target, was gone. There was the possibility it wasn’t going to leave once it lost sight of him, however.

Warner really didn’t want to consider what that would mean, or what he would do to solve the situation. Because he really couldn’t just leave Fear alone to stomp around the downtown area.

Let’s just hope it goes away and leaves everything as it is.

Even though the hope sounds futile even to me in my mind.

Not much else I can do.

We’ll just see if we can’t take them into the turns and then—

Fear practically landed on top of Warner. Somehow, for some reason, it’d caught up to him and then nearly passed him in the dive.

Much like a hawk taking a bird out of the air, Fear drove Warner to the ground.

Straight toward the pavement below him.
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Wind tore at Warner’s face as the speed went up and up.

He rolled his shoulders and attempted to worm his arms out of Fear’s grip. Trying to somehow weasel out and slip off to the side.

Then there was no time left and Warner planted face first into the pavement.

All the power that was coursing through and around him absorbed a great deal of the impact.

Or at least, the impact to the front of him. The weight and mass of Fear behind him went right through all that shielding.

Warner ended up being crushed between his shield and Fear. The pavement in front of him kept the shielding hard pressed to his front.

He would have groaned if he could, but his torso didn’t move at all. The weight of Fear on top of him kept him absolutely motionless.

Seconds passed before Warner suddenly felt Fear clamber off him.

Gratefully, fearing he wouldn’t get a chance to do so if he wasn’t quick, Warner took a deep breath. Or tried to at least.

Much like the last time he’d come into contact with Fear, Warner felt like his ribs were broken.

Again.

He managed to get in a semi-decent breath, but it hurt to do so. Everything ached and burned inside him. Coughing on the exhale, Warner felt something give in his chest.

Frothy blood was below him now, right where he’d just coughed.

Bubbles shifted and swam along the blood in a strange way. As if it’d been aerated.

Shit. I punctured a lung, didn’t I? That’s why it’s all bubbly.

That can’t be good at a—

Warner was jerked up out of the hole he’d made and pulled into the air.

All around him people were screaming, running in every direction, and scrambling away. Florida apparently was much closer to normality than he’d realized. Things almost looked as one would expect them to.

If you didn’t count the massive fifteen-foot tall shadow monster that was currently holding Warner as if he were an action figure. A group of soldiers manning a checkpoint not far off began to rush up to Fear. They had some ground to cover but it was obvious they weren’t going to back down from the creature.

Unconcerned with them, Fear instead looked at Warner.

Then it lowered its head and chomped down on him from the top of his left shoulder down to his hip. It was only from jerking his head to the side that Warner didn’t end up face first against Fear’s tongue.

Even with the roaring pain of teeth like long knives digging into him, Warner managed to wriggle his right arm free.

Flinging it back, then forward, Warner rammed it fully into the side of Fear’s head. Having no vision, Warner just aimed for the center and hoped it would cause enough pain that it would let him go.

Doing just that, Fear spat out Warner and then lifted a foot up as soon as he hit the ground.

Oh, stomp me like a bug, I guess.

The soldiers opened fire at that moment. Rounds began to penetrate Fear and then detonate after entering it.

Whatever they were using for ammunition didn’t seem like a normal round to Warner.

They continued to fire and engage with the monster, causing it to actually shuffle backward. Moving away from Warner and giving him an opening.

Rolling to the side, Warner dismissed his blade and pushed himself up with his right arm. His left arm wasn’t working at the moment. It didn’t respond to any command his brain sent it and just hung there.

Unfortunately, it still hurt like it was perfectly normal. A burning, searing pain that continued to travel up and down his arm as he ran.

Turning a corner, Warner ducked into a very narrow alley between two buildings. Littered with trash, emergency stair exits, and piping, it wasn’t a place where there was much space. Even Warner had issues moving through it.

He couldn’t rightly believe it was possible to have such a narrow space without it violating some type of law somehow.

Thankfully, Warner saw he could go straight through to the other side. This would be a perfect cut through for him.

Not hesitating, he ran on. There was no way he was going to fight Fear right now. He was in no condition to fight and wouldn’t do much other than die to the creature.

If he had to choose between running and living, or fighting and dying, he’d pick his own life. So long as he lived through this, he could come back to fight another day.

Panting, and feeling like something was running down the front of his shirt, Warner kept moving. If he stopped, he wasn’t really sure what would happen.

He had the distinct impression that Fear would simply stomp him flat and that’d be the end of him. The fact that his attacks went right through Warner’s shields was a considerable problem.

A roar stopped Warner in his tracks.

Looking backward, he saw Fear at the entrance to the alley. He was glaring down at Warner who was near the center now.

Fear backed up a bit, then slammed itself into the alleyway. Then it tried to wriggle in sideways, morphing its body to fit.

Once it wedged itself into the alleyway, it ended up having a different problem. It started to move toward Warner only to find that its body mass made it quite a bit harder to do what it wanted.

It tried elongating its body to make it fit, and that pushed it much further forward, but it seemed as if it had to remain roughly humanoid in shape. All it ended up doing was getting its rear stuck and its head unable to push through.

Standing there, Warner just waited. If it managed to get into the alleyway, he’d have to fight it here and now. He didn’t think for an instant that he’d be able to get to the other side before it ran him down.

Every breath Warner took felt a little easier than the previous. The fact that he was able to stand here and rest was probably the biggest thing he needed at the moment.

Even as Fear struggled to make itself fit, it was becoming more obvious to Warner that it couldn’t. There was too much of it to fit into such a narrow space. No matter which way it attempted to make it work, it just ended up stuck.

There were also the sounds of what was likely gunfire. The echoes that were being thrown down the alley made it hard to be perfectly sure, that and the roaring of Fear, but he was reasonably certain of it.

Which meant the soldiers were still firing at it. Fear didn’t look to be particularly bothered by them, but they were distracting it to some degree.

With a glance downward, Warner finally understood what he’d been feeling trailing down his shirt.

It was his blood.

Dribbling from his mouth down his neck, and from the bite that Fear had given him. His entire torso looked like a bloody ruin.

Wouldn’t have made it very far, would I? Running that much, getting my heart pounding even harder.

All I would have done was quicken the end. I need to stop, stay still, and let myself regenerate. Even if it’s just for a little while. I can’t fight Fear even in the best condition.

Right now I’m just a snack for him.

Fuck.

At that moment, Warner realized he was really only good for one thing right now. Bleeding all over the place and then dying if he tried anything else.

Moving closer to one wall, Warner leaned his right arm on it, and then worked to calm himself. He forced himself to breath slowly, let his body work on fixing itself, and just accepted the situation.

Fear roared at him in frustration, clawed at the wall, and continued to writhe and hiss. Looking far more like an angry cork-screw trying to rip through the alley.

“Yeah, yeah,” Warner said, nodding his head at Fear. “Your tea kettle impression is really on point. Good job.”

Fear froze in place, staring at Warner. Or he felt it was staring at him. Without a face, it made it hard to really know.

“What, you don’t like that? You can go back to whatever high school you crawled out of,” Warner said and made a hand flicking gesture with his fingers.

Roaring, screeching, and clawing at everything, Fear couldn’t seem to manage to make any headway. Strong enough to tear a sizable chunk out of a residential building, but unable to do much to the commercial buildings.

Something in the construction maybe?

Some type of metal or a spell laid over it?

Fear jerked itself out of the opening and then turned away. Vanishing around the corner.

“Yeah, see you soon. Probably,” Warner said softly and then laid his head against the wall next to him. Closing his eyes, he just stood there. Concentrating on resting and letting his body take care of itself.

Just as he’d done when Bodil got to him.

He didn’t have her runic power this time, but he couldn’t imagine it not working the same way. Just slower and perhaps with more pain involved.

Kinda pathetic for Yellow Eyes.

Dying would be worse.

Time passed and Warner just stood there.

Every now and then Fear would show up, try to slam and claw its way to him, then leave. It also tried to get in once from above, and several times from the other side.

Gunfire had preceded Fear for a time until it gave way to absolute silence. When Fear came back, nothing heralded his arrival or his departure.

He wasn’t leaving, and it seemed everyone else had evacuated the area. Leaving Warner alone with Fear.




***




An hour had passed before Warner moved again. At least more than shifting around against the wall.

Taking two steps, he tried to stand up right and stretch himself out. He felt tight and high strung at the moment.

His left arm still didn’t move.

For several seconds, Warner struggled with it, pulling at the muscles, pushing at them. Trying to get his arm to respond in any way.

Suddenly, his arm shot upward much to his joy. Holding it almost over his head, Warner tried his fingers and watched as they slowly came to life. Each one resisted at first, until finally they all moved.

Rotating his elbow, then his shoulder, Warner found that things wouldn’t immediately respond, but they did after several more attempts. Getting everything back in order.

Rolling his shoulders, giving his neck a bend one way, then the other, Warner felt everything unwinding. Things were going back to the way they should be.

Reaching into his pocket, Warner barely touched his phone before he knew it was destroyed. He could feel that it was broken in half even with just his fingers.

Pulling it out, he looked at it.

It was indeed broken in half. When Fear had picked him up, it had apparently crushed the phone at the same time. There would be no way to salvage it.

In fact, the longer he looked at it, the more Warner realized he needed to dispose of it. The battery pack was starting to swell and the phone was far warmer than it should be for something that was broken.

Fear took that moment to stuff its ugly misshapen head into the alley and then throw what looked like a car engine. It screamed past Warner and went over his head, slamming into both buildings and then clattering down towards the other side.

It tore up pipes and anything in its way as it went.

Warner didn’t even have time to duck before it’d happened. The attack came at him faster than he could actually register. Leaving him standing there with his heart hammering in his chest and an angry Fear once more roaring its displeasure at him.

Once more Fear vanished around the corner, presumably to go find another car engine to pull out and throw at him. Which meant Warner really couldn’t stick around any longer. He needed to finally move.

Except he didn’t feel at his peak. He felt like he was only at about fifty percent and that was being charitable. He was nowhere near where he was when he fought Fear previously at the hospital.

Going out to fight Fear wouldn’t get him anything and it was obvious Fear wasn’t going to let him go. He needed to find something that was stronger than Fear, or as strong as.

A thought struck Warner. One that didn’t sound plausible, but felt like perhaps his only real chance. There wouldn’t be much else he could do.

While Fear was still gone, Warner clambered up an emergency fire escape. He was halfway up when Fear stuck its head back into the alley.

Freezing in place, Warner did his best impression of a field mouse hiding on a tree branch. Unmoving, not breathing, pretending that he was part of the landscape.

Fear sat there, staring into the alley for several seconds longer before it jerked its head back out. It didn’t leave, however, and then it scrambled up the side of the walls. Its middle section was visible as a shadow as it shot upward.

It’s going to check all three sides and wait for me. Isn’t it?

Probably going to assume I’m in here and won’t leave until it has confirmed I’m not here, or that I am here. Damned immortal monster. Let’s see if we can’t get you a playmate.

“I would really like it if War could come to my side, she’s my arch-nemesis and fated partner. If War, my fated partner and arch-nemesis could be here with me, that would be perfect. If only I had War, my fated partner and arch-nemesis with me, I’d feel complete,” Warner said in a soft voice. He was crouched low on an emergency escape and doing his best to keep still.

This time when he spoke in triplicate, there was something wrong.

Where there’d been a loud and positive affirmation to his words in the past, this time felt different. There was still an affirmation to his words that they were akin to something unshakable.

However, previously it had felt like he was calling to someone across a room, now it was more like he was shouting into a tunnel. It echoed around emptily until it died away suddenly.

There was no telling if it actually reached its target at all.

It’s because Fate is captured, isn’t it? Part of my ability to sign and seal the fate of others was guaranteed through her.

Damnit all.

Everything is really going wrong.

Letting out a soft sigh, Warner practically jumped out of his skin when War simply appeared in front of him. Where there had been empty space one moment, she was there the next.

Her head was tilted to one side, watching him in a strange way, crouched down in front of him with her hands on her knees.

“Warner, just what are—”

Letting his emotions carry him in the moment, Warner moved forward quickly and wrapped his arms around War. He hugged her tightly, trying to crush her against himself.

Holding to her in a way that he would never have considered previously.

Except right now, at this moment, War was exactly the person he needed most.

“Oh, oh my. I… yes… hello, I missed you too, my fated partner,” War said in an odd way. Then she hugged him back, returning all the force back to him. Crushing him again. “My dearest arch-nemesis, my Warner. I’m so shocked that you’d call for me.

“Are you going to make me surrender now and claim me? Surrender to me and let me claim you? Is it time for one of us to become a concubine?”

“I’m afraid not,” Warner said, not releasing War. He held her, his hands pressed hard on her back. “Someone has intruded on our war. A third party is attempting to get in the way of our little game.

“They’re about to ruin the whole thing for both of us and I could use your help. Only you can help me, War. Will you help me so one of us can claim the other as a concubine later?”

War didn’t say anything to his words.

Instead, she just held onto him, her hands sliding up and down his back. Her face practically pressed into the side of his face.

“I see,” she said after ten seconds passed. Far too long a time for a normal person but about right for War, he imagined. “I’ve looked into our war and I see what you mean. There is indeed a third party that has inserted itself where it didn’t belong at all.

“The damned Silent One and his lackeys are trying to use us against one another, then eliminate us both. All the while not honoring our war with one another.

“Well, we shall show them the error of their ways. You and I shall join forces, and act as we will in the future. As partners, concubines to one another, and the only one each other can trust.

“We’ll fight Fear together, my beloved Warner. And afterward, I think it’s time for us to have our little battle very soon. You’ve weakened me considerably. To the point that I’m only slightly ahead of your own power level.

“That is very impressive, Warner. Very impressive. It seems that you really did as you promised and brought me a war I never would have expected.”

Warner let out a slow breath and laid his head to the side of War’s.

She was absolutely insane, but if she was with him, he could take on Fear.

“Actually, I’ve already beaten you,” Warner admitted. “As soon as we’re about to fight, I’m going to declare my war ended with you. That the next fight is just a duel to determine a winner in a personal bet.

“What power you were getting from my war with you, would be over in that instant. Then it’d be just a matter of beating you in a one-on-one, which I do believe I could do at that point, and then collecting the winnings.”

“Err,” said War, freezing up, her hands laying still on his back.

Then she started to laugh, a soft, gentle sound that didn’t fit her at all.

“I see!” she said, still chuckling to herself. “I see, I see. Well! That’s impressive. You’re right. You’ll most certainly win in a fight after that. I suppose I’ll become the concubine and used party in the end. Be sure to hate me tenderly and use me with spite. I look forward to it.”

Warner grunted at that, but didn’t let go of War.

Instead, he just hung onto her.

She was a very strong presence and Warner didn’t feel quite right yet. Going up against Fear so soon brought up an ugly feeling inside himself. One he didn’t want to confront yet.

“We’ll… wait a little,” War said and then sat down on her rear end. She drug Warner up against herself and held onto him. Her arms were a warm, solid comfort around him. “So, now that I’m doomed to become your concubine, can we talk about what you’re going to do to me?

“I have some ideas about it and I’ve taken the time to think them out. I wrote down quite a few as well. I think a lot of these will be fun for both of us, or fun for you. I’m totally good with that.”

“Sure,” Warner muttered, just staying as he was.
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“—and that’s how we can use the handcuffs,” War said, nodding her head. For the last thirty minutes, she’d been going through an entire list of items she wanted.

As well as describing how to use them and in what fashion.

Fear appeared above them briefly and then ran back down to the far side of the alley.

It was now obvious that it knew Warner was still in there, but not where exactly. As if it were locked to a scent he was producing.

“As fun as this has been, I do have other things I must attend to,” War said and then patted Warner on the back. “You’re as strong as you’re going to get given the situation. I’m not concerned though.

“Between the two of us, we shouldn’t have much of an issue. We can get this taken care of in no time and solved. Then we can have our duel tomorrow, and go from there!

“It’s rather exciting to finally see this over. And you did it so well. I honestly didn’t think you could do it when you first told me about your plan. Now I’m going to pay for it with myself.”

War disentangled herself from him and then patted him on the cheek.

“Come, my arch-nemesis. It’s time for us to put Fear to eternal sleep,” War said in a way that felt like a sword pulled from its sheath. “I’ll not let this incarnation reside any longer on this plane and will cast it back into the formless planes it was created from.”

Warner took the hand she offered him and pulled himself upright. The clatter and clank of the emergency exit they’d been hiding on was louder than he expected as they stood up.

Unfortunately, it was loud enough that Fear heard it.

Or sensed it. Considering it didn’t have any ears or eyes, it was clearly using something else to feel the world around it.

“I shall lead the way, dearest Warner,” declared War and then drew a sword from nothing. Pulling it from the thin air itself as if it was always there. “Be my second and work towards its back, at all times. We shall dispatch it with celerity so that it causes no more problems.”

Suddenly a pair of blue wings sprouted from War’s back. They were identical to Dayine’s wings in their original form, just of a richer hue and crackling with unbridled power.

She was right, though, about her assessment of her power.

At the moment, she felt to Warner as if she were significantly weaker than he’d last seen her. The overwhelming freight-train demeanor her power gave off was gone.

Now it felt as if the two of them were of a similar strength. Her power was possibly slightly more in some ways, and less in others.

The moment he declared his war with her over, she would indeed lose yet more power. His plan had been completely fulfilled. War really was a shadow of what she’d once been.

War leapt over the railing and landed in the alleyway with a clatter. During the fall, azure armor had manifested. It covered her from head to toe and locked her away. She looked far more akin to a medieval knight in full plate at the moment.

Hm. I wonder if using her power like that creates better protection than just pushing it out as a shield.

Can’t hurt, can it?

Attempting to imitate War—as well as all the other Valkyrja and Dayine, Warner supposed—he grasped the triple power of Retribution, Vengeance, and Redemption and forcefully shaped it into armor. It seemed to respond quite willingly and quickly encased him in armor. 

The second he started to do it, he had a cascade of memories of Warin doing much the same. That his predecessor had relied on such armor through much of his tenure as Retribution.

Apparently, I still have a lot to learn from Warin’s memories. I really need to spend time going through them. Right now, they’re more reactionary than anything else.

As soon as Warner hit the ground a step or two behind War, he was wearing the same armor Warin had. Though his was crafted of three portfolios and Warin’s had only been one.

There was a hope in Warner’s mind that this would actually give him some protection this time. Fleeting as that hope might be.

“Fear! I shall bring war to you and commit to your destruction!” shouted War in a powerful voice as she sprinted ahead. Trailing out behind her was her blade, glittering and glowing with power.

Almost unwillingly, Warner once again copied her. Running in the same way and holding his blade just the same. At the same time, he felt compelled by her words.

In entering this fight on her side, he was putting himself under her direct control as a subordinate. The urge to shout at Fear in a similar way as she had done was almost palpable.

He could feel the pull of her authority and command over him as they sprinted down the alley. Heading straight for a fight that was to the very death.

Can’t make fun of Dayine or the others about following War. If this is what they felt, I can certainly understand how they’d let themselves be carried away in it.

I imagine War could sweep up even the most timid of hearts and give them courage.

Make them drunk on it.

War and Warner exited the alleyway seconds later, followed by Fear slamming down onto a partially collapsed truck on the far side of the street.

Glancing around, Warner saw that there were a few corpses nearby, but not that many.

Instead, there was an abundance of wreckage all around. As if Fear had thrown a hissy fit and smashed all the cars it could find.

That was likely where it had found the engine block and decided to throw it like a stone.

Fear crouched, planted its hands on the ground, and reared its shoulders and head back. Warner knew what was coming and prepared himself for it.

Firming his resolve and stiffening his spine.

War had other ideas.

She pumped her wings and flew directly at Fear’s face.

Startled, the large monster pushed backward and away. It couldn’t get away fast enough though.

War slammed directly into its head, her sword stabbing deep into the center of its shadowy mass. Then she ripped her blade out to the side as she fell away from the impact.

A massive chunk of Fear’s head flew out, hinged around where it was still attached, and flopped around to the other side of its head.

Then it tore free and splattered to the ground. Leaving Fear with half a head.

On her way down, War pulled a dagger free made of the same material as her sword. Plunging in the smaller weapon, War slid down the front of Fear, carving out a massive gash through its middle.

As soon as she hit the ground, she darted off to the left, swinging her sword with one hand through the knee joint of Fear’s right leg.

In less than a handful of seconds, War had absolutely destroyed Fear.

Realizing this was an opportunity, Warner rushed ahead. Chopping out with his own blade, he sheared off Fear’s left leg at the hip. Halting the momentum of his attack, Warner slashed outward and upward.

He connected at the elbow joint of Fear’s left arm.  A large section of it tumbled away and smashed a car’s hood, crumpling the engine compartment as if it were aluminum foil.

Fear collapsed onto its groin, then slowly rolled backward. It didn’t have anything other than its right arm to try and hold itself upright.

As expected, the limbs and head began to reform themselves. It wasn’t as fast as his memory told him it would be from back at the hospital, but it was still swift.

War was finishing her turnabout, having ended her full maneuver with a complete step out— moving beyond the range of the enemy and reorienting herself.

Realizing that Fear had been absolutely devastated by the two of them, she sprinted forward again. Her sword was held very low, the tip practically dragging along the ground.

When she reached Fear, she did the very thing Warner would have done.

She struck Fear’s right arm from its torso, then chopped down at the stump of its right leg. Taking it clean off before it could reform completely, she sent the leg flopping and bumping across the ground.

Warner dashed forward and pushed the entire length of his sword into Fear, all the way up to the top of his hand.

Then he flooded it with all three elements of his power. Filling it to the brim with what he hoped was a counter to it.

After all, Fear blew right through his own defenses as if they weren’t there. Didn’t that mean that his own attacks would have the same effect?

It would go right through whatever defenses Fear had.

Apparently, War got the same memo delivered to her though Warner knew not how. She brought her sword upward, reversed the grip, and stabbed it down and home into Fear. A second later and it was filled with her own power.

The powers of War, Retribution, Vengeance, and Redemption wracked Fear—which was nothing more than a torso at this point—as if it were being electrocuted. It convulsed and shrieked in disjointed jibbers as it laid on the pavement.

War wrenched her blade out of Fear, tearing off a massive chunk from what remained of its mass. Holding up her left hand, she channeled what could only be described as a lightning bolt.

It struck Fear with a bang and the entirety of the incarnation became partially solid. As well as taking on a texture and color akin to charcoal.

“I declare you defeated, Fear,” said War in a loud and imperious voice. “As the victor of this war, I sentence you to banishment. Return to where you came from, as your place is not on this plane.

“You are a most unwelcome presence. As a bearer of the trust of the Originator, I act in his stead and send you hence.”

There was an odd sucking noise followed by a pop. At the same time, Fear ceased to exist. Having been dismissed to wherever War sent it.

The power that War had wielded seemed to instantly deflate. She fell back down to the same level he’d noted her at before she’d declared war on Fear.

“I end our war, War,” Warner said in a quiet voice. Instantly, War hunched, her shoulders pulling up to her jaw. Even more power left her. Leaving her at a level where even one of the Valkyrja could likely deal an end to her. “I… also challenge you to that duel. Immediately. Here and now.”

War closed her eyes, tilted her head to one side, and then nodded her head. Even the sword in her hand which she had been holding up to now looked like a dull and faded glimmer of what it had been only a minute ago.

“Yes, that… would be wise and proper on your part,” she murmured. Shaking her hand to the right she dismissed her weapon and then turned and faced him directly. “Then I shall simply surrender to you, my dearest arch-nemesis.

“I turn myself over to you as hostage, concubine, and servant. Exactly as we agreed upon.”

When War stood back up again, a lot of the madness in her eyes had diminished. She didn’t look sane by any margin or measure, but neither did she look as if she were going to chew her way through a concrete block anymore, either.

“I look forward to—”

War’s head promptly exploded as Seville punched right through it. Bits and pieces of the beautiful incarnation’s face and brains blasted out and tumbled across the pavement.

Her body collapsed on itself and laid unmoving on the ground.

Warner had only a flash of insight that he needed to move before the Elven woman Bodil had named Leena came diving at him. Two shining silver blades slashing through the space he’d just been in.

“I hate myself all the more,” growled Seville, shaking his hand back and forth. Turning, he looked at Warner. “She didn’t deserve that. Not at all.”

“Suck it up, loser,” crowed Skipper from above. She was once again being escorted by a man in black leather.

“How about you and your gimp suit go play fuck-buddies then work on your wild dog of a pet,” said Seville, glaring hatefully up at Skipper. “This madness is all because of your damned Council that you couldn’t even keep under control.”

“No!” shrieked Skipper.

Not far away, Leena was watching Warner with clearly pained eyes.

“I’m sorry, sweet ember, Mr. Spark, I’m sorry. We don’t want to be here,” she said in a near-silent whisper. “But… our family… they’re held hostage. We cannot divert from this course. We must do what we must. We have no other choices or options.”

“—her fault! Fucking cow-monster Erv! She screwed everything up!” Skipper continued, yowling in a way that sounded a lot like a cat screeching. “Apparently, all her god-damned brain matter was melted away to make way for her tits!”

“Don’t be a petty bitch about the fact that she’s a billion times hotter than you are,” Seville said with a flippant hand wave at her. Flicking about bits of War in doing so as blood dripped down from his fingers. “Or are you that pissed off that she’s fucking Sameerixis and you’re second place again? I mean, she might as well be Barbie and that makes you—”

Shouting almost wordlessly, Skipper pointed at Seville. Warner couldn’t make out anything that she said, but it seemed a lot like insane swearing where all the words jumbled together. To the point that none of it made sense.

Leena, Seville, and Warner all stared at Skipper as she did her best imitation of a broken text-to-speech module that included profanities typed out by a child who didn’t know how to spell them.

“You done?” Seville asked when Skipper took a breath. “Cause all that just sounded like a cat being turned into a main course flambé.”

Skipper’s face was bright red and she looked like she was about to fly off. Not wanting to stay here at all.

“Kill-him,” said Skipper in a short growl of voice. Pure injustice rolled off of her in a way that sickened Warner.

Betrayals, brutal acts, murders—the woman had no boundaries that wouldn’t be crossed. Anything was fair game for her and nothing was forbidden.

Such a trail of terrible injustice had all begun in the first half of her life. When her name had been Jenaphila. When she’d betrayed a man who was her partner.

A man Warner knew as Uncle Sam.

He knew all of her crimes upon the planes and even where she currently resided. Justice could be brought to her doorstep at a later time.

Ever more convoluted, this web.

Seville closed his eyes, stood there for several seconds, before he turned his head toward Warner. Frowning, the incredibly strong and terrifying man opened his eyes.

The injustice that was done to this man was immeasurable to Warner.

In killing War—an incredibly unjust creature—he’d gained a great deal of karmic redemption. His crimes were still quite deep and high, though they didn’t have the same sharpness to Warner.

Yet the injustice that had been committed against Seville, to Steven Brill, was incalculable. A man who had been well and truly forced to act against his wishes at gunpoint through countless years.

“Go,” said Seville in a deathly whisper.

Laughing hysterically, Leena lifted her swords and then charged at Warner in a near mindless way. She made no move to defend herself, no attempt to halt her advance, and ran right at him.

Warner couldn’t see a way that she could do anything to him. Attacking him the way that she was, was leaving herself open to countless attacks and defenses.

This was leagues apart from the beautiful slash she’d nearly killed him with previously. A night and day comparison from one to the other.

Almost without meaning to, in a robotic act that spoke to countless years of Warin defending himself, he struck out with his sword in a slash that was aimed at Leena’s throat.

With her swords so high above her head, there was nothing she could do.

Her head slipped off backward, tumbling away from her. Her body tripped over itself and slid across the asphalt to stop only a few feet in front of Warner. Blood pumped wildly from her stump of a neck. It sprayed liberally down Warner’s shins and combat boots.

Stepping out of the rapidly forming blood puddle, Warner looked at Seville to see if there was something he’d missed. Something Seville had intended as the outcome from that exchange just now.

Because Warner had no idea what was going on now. There was no doubt in his mind that Leena had just committed suicide and hadn’t cared a whit for her own life.

“Oh my fucking god damned shit,” Skipper groaned. “That stupid cunt of a whore! She can’t do a single fucking thing right, can she? She’s a never-ending miserable list of failures.

“There’s no reason to even bother to bring her back! She’ll just screw up again and again! It never ends.”

“Not your call,” said Seville in a flat tone. “Never was, never will be, and can’t ever be. Zeus would sooner set me free than give you any more power than you currently have. You’ve already squandered what he gave you and couldn’t control it. I mean, look what you did with the Council, little sister.”

Skipper sucked in a breath, and held it. Saying nothing.

He’s trying to provoke her into leaving.

He wants her to leave so he can act without her watching.

And his strategy for doing it is to aggravate and infuriate her. Is she the type to flee?

Whatever, best option I’ve got, I guess.

Slowly, she tilted her head to one side and looked at Warner. A slow scowl spread across her face as she glared at him.

“I can’t see what he’s going to do,” she muttered to Seville after several seconds. “In fact, as soon as we arrived, I couldn’t predict anything that he would do. There’s something… about him… that makes it hard to pin anything down.”

“Oh, that just means you’re not as good as my personal psychic. She can tell me exactly what kind of kid we’ll have if I stop one pump early, or go one longer,” Warner said with a grin for Skipper. “Maybe you should take up tarot reading at a fair. Read some fortunes for kids who still believe in the tooth fairy.”

Seville snickered at that, causing Skipper to go even redder in the face.

She didn’t leave, however. Instead, she just sat there, floating in the air, resting up against the man and being held by him.

Watching.

Waiting for Seville.

“Sorry,” mouthed Seville a second before he launched himself at Warner.





Twenty-Six




Even as Seville came at him, Warner worked to put a plan together in his mind.

The first order of business was to try not to get hit by Seville.

From Warin’s memories and what he’d seen of the man, letting him touch you in any way was asking to get blasted. Possibly even more so than when Fear had landed a hit.

Slipping to the left as Seville threw a wild right-hand punch, Warner moved past him. At the same time, Warner flicked his wings in opposite directions, giving himself a slight spin.

As he spun, Warner slashed out with a rapid strike. The blade of power went right at Seville’s upper arm.

Unfortunately, the only result of the strike was the blade of energy coming to a full stop against Seville’s skin, then bouncing away.  A thin trickle of blood seeped down from the impact point, but that was all the damage Warner could see.

Seville passed by him, his haymaker attack missing entirely. Coming to a stop a few steps away, the man slowly straightened up and then turned around, facing Warner directly.

“Yeah,” Seville said and then shrugged his shoulders, looking down at his arm. “That’s about right. But hey, you did as well as Warin ever managed. If not a little better.

“I guess I have to take you seriously to a degree. That’s fine. It’s been a while. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever had to bother with something like this on this plane.”

Seville shifted in place where he stood. Moving from what looked like a lazy, make-believe impression of a boxer’s stance to something that seemed far more familiar to him. His posture was now somewhere between Dayine, War, and some of his Valkyrja when they were about to fight. Though he lacked a sword to match the stance.

Seville reached over and tore a speed limit sign out of the pavement. Once he’d broken it free, he shattered the concrete it’d been buried in. Taking it in both hands, Seville casually broke it in half as well as tore the speed limit plaque from it, then he held it as normally as could be in one hand. As if it were a sword instead of a signpost.

It was easily a foot longer than Warner’s blade and didn’t look like something that normally could be held as easily as it was right now.

Taking up a position directly opposite Warner, Seville raised his make-shift weapon slightly to point it toward his foe.

In all of Warner’s memories from Warin, he’d never seen Seville do anything like this. The man had always just attacked like a brutish thug at best.

A deep sense of dread fell over Warner. Akin to a weighted blanket that was as heavy as a dump truck.

The idea that Seville had mostly been playing around to this point was terrifying.

As fast as War had ever been, Seville lunged forward. The tip of the sign whistled as it flew toward him.

So fast was it, that Warner didn’t have time to respond. It slammed into the middle of his chest at full speed. Seville’s form and presentation of the lunge had been smooth and flawless as well, Warner thought as he began tumbling away.

Because the force of the blow was so heavy that Warner was knocked off his feet.

Rolling across the ground, Warner bounced a few times before he came to a stop. It felt as if his ribs had, once again, broken. Or at the very least, they were bruised to the point of breaking.

With a wheeze and a groan, Warner clambered to his feet. His blade had dissipated during his tumble. Looking down, Warner found the armor he’d constructed from his power had been completely shattered.

Seville’s strike had been more than enough to blast right through it.

That was the strength of his attack hitting my armor. It didn’t actually hit me directly at all.

This… this is not someone I can fight. This is no different than fighting Fear or War in her empowered form.

Hahahaha, I get to run away.

Again.

The theme song for Yellow Eyes needs to be I Ran.

Not wasting another second, Warner flapped his wings, and began to fly away. Putting his back to Seville and Skipper, he wanted nothing to do with either one of them.

“Where’re you going?” shouted Seville from behind him.

A second later, the street sign that’d been used as a weapon flew past Warner. Zipping by him with so much speed and force that it felt like Warner had just been overtaken by a jet.

Holy fuck!

Flapping for all he was worth, Warner did his best to get out of line of sight. He needed to get away from the gruesome twosome with as much speed as he could.

In the next moment, Warner felt a screaming need to turn. To move or get out of the way. Anything to get out of the position he was in.

Tucking his wings in, Warner dove and turned at the same time. Trying to get himself out of whatever was coming his way.

Seville literally passed through the area in space that Warner had just been inhabiting. The man wasn’t flying, so much as sailing past.

Lazily passing by him at nearly the same speed.

The man watched Warner with a strange look as he started to descend. One that would have spoken volumes to Warner if he only knew the unspoken language of scowling.

Realizing he couldn’t fly in a straight line—not without Seville catching him like a damn arrow—Warner started flying upward again. Stretching for as much height as he could manage.

However, this time he kept his eye on Seville, watching the scary and unfathomable man as he arced toward the ground.

Upon landing, he cracked the pavement where his feet slammed down. All around him, people screamed and ran in every direction.

Seville ignored them all.

He stood up straight and began orienting himself at Warner—almost like a giant radar dish in some respects.

Then Seville grinned, watching Warner as Warner watched him.

Rather than take another colossal jump at him, Seville began to bound along in smaller jumps. Jumps that took him over buildings entirely and across large swathes of streets, instead of flying straight up into the air like a rocket.

Like being followed by a gigantic flea. I can’t get rid of him easily.

He’ll just leap around like that and keep on me. If I go low, he can probably go forward a lot faster than I expect.

There’s no memories of Warin ever dealing with Seville acting like this, either. This is entirely new territory.

Looking over his shoulder for a split second, Warner saw Skipper high above and far behind him. She was following him, but at such a distance that he could do nothing to her.

It was obvious she wasn’t going to leave the situation alone. For one reason or another, she wanted to remain to make sure Warner ceased to exist.

Equally obvious to Warner was that Seville really didn’t want to do this. Even his companion Leena had attacked him in such a way that she wouldn’t survive it.

Looking back at Seville, he turned his head just in time to twist his body and roll out of the way.

A concrete chunk the size of a Volkswagen Beetle shot through the air where Warner had just been. It tore past him like a rocket in flight.

Seville was in the middle of a street down below. He stood at the edge of a massive crater in the ground that he’d likely created by ripping out the concrete.

Warner couldn’t afford to underestimate him for even a second.

Taking a moment, Warner began to climb again while watching Seville the entire time. He needed to gain a few seconds on the man so he could survey his surroundings. To see what was around him and what he could use to his advantage.

Pulling his wings in after climbing for several more seconds, Warner went into a steep dive. He did it while angling to one side, but also while making the turn somewhat loose.

It gave him a massive increase in speed and kept him moving in a path that wasn’t a straight line. The erratic nature of the turn also made it impossible to predict.

So long as he did it like this, Seville couldn’t try to knock him out of the air as if he were duck hunting.

Apparently, that didn’t mean Seville wouldn’t try. Several small chunks of asphalt and concrete shot past Warner. They missed him by significant margins since he was constantly changing the angle of his turn.

Reaching street level, Warner turned hard away from the direction in which he’d been going. Instead, he started to head back the way he’d come while keeping most of the speed he’d built up.

Zipping down to skim only a few feet above the sidewalk, Warner flew with all the speed he could manage. Flapping and pushing himself as he went.

If he slowed down at all, failed to keep himself low, or got spotted, he’d be right back to dealing with Seville and Skipper. It was, once again, a fight he couldn’t win.

Kinda hard to believe I’m out of my league. This is all too—

On a sudden feeling of danger, Warner went down so low that he clipped a no parking sign. Smashing around it to one side, Warner ended up rolling into the street and almost underneath a passing vehicle.

A car door cut through the air where Warner had been. It was flying sideways as if it’d been thrown like a frisbee. It slashed across the road, the sidewalk, and then blasted into a building. Going right through the front, it disappeared inside.

Getting to his feet, Warner looked back the way he’d come—back to where the car door itself had originated.

Seville was coming his way in a full on flea-like leap. Sailing through the air and heading right for Warner. It was an opportunity he couldn’t miss.

Taking a number of steps forward, Warner put himself just ahead and partly to the side of where Seville would land. Pulling up his power, he solidified it into his sword once more and then wound back.

“Batter up, fuck-stick,” growled Warner.

There was a look of surprise on Seville’s face a second before he landed.

Swinging with everything he had in him, and pouring forth all the power he could into his weapon, Warner swung for the fences. Trying to put his sword right through Seville.

The glowing blade slammed full force right into the middle of Seville’s chest.

Then it bounced backward, jerking at Warner’s arms, when it couldn’t overcome the momentum of the monster that this man was. Warner might as well have been a child swinging a plastic bat against a wall.

Seville landed smoothly, his boots hitting the ground and then sliding across the pavement with ease. The man turned around and faced Warner directly.

Glancing down to his chest at the same time Warner did, they both saw a deep gash on the man’s sternum. Blood flowed quite readily down the front of his chest.

Bright red blood that looked quite Human and normal.

Then the whole wound began to close on itself. Mending itself as if nothing had happened at all. After only a few seconds, it was fully healed with no scar left behind. 

Warner watched in awe and, in that moment, realized just how outclassed he was by Seville. There really was no winning against this man.

“Like I said,” Seville said and then looked up to Warner again with a frown. “Sorry.”

Before Warner could react, Seville was there. A lightning-quick jab followed by a hook that rang Warner’s bell in a way that even Fear couldn’t accomplish.

It also sent Warner flying through the air again. Slamming into a building, he felt the concrete crack and give behind him.

Landing partly on his feet, Warner tried to orient himself on Seville.

His head felt like it was swimming and sounds were disjointed, as if they were intermittent and broken up.

Warner raised his weapon in front of himself. He managed to flick out a lunge and a slash.

Both landed on Seville’s torso, ripping the fabric of his clothes and causing small wounds. Which again closed in only a second.

Skipper appeared across the street in that moment, watching the fight with what looked like disdain.

Boredom, really.

I’m doing this all wrong.

Warner went down low as soon as Seville’s shoulder flexed. Like a lightning bolt, the man’s arm shot out in a straight punch that went right into the wall of the building. His hand vanished into the concrete right up to the forearm.

Taking the best action he could come up with, Warner launched himself in the air straight for Skipper. His sword was held out to his right and ready to be swung.

A moment of surprise flickered across Skipper’s face just before Warner arrived. His blade swung out in a wide slash.

Skipper had enough sense to act in a way that surprised Warner. She shoved her gimp-suited assistant at him and fell from the sky.

Warner’s sword cut the man in half at the waist and severed Skipper’s left hand clean off her wrist. Everything but Warner fell toward the ground.

Warner brought himself back around, even as he kept an eye on the falling woman. She landed with a loud bang on a metal sheet that covered a rooftop shack. Her right hand gripped the bloody stump of her left wrist and she appeared to be screaming in pain.

Unfortunately, at that moment, Warner forgot about Seville.

A full-sized tire from a car slammed into his chest. Knocking the wind from him, stalling his movement, and taking him right out of the air.

Unable to stop himself from falling, Warner could do nothing. He couldn’t even catch a breath to be honest.

Smashing into a roof, then crashing through it, Warner ended up falling into one of the buildings that he’d been flying over.

Landing amongst shocked shoppers, bins of product, and racks on one wall, Warner hit the ground and came to a stop. It’d been a bone-breaking landing that left him in terrible shape.

Breathing was difficult, he couldn’t see much around himself due to the falling dust and debris, and could only really see the hole he’d made in the roof above.

Distantly, he could hear people shouting, someone shrieking, and approaching police sirens. It seemed that despite everything else, daily life was still trying to catch up with where the world had gone.

Seconds ticked by, leaving Warner to contemplate the sky. At least what he could see of it through the hole in the ceiling.

It reminded him of the life he’d had before he became Yellow Eyes. Before all of this insanity had landed upon him.

Looking at the world through a hole.

Then Seville stepped over him and peered down into his face.

“Hey,” Seville said with a sniff. He idly waved a hand in front of his face. Apparently, the dust was bothering him. “Wow, didn’t realize that tire would get you that bad. Your chest looks like it’s fucking concave.”

Warner could only wheeze a response. He had no words to give to Seville. There would be no answer he could voice.

Seville let out a long sigh and then looked up to the hole. Faintly, Warner could hear the shriek and wail of who he was sure was Skipper.

“Well, you bought us an out,” Seville murmured, looking back down to Warner. “Now I don’t feel as bad that Leena has to go through another reprint. She’ll think it was worthwhile herself.”

Only able to lay there, Warner said and did nothing. It sounded to him like Seville was going to somehow let the situation end here.

Clicking his tongue, Seville stood up.

“Try not to get spotted in public. We’ve got orders to eliminate you outright,” explained Seville. “Skipper will make it her life’s wish to kill you since you got her wrist. I wonder how she’ll do with only one hand, ha. Anyway, hope I don’t see ya.”

Reaching out, Seville grabbed the nearby wall that was filled with children’s clothing. Then he jerked on it, his arm flexing wildly.

The entirety of the wall came down and covered Warner in children’s clothing as well as the remains of the wall. It didn’t exactly help Warner with his breathing issues, but it didn’t cause him much more in the way of distress either.

Warner could hear what sounded like someone walking. Making a circle of the pile that covered Warner. The footsteps stopped briefly near his right foot and were accompanied by what sounded like debris being thrown on top of the pile.

Some of it even landed atop Warner’s boot.

He’s making sure I’m not visible? What the fuck.

“Thanks,” Warner got out in a wretched wheeze that sounded terrible.

“Yup,” Seville replied from outside the pile. “Be quiet now and try not to use your powers until you’re ready to fight. Skipper will be watching for their use.”

There were more sounds of Seville moving about for a little longer before they faded to nothing. The distant shriek and scream of Skipper dimmed as well before going away entirely.

Warner was left alone in the ruins of a department store, covered in children’s clothes, and broken bodily.

He was, surprisingly, still alive.

Lost in an apocalyptic Florida, but very much alive and able to recover from his wounds.

First things first.

Recover. We’ll just… lay here… until we feel better. Sleep sounds great.

After that, try to get in contact with everyone. Somehow, someway, I need to get a message to Daria. See what she thinks and what we need to do next.

So much has happened in such a short time that I don’t even know which way to go anymore. I need my dear Fruitloop to lead the way.

Warner closed his eyes, took a chest-splitting breath, and focused on just resting. Trying to fall asleep or at least just lay still.

Fear was gone, War was dead, and Seville had left.

Warner was finally alone and relatively safe.





Twenty-Seven




Warner awoke to the sounds of people moving around.

The shuffling steps of people going through the remains of the store where Warner had been knocked down. There was the crunch and pop of things being crushed underfoot.

Except it didn’t feel right to Warner.

Something felt very off about the situation and he couldn’t place it. There was a sense of danger and an ominous presence. As though this was a direct threat to him, and he needed to be wary.

Laying there, Warner focused on what he could hear. What he could feel with only the passive usage of his power. He wasn’t about to doubt what Seville said about using his powers, considering the man had very clearly spared him after easily beating the tar out of him.

The man owed him absolutely nothing, but had done his best to let Warner go.

Relaxing, Warner let his passive senses creep out from the pile of debris where he was hidden. They gradually spread outward to encompass the surrounding areas.

His answer came swiftly. Those individuals moving around him were once soldiers of the Council. They were doers of misdeeds both great and small. They were a splinter group who reported directly to Skipper and who had remained loyal to her, while the rest defected to follow War.

Though, with War dead, what happens to the rest of the Council?

We rounded up the majority of their leaders, hit their bases incredibly hard, and cut out their support structure, as well as killing their ultimate leader. War is dead and gone.

Will they simply fold and rejoin society? Turn back to Skipper?

I suppose it’s somewhat of a moot point either way. The Council is more or less destroyed.

“Nothing here,” said a voice. Warner had no idea how or where to place it, given the way he was buried.

“Did you think there would be?” asked a second voice. “Probably long gone. They sent us here specifically because they gave us the rookies.”

The first speaker grunted at that and offered nothing else in reply. Slowly, the sound of boots crunching moved away from Warner. The noise eventually faded into complete silence.

Additionally, the feeling of injustice vanished with them, leaving Warner once again completely alone.

I can’t really stay here under this burial mound of mine. I’ll need water fairly soon, as well as to use the bathroom.

Sounds like they’re searching for me. Which would probably mean they have the assistance of the local government and agencies, wouldn’t it?

Hm. Can’t trust anyone for the moment then.

I’m not sure if they know what I look like or if they’re just looking for “Yellow Eyes”.

Play it safe. Safe, under the radar, and easy as it goes.

Nodding, Warner opened his eyes and began to look around. From what he could see with the little light he had, there wasn’t an immediate way to get out. Most of the wall that Seville had pulled down atop him covered him in broken bits of pressed fiberboard, coat hangers, and metal poles.

That and a truly frightening amount of clothes.

Turning his head to one side, then the other, and back again, Warner came to a realization.

If he wanted to get out from under this mess, it wasn’t going to be done quietly. He’d have to throw his arms out, stand up, and push his body through this mess. There really wasn’t any other option.

Should someone be nearby, or watching, there’d be nothing Warner could do about it. They’d see him do it and that was it.

Checking a sigh, Warner instead focused his concentration on his body.

Flexing his feet and ankles, then his calves, and moving upward through each part of his body, Warner checked his condition. Or at least, tried to find out what hurt and what didn’t.

It wasn’t until he got to his waist that he felt anything catch or sing out with pain. His lower back and where his legs met his hips felt stiff and painful. Moving anything in that general area felt like he was made of bruises.

Shifting around where he lay, Warner was pleased to find that his torso felt better than it had before. Breaths came easier, though still somewhat strained.

It felt as if someone had a foot on his sternum and would lean on him every now and then. Each breath came without pain, so long as he didn’t take a deep breath.

Whenever he tried that, it felt like he was trying to breathe using lungs filled to the brim with sharpened skewers. The very idea of exerting himself and then trying to suck down a deep breath sounded like the worst idea possible.

I’m not ready to face anyone.

Activating my abilities would just draw Skipper, and then Seville, back to me.

If Seville gets a hold of me like this, I’m done.

With a shake of his head, Warner reconsidered his options.

Once again, he found that he only had two possibilities. Stay buried and just deal with his growing need for water, or get out and risk being caught.

Warner made his choice even as he began to sit up.

Drawing his legs closer to his chest, he started to push with his hands at the debris on top of him. It began to slide and shift to one side or the other without too much issue.

Getting a knee to the ground, Warner pushed himself up to a kneeling position, then just stood up. There would be no easy way of going about this other than to simply do it.

Clothes and bits of wall fell away as Warner stood up and got a view of the store around him.

There was no one immediately nearby. He couldn’t see anyone waiting for him or lingering in the vicinity either.

Realizing he’d caught a break, Warner clambered out of the rubble pile. Unfortunately, he was making quite a bit of noise despite trying to be quiet.

No sooner than he’d cleared the debris than Warner was off in a fast walk that bordered on jogging. Moving farther and farther into the store, he realized it was something akin to a supermarket and general merchandise store in one large building.

Pausing as he passed by an aisle with dog and cat food, Warner realized that this was actually an opportunity. There was no telling how long he’d be stuck in this situation.

Turning hard to the right, he went down one aisle and then crossed over into what looked to be a department for maternity wear.

Getting in amongst the racks of clothes, Warner crouched low enough to stay out of sight of anyone wandering by.

Reading all of the available signs nearby, Warner quickly got a general impression of where he was in the store. Given that a lot of stores like this tended to organize things in a similar way, Warner had a better idea of which way to go.

Moving to the edge of the maternity section, Warner looked out to the far side of the building, reading all the signs he could.

Luckily, he saw what he wanted.

Camping—there we go.

First though, let’s see what’s going on outside. See if I can’t get into the back area and then find a roof access point. Take a look around and see what I see.

Moving from aisle to aisle, section to section, Warner made it to the outside wall of the shopping floor. Then he began to move around that outer edge, looking for a way into the rear of the store.

He had no doubt in his mind that the employee side of the building would probably have some way to access the roof. They’d have to make a route available for contractors to access the air conditioning units, he imagined.

Eventually, he found the door he was looking for and made his way over to it. For this store, it was all the way in the back near the holiday decorations.

Squatting down low next to some type of light up scenery, he stared at the door for several seconds.

This would once again be a problem. Anyone on the other side would notice him the moment he came through the door. There really wouldn’t be an alternative this time either.

Pausing there, Warner contemplated his options for a few more seconds before he decided to go for it. There were no other choices at the moment for him that he could think of.

Reaching the door, he tried the handle and found it was unlocked. The handle moved freely in his hand.

Slowly, Warner began to turn the handle further until he felt the latch bolt slide free. Easing the door open, Warner watched until he could see the face plate and withdrawn bolt. Releasing the handle, he let it slide back into position.

Moving up to the crack in the door, Warner pressed his face closer and peered through the small slit between it and the frame. The lights were on, Warner heard nothing, and it felt as if there was no one back there.

Pulling the door open slowly, Warner got it to the point where he could slide through and did so. He left it open and where it was. He saw no reason to close it and give himself a problem later.

Once he was in the backroom, Warner studied the area.

He saw no one and nothing out of the ordinary.

It seemed he was once again in luck. So far today, he’d either had great luck or bad luck, there wasn’t really a middle ground, it seemed.

There were definite signs that someone had raided the store. Broken palettes, destroyed merchandise, and even what appeared to be a dried pool of blood.

I wonder if it was looters from after the Council attack, or after my escapade with Fear.

Or even Seville, actually.

Warner shook his head and then pressed on. Moving amongst the stored goods and items, Warner began to search again.

Thankfully, finding the way up to the roof didn’t take him half as long as it had to find the back door.

It was hard to miss a giant metal staircase against a cinder brick wall.

The steps were quiet as Warner went up them. Moving as swiftly—yet quietly—as he could manage, he ascended to the door at the top. It seemed to lead to an area of the roof above the store interior, which meant this section of the building might be raised.

Approaching the door, Warner hesitated for a second, then simply reached out.

He wasn’t going to belabor the moment and agonize over it. They were either on the roof or not.

Warner gripped the handle and pushed it open. He did his best to be quiet about it though.

As soon as it was wide enough, he saw that it was no longer daytime. The sun was currently setting and the sky was orange heading toward purple.

That meant he’d been under that rubble pile for a little while.

Slipping out, Warner slowly looked around the rooftop.

Once again, no one was there.

Not far off, however, he could see people moving around on another roof just across the way. Most of their details were lost to him, but Warner could see they were in black uniforms. Additionally, they each carried a combat rifle, and were wearing a helmet and a lot of gear.

To his untrained eye, they had the look of a SWAT-team member. Or something akin to that, at least.

They moved along the edge of the building while visually searching the area around them, looking down into the streets below and scanning nearby roofs.

None of them were looking his way and they didn’t really seem to be interested in his roof either. As if they’d already personally checked it and had discounted it.

Closing the door partially behind him, Warner got down low and moved behind what he assumed was an AC unit on the rooftop. Peeking out between the slats and panels, he could just barely see the roof directly across from him.

There were no other buildings that could see at the level of the store where he’d taken refuge.

Okay… if they’re walking around that brazenly, that limits the options. Doesn’t it?

Watching those people—who were very likely looking for him—Warner didn’t know what to make of the situation. He’d assumed that they were operating through some type of bribery situation with the local government.

However, this felt like more than that, if they really were walking around in the open like this.

On top of that, there was an eerie quiet now that Warner really listened. There was no crunch, thrum, and whine of cars moving about the streets. He couldn’t hear anything, in fact.

It felt like he was in an open field at midnight, rather than a busy commercial district at sunset.

Watching the once Council soldiers—as they couldn’t be anyone else other than part of the group he’d sensed earlier—Warner waited. After it got dark, he could move through the store a bit more freely. He’d just barricade the doors, kill most of the lights, and let the building go dark.

Because at this point, Warner was under the belief that he was in an evacuated part of the city— that there was a cordon around the area in an attempt to keep him inside. There were likely a great deal of people watching the skies and every exit, waiting for any hint of him.

Maybe it had started with an honest action from the locals to get out of the area, to escape Fear at first, and then Seville when he arrived. Only for the situation to slowly give way to Council wishes and create a fully evacuated zone where they could hunt Warner.

A casual search of Warin’s memories turned up the fact that he could passively let his powers grant him a form of night vision.

Or at least, a primitive version of it.

Seville had warned Warner to not use his powers but this didn’t seem like enough to cause a problem. If this was enough to draw Skipper to him, then Warner would have already been pinged out just by sensing those who’d been looking for him in store.

Crouched there, watching the soldiers covertly, Warner tried to figure out his next steps. Because he couldn’t just run around blindly. That’d get him caught rather quickly and likely executed.

Camping gear and survival equipment. Things that I can carry with me and use in this situation.

Backpack, small sleeping bag, emergency crank radio, corded earbuds, canteen with water, some simple food. Figure out what’s going on with the radio and change up the plan from there.

If this whole area really is under a complete lockdown, it might be easier to try and wait it out. They won’t be able to keep everyone out forever.

Eventually, people will start breaking the cordon anyway. Looters or just people trying to get home or back to their business. If I can wait until that point, I can blend in with them and just waltz out of here.

The alternative to that is to try and force my way through the cordon, hoping that I can find a blind spot in the net. That doesn’t seem like a very intelligent plan, however.

And if I don’t miss my guess, Daria would have an easier chance of finding me or getting me help if I hunkered down. On top of that, I should see if I can’t find a way to talk to her.

Computer, cell phone, landline, something.

Anything.

Nodding his head as those thoughts came to a close, he suddenly felt a little better. Having a plan and clear goals always put him in a better mood.

Without them, he tended to feel somewhat aimless.

Directionless.

It was one of the reasons he loved and depended so much on Daria.

The soldiers came together as a group in the middle of the rooftop, and then walked off. They quickly headed for a door that was set up in a very similar way to the one Warner had used to access the roof.

If I do end up deciding to hunker down, this location is actually ideal. It would provide more than enough resources for me to make it worthwhile.

If I block that door on the roof across the way, or the stairs up to it, that would limit the ability to see me. If I made it impossible for the layperson to scale the stairs that got me up here, that’d work to really limit the approach up here.

But that doesn’t preclude someone from flying over and spotting me.

Nor does it prevent others from attempting to do the same.

Warner watched as the Council soldiers finally left. The door behind him slammed shut, leaving him with his thoughts. Scanning the horizon in every direction once again, he began to slowly creep over to the edge of the building.

Actually, it’d make more sense to set up a base elsewhere, wouldn’t it?

Prey—and let’s be honest that’s what I am right now—shouldn’t try to live at the watering hole. That’s where predators would establish themselves as it’s the most likely place for prey to go.

Easing up to the edge of the roof, Warner peered out, and then down.

The parking lot had some cars in it, but not many. The streets were completely abandoned. There didn’t seem to be anyone out there.

There were a number of car crashes here and there. Vehicles that had been abandoned in the middle of an intersection after suffering an accident. Probably from running a red light while trying to escape the mad melee between him, War, and Fear, or him and Seville.

Clicking his tongue, Warner had his answer as to the unearthly quiet. There wasn’t anyone left in this part of the city that he would likely want to stumble across.

After watching for a little while, Warner finally saw movement, then more, and even some not far away from himself.

Council soldiers—squads of them—were all exiting buildings at roughly the same time. Departing multiple buildings across various parts of the area that he could see.

There was no doubt that the city was being searched from one side to the other in an expanding area. They were taking some extreme measures to find him.

I guess Seville was right. Skipper really is pissed at me.

This is a lot of effort for someone who couldn’t even take on War or Fear directly. I wasn’t even really involved in their fight with Miles or Aunt Eugenia.

Warner let out a slow breath, watching from his vantage point and doing his best to stay out of sight at the same time. He could learn a lot from watching the Council soldiers work.

There was a sudden flash of movement as one of the squads started heading to another building. Someone darted out from behind a building and started sprinting across the street.

To Warner, it looked like they were aiming for an alleyway on the far side of the street. It would put them much farther away from the Council squads and technically behind their sweep.

Apparently, someone in that squad had better than average hearing or senses, despite the runner being an entire football field away.

Turning toward the runner, they took a knee, lifted their rifle, and then immediately fired. There was no call to halt or to stop. No challenge at all.

The rest of the people in the squad turned, knelt, and began firing as well. No one seemed to care at all that the person was simply running and hadn’t done anything to them.

Moving through the area quickly, the person seemed to have dodged all the gunfire and vanished into the alley. Two people from the Council squad broke off at a blistering sprint that looked Para fueled.

Those who weren’t in pursuit were clearly communicating with others as a number of the squads now looked very much on alert. Quite a few of them stood nearly still with a hand raised to their ear. Likely listening in to what was being said.

Well.

That answers that.

Silence and stealth is the strategy of the day.

Now… let’s go see what we can take from here, and then find a base nearby to work from.
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Glancing out the store windows, Warner saw that there was no one around.

From what he had seen from the roof, it seemed as if the Council people were all moving in a pattern. Right now, that pattern was some sort of expanding spiral. Pushing ever outward.

If he had to bet, he’d put money on there being an opposite search group, one that was moving inward. The two sides trying to flush Warner—or so they hoped—toward the other and get him trapped in the middle.

The outward wave is moving rather slowly. I’ll have some time before the inward-facing sweep reaches me.

If I’m right, that is. That or the sweep I saw will reach the cordon, then bounce back and head this way again. I can’t imagine they’ll just let everything go with one pass.

Let’s just assume I’ll be here for a while.

Warner nodded his head, feeling sure in his thoughts.

He’d watched the Council soldiers go about their search. They were being very diligent in their work and going slow. Making sure each and every building check was quite thorough.

Even taking it to the point where they split the squad in half to watch all the exits of a larger building, while the other half searched it. They were being extremely cautious.

Taking in a shaky breath, Warner ran through a quick mental checklist of what he needed to get done.

Supplies? Check. Everything I need to survive camping and then some.

Glancing down at himself and putting his hands to his waist, Warner confirmed that he was indeed ready.

Dressed in a dark-gray and black jacket, he felt warm. The straps of the backpack he was wearing weren’t digging into him and actually helped to break up the coloring of his jacket.

On his belt was a long knife that he’d taken along with all the camping survival gear in his pack.

In addition to that was a canteen as well as some jerky and nuts.

All of it had been stolen from the shelves as he wandered around the store, taking whatever he thought he’d need.

Unfortunately, the things he wanted the most either weren’t there, or weren’t working.

The computer had been powered on, but there’d been no internet connection. Of the phones he’d found, none of them could reach an outside line.

The single cell phone he’d picked up couldn’t connect to a tower and had no service. Which meant it was useless until it could actually reach somewhere.

Warner had charged the cell phone, and then powered it off. It went into the side pocket of his pack. Just because it couldn’t work at the moment, didn’t mean it wouldn’t work later.

There was one means of communication that hadn’t been able to be stopped, however.

Radio waves.

Warner could passively listen to anything put onto the air regardless of what his hunters tried to do. It was the only thing he could use to get outside information.

He hadn’t heard much of interest when he’d listened earlier, but he planned on trying again once he found a place to lay low. Somewhere to hide and ride this whole thing out.

With full night settling in, he realized this was actually a bit more dangerous than he thought. He didn’t have any doubt that those in the search groups were going to end up using some type of vision enhancement at night.

It could be heat, night vision, or something else altogether, and Warner wouldn’t be surprised. If they were trying to find him, they’d expect him to move at night, and be watching for it.

He needed to move swiftly and with determination. He couldn’t linger in open spaces or long corridors, like a street, that would make him stand out against the background.

Taking in another breath, Warner let it out and then exited the store. The front door had been broken off its railing at some point. Entering and leaving was as simple as going through the open door frame.

Warner moved forward, while keeping low to the ground. He kept his pace to a slow yet smooth imitation of a crouching jog. There was a need for swiftness as well as being stealthy.

As he went, he let his power come up and fill his eyes. In a way that mimicked the method Warin had used in his memories. Slowly, the world began to lighten.

What was at first a very dark and impossible-to-see-into alley to one side of the parking lot became a shaded, though visible, area. He could see the trash that lined both sides as well as what looked like a corpse.

Casting it from his mind, Warner concentrated on his plan. On what he needed to do.

His destination matched his plan and was quite simple. Find a place where he could lose people, while also giving him the best ability to survive until the evacuation was over.

Two streets away was an apartment building that wasn’t very tall, but was quite wide. It had a number of apartments that would be perfect for him to work out of for a time.

It would also function quite well as a “watering hole” similar to what he thought of the store. With everyone having been evacuated, their pantries and the like would be completely open for Warner to utilize.

The only real concern was if someone was already there—if there were any people who hadn’t left the evacuated zone and had somehow escaped the Council’s sweep.

It was incredibly unlikely, but that was certainly still a possibility.

Moving out of the store parking lot, Warner didn’t see anyone or hear anything. Everything was quite still and calm. As if there weren’t soldiers searching the area for him and shooting at anyone they came across.

Crossing the street, Warner moved much quicker. He cleared the open space with as much speed as he could put on. Lingering would only cause him problems.

As soon as he reached the other side, Warner ducked into the bushes that lined the sidewalk. Coming to a complete stop, he stretched his hearing and his vision to their limits.

Trying to see or hear anyone that might be moving towards him.

He detected, felt, heard, or saw no change in anything.

Holding still for only a second more, Warner turned and left the brush, entering yet another parking lot.

This one was for a bank and a gas station.

Clearing it in a handful of seconds, Warner pressed himself up to the side wall of the bank. He didn’t really want to move around the front of it, but he also felt like going around the back was a problem. If he went around the back, he’d end up having to go farther along the street once he came around the other side in order to reach his crossing point.

His goal was an intersection with a number of cars that’d crashed into one another creating quite a pileup. If he made his move there, he could creep from car to car and keep visibility down.

Everywhere else on the street was wide open.

A perfect location to spot him moving to the other side because he would be hard to miss if someone was watching. And Warner knew they were.

When he’d surveyed the area from the roof, he’d seen a number of sentries placed strategically. Watching key areas in pairs and not moving from their locations.

Deciding to risk it, Warner went around the front of the bank. Getting spotted on a camera would be far less likely to cause him a problem than being caught by Council soldiers.

Looking down toward the pavement in front of him and raising a hand to shield his face—just in case there really was a camera that was active—Warner moved ahead.

It wasn’t until he stood at the other end of the bank that he looked up again. He had reached the other parking lot that connected to the next street, near the intersection.

On the other side of the road, he could see the apartment building in question. It was set back away from the street and ran deep into the block. There was probably another entrance somewhere else that would allow the tenants to drive up close to their apartment, but he couldn’t see it from here.

Warner’s point of entry would be the very front of it. Right through what looked like the leasing office and business center.

Leaning against the edge of the building, Warner peeked around the corner.

There was nothing out of the ordinary that he could see farther along the street. It looked entirely unassuming.

No broken-down cars in that direction and nothing that was damaged or out of place.

Warner could even see the exit of the alley where he’d have come from if he had gone around the back. With his enhanced vision, he could see no issues.

Leaning away from the edge, Warner then looked down the other side of the street.

Past the intersection, everything appeared to be just the same. Just as normal.

With his courage stoked and his mind ready, Warner entered the parking lot. He kept low, once again, as he slipped through it.

Passing over the sidewalk and entering the street, he went right up between two cars. They were very nearly pressed against one another, but had just enough room for him to squeeze through.

Getting down on all fours, Warner began to crawl through the intersection. He moved carefully through the spaces between the cars so that he could stay out of sight.

Then he heard something just as he crossed over into the center of the intersection.

Warner got down in a kneeling position and listened. It almost sounded like a stone being rolled across the ground. One that was picked up a second or two later, and then rolled again.

As if someone was mindlessly toying with a rock to keep themselves busy.

Turning his head one way and then the other, Warner did his best to try and orient on the sound. It was hard, since the noise was already very faint. The cars around him did a fair job of muffling the sound, as well.

Frustrated, Warner closed his eyes, and let his power bleed away from his vision. Instead, he let it pool up in him once again, so that he could sense if there was anyone with injustice around or nearby him.

As the power swapped locations and began to pool inside him once more, Warner regretted that he couldn’t push it. That he couldn’t just force it to where he wanted it.

However, that would make it an active use of power rather than simply being passive and going where he wished.

This is… very limiting.

Throwing his frustration down a hole, stomping on it, and trying to lock it away deep inside, Warner did his best to focus. Letting his awareness solidify on feeling the injustices around him.

Much as it had done when he was under the pile of debris, his power crept across the ground like a slow fog. Tasting and examining everything it rolled across. Finding nothing that it could really gauge as it was meant to do, it continued on.

Warner knew the instant it found where that sound had been coming from. There were six people only two cars further down from where Warner was crouched. They were camped out in the middle of the intersection on a hidden platform. Stuck between the wrecks of cars and facing each of the four streets.

They were on a slightly raised platform, utilizing a ruined truck bed and another car that’d slid into it sideways. They were mostly unseen, given the way they’d arranged themselves. By the time they were visible, you would have to be in the street or at the only building nearby that could overlook their location.

The apartment where Warner wished to go.

The four soldiers in the truck were arranged as if they were a compass. If he had approached the intersection directly along one of the roads, they would have most likely seen him.

Two people sat at the bottom on the street level, resting. They were apparently there to serve as backups. These six soldiers had already murdered a number of people from this position.

People who had no idea what was going on and had simply wandered out into the streets. Looking for something that drew them out from their hiding spots.

Only to be cut down by a burst of gunfire from the blind inhabited by Council soldiers.

Murderers, the lot of them. Each of them justly deserved a death sentence by his hand and without delay. Each one of them would be a stain upon the plane until Warner handled them.

Holding onto his power, forcing it to remain passive, Warner pulled the knife from his waist. It would be good enough to kill a murderer for certain.

Let’s see how good I am when I’m not relying on my overpowered skill set. I used to do this without really dipping too far into the powers.

I even did a number of things while just a Human, really. Didn’t I?

I don’t have to rely on it actively. I can use it passively.

Let it fill me and be part of me, rather than acting for me.

As he thought it, he felt it.

His power was indeed permeating his body now. It’d retracted back into him and was now empowering his limbs.

The feeling reminded him of when he first started out as Yellow Eyes.

An ugly grin slipped onto his face as Warner began to creep forward again. There were no memories from Warin of ever having done such a thing.

If ever there had been a fight, the Angel had gone in swinging until the end. Declaring himself the moment he decided that he needed to fight.

Warner was no such creature. He’d been born a lowly Human and had eked out an existence in the rat race. Where people often lived or died at a career level by the barest of margins.

Right now, he wasn’t Yellow Eyes. He wasn’t Warin.

He was Warner, a man with some modicum of power who needed to right the world.

Slithering past a bumper, Warner caught sight of the two who were resting. The ones who were off duty and not actively in the blind.

His steps were silent as he inched his way along next to a car. Keeping his silhouette within the vehicle’s shadow, he crept in closer to his targets. He needed both to go down silently.

Or if not silently, swiftly.

The two men weren’t far away now.

One was laid out, snoring quietly, curled up into himself. Protecting his vitals with his arms and his legs in his sleep. Warner would take him first. He wouldn’t be moving and was less likely to thrash about.

Each of them had a handgun nearby and a rifle. Even though they were off duty, their tools of the trade were well within reach.

Put the blade in his heart and pull it out fast. Cover his mouth so he can’t make too much noise. It’ll be done in seconds. He might not even wake up fast enough for it.

Need a small distraction at the same time though, just in case.

Just a little—

Warner spotted a piece of what looked like the housing of a headlight. It’d been knocked free in the accident and rested not far off.

Scooping it up in his left hand, Warner casually threw it out past the cars and toward the parking lot. It would be in the periphery of everyone here and cause them to shift their line of sight.

Including the two resting Council soldiers.

There was a racket as the housing struck the pavement and clattered away.

The man who had been idly tossing a rock around didn’t look up immediately. In fact, he almost didn’t react in any way.

His lack of a reaction spoiled Warner’s plans as he was still gazing at the ground. It was as if he hadn’t heard it at all.

Realizing he’d have to shift his goal, Warner darted forward. He plunged the blade into the soldier’s back. Right where his heart would be.

With a wet swish and the tearing of fabric, the knife sunk all the way up to the hilt and Warner’s hand slammed into the man’s back.

Jerking the blade right back out, Warner wrapped his arm around the man’s face. The fabric of his long sleeve jacket rustled for a moment as it flexed.

The man went stiff against Warner, his hands coming up to grab at the arm around his face. Then the hands slowly fell away, dropping down to hang limply.

Releasing the man, Warner glided forward, practically leaping atop the sleeping man.

Above him—in the blind atop the ruined cars—he could hear the four men with rifles. They were orienting on the sound that’d rang out in the parking lot.

Warner was fine for the moment.

Once again, the knife came out in a vicious stab, piercing straight into the man and resting at the hilt. Only for Warner to pull it free and then push down with his body weight resting on his knee, straight onto the man’s sternum.

There was a quiet whoosh of air as the man exhaled, his heart destroyed and beating for the last. As far as Warner saw, the man never even woke up. He just stiffened up on the ground and then went still.

“—check it out?” hissed one of the soldiers above him.

Warner realized that he didn’t even want to bother being stealthy with the four of them. Taking this position out was going to alert others regardless of how he did it.

He could let this one get a little loud, if only to make it safer for himself.

Grabbing the pistol off the ground, Warner moved around to the far side of the car. The place where the two backups had been resting was out of sight from the other four.

Then he slowly stood up, pistol raised and aimed at where he believed the other soldiers would be. Hopefully, he’d be rising up in the blind spot for those four and this would be over quickly.

As he stood up, he saw all four soldiers. Each of them was looking the wrong way to see Warner. It was exactly as he’d hoped for.

Aiming at the closest, Warner pulled the trigger and their head whipped to one side as the round passed through their skull. Moving to the right, Warner pulled the trigger again, dropping the second.

As he sighted on the third, both they and the fourth soldier had turned to look at him. 

Warner pulled the trigger again and watched as the man’s eyes partially popped out of his head, his forehead dimpling under the penetration of the round.

Pushing the weapon to the left a bit, Warner sighted up on the fourth who was just staring at him in shock, and then fired once more.

In the span of less than a minute, he’d killed six Council soldiers.

Grabbing a rifle, all the magazines he could find for both weapons, a holster, and a walkie-talkie with an earpiece, Warner got out of there. The last thing he wanted to do was be around when someone came to check on these six.

Leaving the intersection at a dead run, Warner sprinted up onto the sidewalk and then straight into the apartment building. It was likely going to be the first place whoever came to look for those Council soldiers would check, but he’d deal with that when the time came.

For the moment, he was now armed and very dangerous.

It felt a lot better than where he’d been an hour ago.
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Warner ran right past the leasing office and slipped through the entry doors. Sprinting into the apartment building proper, he took a second to glance at all the signs. He saw a number of them that apparently displayed each apartment’s location, but the information wasn’t that useful to him.

At the moment, nothing he saw mattered to him as he ran.

A sudden hallway appeared on his left that led to a stairwell.

Let’s watch and see what happens at the intersection. It’ll give us an idea of what they’ll do about a downed squad. They might not even check on them, actually.

Taking the left, Warner flashed up the stairs. Powering up three or four with every wild step, he quickly reached a small interim landing. With a single step and a pivot, Warner launched himself up the second half of the stairs. Nearly climbing them all in one single push.

Reaching the top of the stairs on his next step, Warner came to a stop. Looking ahead, he saw a long hallway with a number of doors to the left and right.

Apartments. If I match them to the building layout from outside, the left side faces the street, right? We can set up a little watch post from there.

Walking right up to the very first door on his left, Warner tried the doorknob.

It didn’t turn at all and was quite obviously locked.

Looking at it for several seconds, Warner thought about forcing it open. It wouldn’t be that hard if he really tried. He knew he had greater than average strength given that his body wasn’t quite normal anymore.

If he let his power fill his arm in a passive way, he could probably shear the doorknob off by turning it as hard as he could. Unfortunately, that would most definitely leave a clear indicator that someone was in this apartment who didn’t belong.

Chewing at his lip, Warner turned his head and looked at the next apartment door.

Walking over to it, he tried that one as well.

It was also locked.

Looking to the third door in line, Warner wondered if it was open. It didn’t look any different than the two he’d already checked.

At that moment, Warner thought of an odd possibility. He wasn’t sure if it would work, but it was better than smashing down the door outright.

Moving to the third apartment, Warner tried the door to no avail. It was, of course, quite locked.

Gripping the knob, Warner jerked with all the strength he could manage.

The handle, locking mechanism, and part of the door all broke. Most of the mechanical parts came away with the handle as he pulled it from the door. The wood of the door itself cracked from the doorknob to halfway through the middle of the door.

Warner dropped the broken bits of the handle and its assembly to the ground and then peered into the opening left behind. The locking mechanism was still engaged.

Warner used his finger and poked out the handle that was on the other side. Picking up the handle he’d ripped off, he looked at the point where it went into the door. There was a small square that looked like it fit right into the middle of the assembly.

Pushing it in, Warner tried rotating the crushed handle.

It didn’t do anything.

In a fit of sudden anger, Warner stuck his fingers into the hole where the doorknob had been and then jerked on it. With a splintering crackle, the door bowed wildly in the middle.

Warner gave it another yank, and this time there was an extremely loud crack as the door split into two—a top half and a bottom half.

Pulling the bottom half out of the way, Warner entered the apartment.

Not waiting, he went to the furthest point left he could find in the apartment.

It turned out to be a bedroom with a dresser in it. It was just big enough for Warner’s idiotic plan to work.

Pulling it away from the wall, Warner went down low and punched a hole through the wall.

It was only drywall and some insulation after all, so he figured he could go right through it. To his surprise, it worked exactly as he imagined, and his arm easily went through the wall.

Not waiting, Warner began to knock in the drywall that would be behind the dresser. He pushed all of the crumbled bits and insulation into the apartment next door.

Once the hole was just big enough, he moved the dresser closer and went through. Entering the other apartment, Warner realized he was in the bathroom.

Standing in the tub in fact.

Reaching back through the hole, Warner grabbed the dresser and pulled it right up against the hole. He couldn’t see anything in the other apartment now that he’d blocked it.

Moving to the far side of the apartment he was now in, Warner found yet another bedroom. Unfortunately, there was no dresser this time, nor did he see anything he could pull over to the wall.

Realizing there was no answer for it, Warner simply put a hole in the wall.

Clambering through this new hole, he was finally in the apartment where he wanted to be. On this side, he was in another bedroom, yet again. Grabbing a nearby dresser, Warner pulled it over and placed it in front of the hole. It would buy him some time if someone saw it on the other side.

Hustling over to the window, Warner was glad that the blinds were down. Grabbing the rod, he adjusted them slightly, setting them at a slight angle so he could see out.

It was still far too dark for him to really see anything.

Once again, Warner let his power recede from where he was willing it. Letting it slowly flood back into him, he then guided it once more into his eyes.

He needed to be able to see the intersection and that meant altering his vision.

Faster this time than the last, Warner was able to shepherd his power to his eyes. In no time at all, he could actually see the intersection.

It was farther to the left than he’d expected it to be, but it was at least visible now. He could see it quite clearly, in fact, and even the vast majority of it. He could even see the area where the corpses of the Council soldiers were, but not the corpses themselves.

Pulling the combat rifle’s sling down over his shoulder, he set the weapon on the ground. He began to take out all the magazines from the various places where he’d stashed them all over his person.

Watching the intersection, Warner continued to unload everything he’d taken from the Council people. When he got to their walkie-talkie and earpiece, he instead stuck it into his ear and made sure the volume was set to the halfway point.

Staring at the intersection for several seconds, Warner sat there. Listening. Hearing nothing at all on the channel it was set on, Warner waited.

He imagined it’d be a little bit.




***




Sitting in a dining room chair, chewing on a stick of summer sausage, Warner stared at the intersection. The walkie-talkie earpiece had been silent, nothing on the channel, and no one had come to check on the Council soldiers either.

Taking in a short breath, then letting it out, Warner shifted around in his seat. As far as he could tell, the Council didn’t care at all to see if their people were around.

I mean, this isn’t terrible. It could be a lot worse.

Leaning over, Warner looked at the cell phone he’d found previously. It was plugged into a charger he’d found in the apartment. There was still no service, but he could at least leave it on for the moment.

If there was a break in the clear and deliberate blockage of cellular service, he’d be able to jump on it. Unfortunately, it was creating a bit of an anxiety case for him.

He was sure that the moment he looked away from the cell phone would be when it became active.

“—no word from authorities about the situation. With the National Guard deployed to keep the area clear, there really isn’t much we can do other than speculate,” said the man on the radio. It was sitting on the windowsill in front of Warner sticking up through the blinds with its antenna resting against the glass. He had the volume low, so that no one outside the apartment could hear it.

Right now, they were coming in rather clearly, which was a relief. More often than not, all he’d gotten was static and distorted voices.

Sighing, Warner tore his eyes away from the cell phone yet again. Shifting around in his chair, Warner did his best to not focus on the phone.

“We legally cannot enter the restricted area,” said the radio host. “What we can say, though, is that there is most certainly something actively going on in there. We’ve also had unsubstantiated reports that active gunfire can be heard every so often.”

“Position six, you’re late for check-in,” said a voice over the earpiece. The volume on the earpiece was maxed out to the point that it actually shocked Warner. He hadn’t wanted to miss anything if someone had spoken, though he regretted that at this moment.

Fumbling for the volume, Warner lowered it slightly and then turned off the radio as well.

Sitting up, Warner looked at the carpet and focused on his hearing. Hopefully, the speaker might say something useful.

At the same time, his mind was a whir of thoughts. Even now, he had begun to suspect a great many things about how the Council soldiers were operating.

As well as why the channel had been so quiet.

It was likely that they were supposed to check in and send information, rather than receive. The channel they were on might be specific to them and them alone.

He wasn’t sure of that, though. His experience in all of this was significantly lacking. These were all guesses without any substance.

“Position six, respond,” said the same voice.

They won’t be doing that, I’m afraid.

With a smirk, Warner took another large bite out of the sausage while watching the carpet. He’d finally gained some information. A clue as to what was going on.

“Final request, please respond, position six,” asked the voice, though they sounded angry and annoyed now. As if this was a waste of their time.

After that was said, the channel went quiet. Nothing else was being relayed to the dead Council soldiers.

Warner pulled the small radio off his belt where he’d clipped it and looked at the frequency on the front. Memorizing the number, he began to walk it through all the other pre-set channels that the previous owner had set up.

Switching through them, Warner waited a few seconds in each before moving on. Unfortunately, he didn’t catch anything being said across any of the channels.

From what he could tell, this is what Aelia had referred to as radio silence. Unless it was a prescheduled check-in or something of that nature, it was unlikely that there would be any traffic at all.

Everyone was attempting to limit the amount of information that was being passed one way or the other for fear of people eavesdropping.

Which made sense given that they were operating in a civilian area with people on the outside likely trying to listen in. This was no war-torn third-world country where the residents were in complete hiding.

While it was a post-apocalyptic situation, and it was Florida, it was clear that the state was already on the way to recovering. They were putting everything back into place and doing their best to bring everything back to order.

Warner briefly entertained a daydream of somehow reaching those news agencies with word of what was going on in here, but it died quickly. Other than the walkie-talkie he’d taken, there really wasn’t much of a way for him to get a message out.

And if he tried using it to that end, he imagined that he’d be shut down rather quickly. These were their own devices and frequencies after all.

The radio waves coming in were distorted and at times hard to make out. It seemed to him that they were actively jamming radio signals as a whole, but didn’t have complete coverage or the strength to do so.

Dismissing the idea, Warner looked back to the intersection.

He was fairly certain that someone was going to come check on it, so they could look and see what was going on here.

The idea of ambushing them seemed rather appealing to Warner, but it also sounded like a really good way to get caught. If they sent someone else to watch over whoever was checking on the intersection, Warner would be caught.

It sounded paranoid to send a team to watch someone check on a team, but it was something that he couldn’t discount. A possibility that made it extremely risky.

Shaking his head, Warner ditched that idea as well.

He was losing sight of his goal. Of what he originally needed and wanted to do.

Lay low, hide, make like a hole and vanish.

Wait until the whole thing blew over and he could get out.

Based on what he’d heard from the radio, there were already calls to open the exclusion zone. To let people return to their lives.

Doubly so, since there’d been no word from the local government in any way.

On top of that, there was already pressure from the Federal government.

I bet Daria and the others are pushing in whatever way they can, too. They probably know exactly where I am and are working to get this whole area opened up.

I just need to… stay still and lay low.

I don’t have to fight this.

Nodding at his own thoughts, Warner took another bite and leaned back into his chair again. Staring out the window, he decided to wait and watch for an hour or so to see if anyone came to check on the intersection.

Then he’d sleep for a few hours and get ready for another day of hiding. He’d have to be ready to bolt if the Council soldiers came by.

The fact that they hadn’t broken down any doors made him wary.

He was concerned at the idea that they had some way of knowing if anyone was inside without actually entering. That they could just walk down the hallway and confirm the contents of every room as they went.

Alternatively, it could just be that they didn’t have the time, but Warner wasn’t going to count on them being sloppy. That seemed stupid on his part.




***




It only took thirty minutes for Warner to get his answer. Most of that had been spent pushing furniture up against the front door of the apartment.

Far down the right hand side of the street, Warner could distantly see a group of four soldiers heading his way. He’d spotted them quite a ways out when he was scanning the area in both directions.

They didn’t seem to be in a hurry, though their destination seemed quite obvious. They were also moving in full view of anyone watching and looked quite comfortable doing so.

As if they didn’t actually expect anyone to challenge them, despite walking toward a position that’d been actively gunning people down.

To Warner, it made no sense at all.

Nothing more had been said over the walkie-talkie and everything was quiet across the frequencies. Nothing had changed in the slightest and this seemed more an inconvenience to them than a concern.

Warner watched with a frown as they came closer. It took him a little while to realize it, but the fourth member of this four-man team didn’t seem to be walking.

In fact, they almost appeared to be floating behind the other three. Gliding over the sidewalk as if it was perfectly acceptable to do so.

Unable to turn away, Warner watched that person specifically. Whatever was going on, he felt like he needed to be aware of it. He had to know what the heck was happening, because it was most likely going to relate to him at some point.

No matter how much he stared at the individual, all Warner could tell was that it appeared to be a woman in civilian clothes. She floated along as if being held on a leash, but she wasn’t attempting to escape in any way.

By the time the four reached the intersection, Warner had gained no further insights.

They clambered over the cars and to the spot where he knew the corpses were all laid out. There had been no way for him to hide the fact that he’d taken some of their equipment. Not without lingering and that was the last thing he’d wanted to do after firing so many rounds from the handgun.

At the time, he had no way of knowing if anyone was around.

As the four began to make a small circle around the truck and truck bed, Warner saw that the fourth person was now floating horizontally.

She was staring down into the bed of the truck where four of the six bodies were. The woman gazed down at them in a way that was rather disconcerting.

Otherworldly, in fact.

It made the hair on the back of his neck and arms rise up at the sight of it.

Minutes began to tick by as they searched the corpses and went over the scene. Though from what Warner could actually see of it, the three soldiers seemed to not be doing very much at all.

The fourth member, who floated around and looked this way and that, seemed to be doing most of the work. She looked from body to body, moving around the cars and broken-down vehicles, then floated partway up to the sidewalk and back again.

She never once made a move toward the apartment building or even looked in its direction. 

It almost looked like a bloodhound who had lost a scent and was trying to find it. She moved around in circles, slowly expanding her search pattern as she did so.

Whenever that woman got closer to Warner, he got increasingly uneasy about her. Whatever she was, it wasn’t natural. Not even at a Para level.

She didn’t belong in the world.

As he was watching them with his power-infused eyes, he couldn’t get a reading on her injustice or how she would feel to his senses, or even the soldiers with her.

Eventually, the four reconvened and the three soldiers seemed to question the woman. After a short time, they looked like they’d given up on the bodies.

The quartet walked off, going back along the exact same route where they’d come from. Nothing new came across the walkie-talkie channel.

Closing the blinds very slowly, Warner decided this was his best chance for sleep.

Pushing the earpiece deeper into his ear to make sure he heard anything, he then crawled into the bed that wasn’t far off.

Sleep came quickly and without reservation.

Letting Warner slip into a deep slumber, feeling as safe and secure as he could, given the situation.





Thirty




A soft thumping noise brought Warner up out of his sleep.

It sounded a lot like the trod and bump of boots on carpet.

Several seconds after waking up, Warner finally remembered where he was. He was on the run, in an exclusion zone under watch, and being hunted by both normal and para forces.

That meant every noise, any noise, was a bad noise.

Rolling over, Warner looked toward the door that led into the bedroom.

Staring at Warner from several feet away was a man with wide brown eyes. His hair hung limply around his face and his skin was sallow. It almost had a rubbery appearance when Warner really looked at him.

Beyond all that—and perhaps the two most interesting points about this man—was that he was nearly hovering above Warner. His body was floating horizontal to the ground. Much like the woman had been the night before.

The second thing was that Warner could nearly see through the man. Sunlight was partially filtering through the blinds and made it obvious that this man wasn’t corporeal.

A ghost?

As soon as Warner had the thought, he suddenly felt the severity of injustice suffered rolling off the man. Waves of it that continually crashed against Warner’s senses.

The ghost had once been a very simple man. A man with a wife, two kids, a mortgage, and all the things that went along with a normal life. His entire existence had been lived for his family and being with them.

He had died several years ago after being abducted. Then he was murdered in the cell where his kidnappers had dumped him.

A glass cell with a great many scrawled runes along the walls—runes that tore his soul from his body after he died. From there, he was experimented upon endlessly.

Slowly being turned into what he was now through training and experimentation with sigils.

He had become a mockery of what he had once been and now he was little better than a tracking and scent hound. Used to search and reconnoiter areas that his handlers couldn’t access. He could also commune with the recently dead, discovering information that might assist his captors in their goals.

There was pain and loss in the dead man’s eyes.

Without even thinking about it, Warner dismissed the man. Casting his soul from this plane and straight to what came after. Sending him to take his place in line to be judged and granted his rest.

There was a brief flicker of life on the man’s face, a hint of a smile, and then he was gone. No longer able to be tormented as he had been.

The second that Warner had sent the man to his final rest, he realized he’d used his power actively. In that sleepy moment, Warner had done the one thing he shouldn’t.

Something crashed into the front door of the apartment, blasting Warner’s thoughts right from his head. It sounded a lot like someone smashing a battering ram, or a shoulder, into a door.

Shit.

Warner rolled out of bed and grabbed his pack. He threw it on over his shoulders as whoever it was outside continued to beat on the door.

At this point though, they’d probably already broken the door and were trying to shove furniture out of the way. The banging continued regardless.

Grabbing up the rifle and slinging it over his shoulder, Warner then snatched up the handgun. Thrusting it into the holster, he had half a second to think before there was a great clatter from the front of the apartment.

Damn, okay. Can’t stay here. Need to get out fast.

Used my power when I shouldn’t have and now… now Seville and Skipper are probably trying to get to me. The time for taking half measures is over then.

Warner grabbed the strings for the blinds and yanked them up. Grabbing the window, Warner unlatched it and slid it open. Punching out, Warner smashed the screen out of the casing and sent it flying.

Gripping the window frame, Warner leaned forward and looked out. He’d be landing on grass, so that was a blessing.

Waiting no longer, Warner slithered out the window, and then dropped down.

As soon as his boots hit the turf, Warner was off at a run. He needed to move quickly. Get out of the area and away from where he’d been spotted.

Away from where he’d actively used his power.

Holding the rifle in front of himself, Warner ran. He sprinted right past the leasing office and along the outside of the building. Then past it and back through the intersection that he’d cleared the prior night.

Blasting through it all at full speed, he cleared it in seconds. Making it to the other side, he ran straight between two trees.

Entering a parking lot, he kept moving toward the closest buildings. He needed to break line of sight back to the apartment and make sure that if they started looking around, they wouldn’t be able to see where he’d gone.

Splitting the distance of two restaurants, Warner made it into a back area behind them. There was additional parking, dumpsters, and a rear wall that ran the length of the area.

Moving straight to the wall, Warner planted a foot on the trunk of a sedan, jumped upward, and cleared the wall entirely in one leap.

Whatever was on the other side would be preferable to where he’d just been. It would also make it twice as hard for someone to spot him as he’d be putting a large obstacle between himself and his pursuers.

Coming to the ground with a thump, Warner immediately dropped to one knee. Lifting the rifle butt to his shoulder, he held it tight in front of himself, and scanned the area. He turned his head one way, then the other, while trying to keep the rest of his body still. 

Surrounding him were trees and small bushes. It was the back strip of a parking lot that’d been filled with greenery. He couldn’t see anything around that would give him trouble.

Ahead of him were a few fast-food joints that looked as if they’d been set on fire. Apparently, looting or rioting had gotten out of hand here at some point.

Given everything that had happened in the last month, that didn’t seem too surprising.

Distantly, Warner could make out what sounded like dogs. Dogs running down a street.

There was no barking, though, and the volume didn’t seem to be growing louder at the moment. If anything, the sound remained nearly constant.

Almost as if whatever it was, was running parallel to Warner.

Shifting upward into a crouched walk, Warner began to move along the wall. Putting even more distance between himself and the apartments.

Reaching the end of the wall, Warner went down to one knee again. Looking to the left, he saw an open expanse of street that led to a T-intersection. Leaning forward, he slowly peeked around the corner to the right.

Once again, Warner saw only a street and buildings. The occasional abandoned vehicle and trash. Other than that, he could see nothing.

What he could ascertain was that the running sound hadn’t stopped. It had also become slightly louder as soon as he’d moved his head past the wall.

He couldn’t see anything that would match the noises he was hearing.

In fact, it sounded as if it were coming from the direction of the apartments.

Time to go.

I can’t linger.

They’re converging.

Grimacing, Warner got back into his crouch, then sprinted across the street. It wasn’t what he wanted to do, but he really needed to gain more distance. There was no time to wait.

Reaching the other side of the street, Warner bounced up to the sidewalk and then ducked inside the business beyond. It was a cell phone store and it was practically on the street.

Stepping into the building, Warner briefly considered stopping and trying to find a working cell phone. That idea was quickly dismissed. He didn’t have the luxury of time.

Heading to the back of the building, Warner was able to quickly locate the rear exit. Moving through it at a swift walk, Warner found himself in a small loading area outside the store. Likely where trucks delivered phone shipments.

It was a simple loading alley that had two access points where one could enter or leave.

Looking up one way, then down the other, Warner turned to the right and started running again. There was nothing that he could see out of the ordinary and his best bet really was to keep moving. Also, he needed to try and keep himself out of view as best as he could while doing so.

Moving down the small alley, Warner decided to hop another wall. He didn’t like that he was trapped in what was essentially a valley.

Odd thoughts percolated up from memories of Warin’s life. In these situations, he’d just fly away rather than remain.

Warner wanted to do that, but he genuinely believed Seville and Skipper would run him down. They were operating with what amounted to impunity. They didn’t seem to care one way or the other what happened around them.

Reaching up with his left arm, Warner jumped upward.

Catching the wall with his fingertips, he hauled himself to the top. Wriggling his torso over it, he then moved his body in a roll and tipped over to the other side of the wall.

Only to fall twenty feet down to hard pavement below.

With a pop from his ankle, Warner stumbled forward a step. It felt like something in his ankle had given way from the force of the impact.

It didn’t feel broken, but it definitely felt like something was wrong.

Standing up, Warner tensed his foot and ankle and then stepped forward with it.

As soon as he put weight on it, there was a stabbing pain that ran up along his foot and calf, then straight into his brain. It felt like a sharp stab that demanded his attention.

Unfortunately, Warner didn’t have time to be hurt. He didn’t have the luxury to wait and give it time. If he didn’t keep moving, he’d be asking for trouble.

A quick look around told him that he’d managed to fall into some type of park. He was on a concrete jogging path. One that probably went around the perimeter of the park itself.

Beyond that path and to his right, Warner was able to see a residential block that lined the park. Directly in front of him was a good-looking two-story home.

Warner could only see the back of its second story as it had a decent-sized fence, but it looked good. Looked intact and out of the way.

It was a short distance away at a run, but would probably take a bit longer at a hobble. At the moment, it was Warner’s best idea.

It was his only idea.

That’ll have to do.

Warner began to hobble forward along the wall he’d fallen from. He was practically hopping along on his good foot and dragging the bad one along behind him. He couldn’t put any weight on it, but he also needed to move.

Painfully, slowly, Warner made his way to the home. One wobbly hop at a time.

When he reached the fence, Warner took in a few breaths, then secured his rifle behind him. Locking it in place by pulling the swivel tight against himself.

Reaching up, he grabbed the top of the wooden slat fence with both hands.

He hauled himself up, over, and then came down very carefully on the other side. He didn’t want to drop down suddenly and put all his weight on his good ankle. He was afraid that would be more than enough to cause it trouble and then he’d have two bad ankles.

Drawing the pistol from the holster, Warner shuffle-stepped his way closer to the sliding glass door at the back of the home. It was broken, the glass shattered and spilled in every direction.

More than half of the glass was inside the home, making it look like something or someone broke in, rather than out. The situation made Warner quite aware that entering the home could be a dangerous thing to do, but he needed a place to bunk down for a bit.

Just enough time for his ankle to repair itself. Or at least enough so he could walk on it again.

Damnit, I feel like I’m always a step ahead of being a physical wreck right now. This is getting ridi—

As he stepped up to the empty frame of the sliding door, Warner could hear a muffled thump followed by people arguing loudly. As if they wanted to yell, but didn’t dare risk it.

Fuck.

Stumbling forward with his pistol drawn, Warner entered the home—the kitchen and dining room, to be precise. He could see a stairway not far off that would take him up to the second floor.

Which was where he was fairly certain the noises were coming from.

If I don’t silence them, they could end up bringing everything down on us.

Because the damn Council is going to sweep this whole area again. I’m certain of it.

It’s what I would do if I were them.

As a growl escaped his lips, Warner started to hobble his way up the stairs. He didn’t doubt he was making a good bit of noise, but he wasn’t sure anyone above him would even hear him coming. It was unlikely they’d be able to hear anything over their own argument.

Reaching the top of the stairway, Warner finally heard words rather than muffled sounds and voices. He didn’t like what he was hearing either.

“—just shut up and go with it. You brought this on yourself,” said a man in a hiss.

“Fuck you, it’s not like you needed all the food to begin with,” said another man.

“That’s right, you bastard. You murderer,” accused a woman.

“Murderer? You were trying to rob us!” responded a second woman. “We killed a thief, nothing more, nothing less!”

Warner hopped into the nearest doorway and lifted his pistol. It’d sounded like all the voices were coming from here and he was right.

There were seven people. Three women, four men. An eighth person was on the ground, but didn’t look like he’d be getting up ever again. There was a rather large dent in his head that looked a lot like someone had smashed his skull in.

“You all need to be quiet,” Warner said, getting their attention. He’d aimed the pistol at the closest person to him, just in case they decided to make a move at him.

The woman in question jerked her head to one side, saw Warner there with the pointed weapon, and then dove into the woman next to her. Trying to pull the other woman in front of herself as if she were a human shield.

There was a strange mixture of injustice in the room. It was both coming from these people, as well as from what had been done to them.

As soon as he tasted it, Warner understood it, and realized this was an ugly dilemma. One that definitely confirmed what he’d heard from their argument before seeing them.

The larger group—originally consisting of two men and three women—had attempted to rob the others and would have killed them if they had to. 

The second, smaller group—with only two men and one woman—had defended their resources, killed one of the men from the opposing group, and had come out as the victors despite having fewer people. The two men in that group were now demanding to make use of the three women from the thieves’ group as sexual objects in lieu of their lives.

Oddly enough, neither of those two men had assaulted the woman in their group, who was apparently just as guilty of theft and robbery of others.

In an apocalypse, can anyone be just, and survive? It’s unlikely, isn’t it?

To be kind, to give to others, requires a luxury of resources. An ability to share that wouldn’t carve into your own needs.

Because anyone who argues that you should share what little you have, is going to end up being one of the dead. 

Die for your morals, or survive with your actions.

Or… or is justice suspended in these situations?

Does a rule of law really apply here? Do the laws of the world matter in a place where people are gunned down for simply being in an area?

There was an event that came close to world-ending for these people. An apocalypse.

Then came the evacuated zone.

In this situation, it’s no wonder they’ve given up on society and the rules that come with it.

Warin… how did you ever make heads or tails during the lawless periods?

“Simple answer,” Warner said in a gruff voice. “Group that was trying to rob leaves, group that was originally the victim, goes in a different direction.

“Council soldiers are coming for me. Might follow me right to this spot. I doubt either of your groups want to remain.”

One of the men from the smaller group—that’d been the original victims—cleared his throat.

Warner simply pointed the gun at him. Aimed it at his torso. He wasn’t in the mood to talk to would-be rapists.

Their self-defense had been vindicated. The killing of a man was something Warner could overlook, given the situation.

However, the fact that this man had the desire to rape one of the defeated women was most certainly not something he wanted to tolerate at any level. He didn’t have to listen to this man.

“You can argue with the pistol,” Warner said before the man could speak. “Except the gun only really has one response. Separate, get your resources, leave. Thief group will leave first since they didn’t have much to bring with them. Leave the corpse.”

Warner slowly backed out of the door frame and put himself up against a far wall. He could oversee the bedroom and the stairs from there.

Slowly, he slid down to the ground and then pulled the rifle around. Securing it so he could sit down, Warner made himself comfortable. Keeping the handgun in front of himself, he kept his weapon ready.

“You may now leave, thief group,” Warner said firmly.

Several seconds later, the three women and one man left. They only had the clothes on their backs and several blunt weapons between them. One was even carrying a fire poker.

Heh.

It even works on Weres.

None of them met Warner’s eyes. They instead kept their eyes downcast as they filed down the stairs. Leaving quietly and without an issue.

Taking in a slow breath, Warner mentally counted to one hundred and twenty. He figured two minutes was enough time for the thief group to get a head start on running away.

“Alright, victim group, go ahead and collect whatever you need, and go,” said Warner. “The Council is coming. They’re shooting everyone they come across. No questions asked.

“You won’t want to be here. Not at all. Even if you did want to be here, I can’t let you be here. Can’t trust you. Sorry, nothing personal.”

Much like the first group, the second group eventually came out. They carried weapons just like the first group, but they also all had large backpacks on. Each of them seemed to be bursting with resources and supplies.

The three of them trooped out of the room and down the stairs, leaving Warner alone on the second floor.

Sitting there, he felt a lot like a cornered animal. Trapped in a position that he couldn’t seriously maintain for any time. He would only be able to stay until his ankle healed.

Warner held onto his handgun, and tried to focus on healing. He needed to passively guide his power to work toward his goal and wish.

So he could start running again, just like the animal he felt like.





Thirty-One




Warner simply sat there, resting. Trying to put his entire focus on his ankle. Willing his power to work on it and bring it back to a healthy state.

He was concentrating to the point that he’d nearly closed his eyes completely. He was only watching through slits. Otherwise, he was listening for any sign of trouble but was probably being too lax about the situation. His attention was incredibly diverted and that was just asking for trouble.

Much slower than he probably should have noticed, Warner caught the sound from earlier. Like dogs running.

This time, it sounded like they were moving through the nearby park. The rapid pop of their paws striking grass was unmistakable. 

Opening his eyes fully, Warner focused his attention on the sound. It’d started faint, but was rapidly growing louder now. Getting louder and louder by the second, in fact.

With a grimace, Warner pushed himself up to a standing position. Whatever the noise was, it probably wasn’t going to be good for him.

Putting a little weight on his foot, Warner tested to see if he could move again.

There was a slight ache in his ankle, but it was nothing compared to what it had been. It felt like he could run on it, though it would probably hurt.

It would also, more than likely, damage it again so that he’d have to rest once more.

That’s if I survive whatever fresh hell awaits me.

Holstering the handgun, Warner loosened the rifle’s sling and then pulled it up to his shoulder. Kneeling down on one knee, he aimed down the stairs.

Whatever was coming his way was much closer now. Close enough that he could hear it when the running dogs came to a stop.

As if they came across something they needed to check before they moved on.

Or… something they couldn’t go over? Did they scent me?

Follow me from the apartments?

Does that mean they’re at the wall just out back? If so, I need to hide my scent or kill the—

Heavy thumps sounded now. Thumps that belonged to an animal much larger than a dog. More than likely, whatever creature that followed him had just jumped the fence that led into the backyard.

Damn me, if this isn’t just a never-ending fiasco.

A never-ending cluster fuck that I can’t get out of.

There was the crunch and pop of glass being crushed underfoot.

Whatever he was hearing had now entered the house through the shattered sliding door.

Okay. Okay… kill as many as I can, break contact, find somewhere I can ditch my scent. Somewhere that I could confuse them with what I smell like. Maybe get some of it on myself and—

A large, shaggy head covered in fur appeared at the bottom of the stairs. Its head was slightly lifted and it was sniffing at the air in front of its muzzle.

It reminded Warner of the Were that he’d killed previously. It had a snout and head that was akin to a wolf or some similar type of creature.

Landing the red-dot sight so that it was hovering over the creature’s eye, Warner waited. The moment it turned to look at him, he was going to pull the trigger.

After that, his choices would either be diving out a window toward the front of the house, or fighting. If the others in this group tried to stall for time, Warner would leave.

Then the Were turned and looked right at Warner.

At that same instant, Warner pulled the trigger.

The Were’s brains were blown out of its head and painted the wall that’d been behind it. Warner watched as the Were’s body went out from under it and it collapsed to the floor.

Breathing out slowly, Warner waited. He’d give it a few seconds to see what their response would be before he acted.

There wasn’t any margin for error right now.

Warner thought he heard what sounded like someone talking, but he couldn’t be sure. The noise was more like an animal growling rather than actual words.

Deciding this wasn’t the place to be, Warner stood up and began walking past the stairway toward a bedroom to the front and left. He could see sunlight coming from inside the room, which meant it probably had windows.

Given its placement, those windows would be facing the front of the home.

That would be his best exit since it seemed like the Weres weren’t coming upstairs.

Entering the bedroom, Warner found that the source of light was indeed a window. Approaching it, he quickly unlocked it, and then pulled it open.

Reaching out with his right hand, he pushed the screen out with a soft twang noise, sending the screen to land on the roofing shingles just outside the window.

Climbing through it as quietly as he could manage, Warner steadied himself. The shingles felt loose, as if they might give way at any moment.

Turning the corner around the outside of the house, Warner ended up on the side of it.

Looking down at the side yard below, Warner saw an attached sprinkler hose and little else. He really didn’t want to drop down from anything again, given what’d happened last time.

With a grimace and a minor prayer for grace, Warner once more gave in to the situation. He was but a paper boat on a stream at the moment and was a prisoner to its currents.

Moving to the edge of the roof, Warner got down onto his chest. Swinging his legs around, he squirmed his way off, until he was just hanging from his arms and letting his legs dangle down.

A second later, Warner dropped quietly down to the grass. Having limited the distance, he put almost no weight or pressure on his foot at all.

Warner moved toward the fence that separated the house from its neighbor.

Then stopped.

He needed to make sure that this troop of Weres couldn’t follow him again. Make sure that they wouldn’t just run him down again.

Right now, he had a small element of surprise on them. They were likely still thinking he was at the top of the stairway or somewhere in the house up there.

Lifting the rifle, Warner decided he’d flank them outright.

Moving quickly around the side of the house, Warner peeked into the windows as he went. Most of them had pulled blinds and he couldn’t see through them.

One window away from the slider, he finally got an opportunity to see what he was dealing with.

He spotted six more Weres. They were in a small huddle, and most of them had their back to the slider. They were all facing toward the stairway while a seventh was trying to peek around the corner with some sort of tool.

Okay. This is it.

If I can drop them all in the initial attack, that’d be best. If I can’t, empty the magazine, dump it, and break contact. Leave them here while they try to figure out what’s going on.

With that last thought, Warner stepped into the space in front of the slider door.

Holding the rifle up into his shoulder, Warner flicked the selector to burst, lined it up on the one furthest left, and pulled the trigger. As quick as he could, he sighted it on the second and pulled the trigger again.

Then the third, fourth, and fifth.

Unfortunately, by the time he got to the sixth one, they’d dove out of the way behind a wall. The seventh had scurried up the stairway.

Following after the sixth with his sight, Warner put a burst of rifle rounds through the wall where he assumed they’d be behind. Then he kept pulling the trigger in the area around that until the magazine went dry.

Hitting the release, Warner moved at a quick trot, leaving the area. Pulling a fresh mag free, he slammed it into place, pulled the bolt, and moved the selector to full-auto.

It’d all happened in seconds and Warner felt rather proud of himself. He imagined even Aelia would be proud of him.

Moving around to a side window, Warner peeked inside. He couldn’t see either Were. They were out of sight for him and possibly beyond his reach.

As that thought crossed his mind, Warner gave up on them. There wasn’t a way for him to exterminate them all. He needed to get a move on and set up the next position that he’d have to fight from.

It was very likely that another group of Weres would pick up his trail or the remaining two from this group would come after him. There was no question that he needed to be on the run for a while.

Holding onto the rifle and that thought, Warner quickly crossed the street to another house.

Popping open the gate, he entered a backyard and went straight to the back fence. Rushing over to it, Warner powered over it in a leap that only required him to briefly touch the top of the wooden slats.

No sooner than he’d hit the ground, Warner was off at a run for the gate. He needed to keep on the move. There was no time to hesitate.

Warner ran on.




***




Right now, Warner was really wishing that he’d found a location that was suitable to hole up in. He got the impression that there were most definitely Weres on his trail.

On his trail, tracking him, but not trying to engage him. They were a considerable ways back, but still there. He’d even briefly seen them when he’d dodge through a building that had a raised exit overlooking the path he’d come from.

About the only thing going in his favor was how many businesses he’d gone through. Quite a few of them had some fairly intense smells. However, he hadn’t lingered long enough to put that scent atop his own to disguise it.

What if I double back?

The thought gave Warner pause as he ran along. At this moment, he was jogging along the sidewalk that ran beside a number of businesses.

Several minutes ago, he’d passed through a candle store. It’d been so heavily scented that it’d been a momentary shock to his senses when he’d entered it.

Glancing at the business he was next to, Warner saw it was a laundromat. He already spotted that there was an exit sign as well that pointed to the back of the building. He figured there’d be a back door over there.

A sudden stop that made him feel like his boots skid brought Warner up short of the door. Moving over, he jerked it open and then looked around. There was a generic soap and detergent smell inside, but it wasn’t that strong.

Not far away sat a bottle of bleach.

Snatching it up, Warner ripped the top off it and then dumped the bottle’s contents onto the ground right in front of himself. He made sure that none of it would splash back on him as he didn’t want to carry the bleach scent with him.

That would only make it easier to track him later.

As soon as the bottle was empty, Warner threw it further in and then shut the door.

Running back the way he came, he did his best to match the exact path he had taken while moving at full speed. All of his energy was put into a mad dash straight back to the candle shop.

He knew he was putting all his eggs in this basket with this plan, but he didn’t have a better idea. This was the best he’d come up with.

Each breath felt strained now, and Warner knew he was coming to the end of his endurance. He was far stronger, faster, and had more stamina than a normal Human, but even he had his limits.

Without being able to actively dip into his power, he was swiftly approaching the point of no return for him.

Scanning the area in front of him, Warner did his best to spot any problems before he ran headlong into them. Nothing jumped out at him, though. The area seemed as still and silent as it had been when he’d run through it the first time.

Taking a turn to the left at the next intersection, Warner nearly ran into the same mailbox he’d smashed into on the way past it the first time. Stutter-stepping to the side of it, Warner came right up to the front door of the candle shop. He’d entered through the back originally and exited the front.

This time he was doing it in reverse.

Pulling open the front door, Warner was once again assailed by the hundreds of scents from the various products. Many of them had melted right where they sat, unattended.

For one reason or another, the power to the building was out. Given the massive front doors made of glass and the windows that flanked it, Warner imagined it’d turned the shop into a giant greenhouse.

Warner shook his head once to try and clear his thoughts, his breath coming in hard pants as he sucked down air. As a result, the stench was almost too much for him.

He laid a hand on the front door and shoved, forcing it open and out of its hinge. Now it looked as if someone had slammed into it from the inside and ran right out the door.

Stumbling forward, he went to the center of the room. A brief inspection of the area revealed an open door to what looked like the back area. He was hoping that it was a stock room.

And if I’m lucky… that’s the room I hide in.

It took only a few seconds for Warner to make his way over there. Walking through the open door, he stepped into the very dark room beyond.

Impossibly, this room smelled even worse than the main store.

Boxes and boxes of products were stacked up. The corners of many of them looked like they were leaking some type of liquid. It ran down across the cardboard from the tops to the very bottoms and pooled up on the ground.

The smell was so bad that Warner had to struggle to keep his gag reflex in check.

Overwhelming barely began to describe it.

Warner went to the back corner of the room and then began pushing boxes around. He managed to make a small area that ended up looking like a lot of restock products had piled up.

At the back of it was a small space. Just large enough for him to sit in and hide. He would fit, so long as he kept his knees to his chest and had his pack and rifle on the ground right next to him.

All he could do was shake his head, then wriggle into the space. Leaning back against the wall, he did what he could to get his breathing under control.

This would all be for naught if he couldn’t keep the sound of his breathing from giving away his location. With Weres involved, there was a very real possibility of them hearing him.

As he closed his eyes, Warner gave up. If this hiding spot failed him, he’d be able to rise up with his handgun, likely take down anyone he could see, but that would be it.

After that, he’d be forced to dip into his powers in an active way.

Then Seville and Skipper would likely show up. Even at full power, Warner wasn’t quite sure that he could really fight Seville and come out the other side intact.

Several minutes passed in the hell that was melted candles and what Warner was beginning to suspect were essences and oils. It was making an ugly pool on the ground near him.

A sudden clatter that sounded like a door being opened brought Warner out of his contemplative thoughts. Lifting his head, he adjusted his grip on the pistol and did his best to quiet his breathing to nothing.

The sound of footsteps felt loud in his ears despite the fact that they were probably quite faint. This was probably one of the Weres who’d been following him up to this point.

There was a soft clatter and thunk as they moved around the store. Warner could easily hear the loud snuffling noises they were making as they went.

“Anything?” asked someone in a quiet growl.

“Was here,” said another. “Think he might have doused himself in some of this shit. Trying to throw us off.”

“Hmph. If he did, it’ll just be easier,” said the first voice. “You check the door yet?”

“No. But the scent goes that way,” replied the second. There was a clunk as something fell to the ground. “Who the hell would buy a candle that smells like linen? Does that even have a scent?”

No one responded to that, though Warner did hear what sounded like someone messing with the front door to the shop.

“Definitely went out the front,” the first speaker said. “Did it hard. Left a handprint. Scent continues up the sidewalk. I’ll take it.

“You report all this. I did the last one. Your time to get in front of the firing squad.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” said the second voice. The words were followed by what sounded like wood creaking.

Maybe he sat down on the counter?

Sitting there, Warner just did his best impression of a hole in the ground. Devouring any light it could, being a void of nothing, just hanging out.

Keeping still and silent, he waited.

Eventually, a new sound crept into his awareness. The sound of more people arriving. To Warner, it sounded like someone who didn’t care how their footsteps sounded, and another who trod softly but heavily. As if they were chained down by weight.

A third set of footsteps was just on the edge of his hearing. Light steps that barely made contact with the ground as they went through the world.

Skipper, Seville and… who else?

His helper again?

“Well? What is it? Is it him?” demanded Skipper, confirming one of Warner’s guesses. “Get down and stand in front of me. Report in properly.”

“We think so,” said one of the Were trackers, the creak sounding once again. “It’s the same trail we’ve been following since the start. Don’t actually know, though. Haven’t seen his face.”

“It’s him,” swore Skipper. “He used his power. I felt it. I know it’s him. So? Which way did he go?”

“Out the door. Riff is following him right now,” said the Were. “Going slow, making sure we don’t miss anything. He’ll have to go to ground eventually. He can’t just keep running like this.”

“No, he can’t,” agreed Seville. “Unless he’s actively using the power set given to him, he’ll need to rest. He’s only mortal without it, after all. More than Human, but still mortal.”

“Fine. We’ll continue with this… parade-like pace,” growled Skipper and then sighed. “I’ll take him apart. Piece by piece.

“First his fingers, then his toes, then his hands, then his feet. Work my way inward. I’ll make sure he lives through all of it, too. Until he’s just a screaming torso. Then I’ll get to work on his face and what’s left of him.”

“And they say I’m crazy,” said a voice that sounded like the Elf woman he’d killed, Leena. But that wasn’t possible, since he’d killed her. “You’re the crazy one. Crazy Skipper. Crazer. Crazer, Crazer, give us a clap? Clap clap? Yaaaaaaay!”

The sound of applause finished off the words as this person clearly mocked Skipper. Warner had taken one of her hands after all.

“Bitch! Cunt! You! Go. Lead me on his scent. Go forward, dog,” hissed Skipper before the sound of footsteps resounded and fled. Apparently, that was enough for Skipper and she’d taken the Were with her.

“She’s just going to kill you again later,” Seville said in a softer tone.

“It’s fine, my love, my love. What’s one more at this point,” said the woman with a heavy sigh. “Let’s go. With any luck, he’ll keep running until we have to leave to go work on something else. Then Skipper will be on her own.”

“Right,” said Seville, the soft tread of his boots eventually fading.

Along with it went the incredibly delicate footsteps he’d heard as well.

Waiting for thirty seconds—counting it out in his head—Warner could barely hold himself still. He wanted to get up and sprint away. Start heading right back the way he’d come and run all the way back down his scent trail.

When he finally hit the end of his count, Warner got up.

Exiting the back room as slowly and quietly as possible, he re-entered the main sales area.

No one was there.

Letting out a pent-up breath, Warner exited the store through the back door, the same way he’d entered the first time.

He had doubled back on his trail and evaded his hunters. Now he just had to follow it all the way back to a location where they wouldn’t think to return.

The home where he’d killed the Weres.





Thirty-Two




Warner had only made it halfway back to the house where he’d killed the Weres, when the soldier’s radio flared to life in his ear. Someone was broadcasting on the frequency that the Council team had been using.

“Okay,” Skipper said over it. “I’m going to make this very simple. Very, very simple. Yellow Eyes. Warner. It’s time for this to end.”

Shit. She knows my name.

How’d she manage that? Was it Fate? Did she torture it out of her?

Or something else entirely?

“I want you to just… give in and let this happen,” said Skipper. “I’ll make your death very quick, despite my desire to torture you. I’m willing to meet you halfway, so this can be over. I won’t take any measures against your family afterward, either.

“I’m willing to have Seville as my guarantor since my word would obviously be null and void to you. Though, I do hope you can read between the lines on that offer.”

If I don’t agree to it, you’ll go after my family.

You know who they are, since you know my name, and you’ll try to harm them.

Warner ducked into a brushy area and crouched down low. It was on the path that he’d traveled to get here, so he didn’t think his scent would change the area that much. He’d already been here before.

Reaching up with his left hand, Warner made sure the earpiece, and the microphone it held, was secure in his ear. Then he reached down and flicked the radio off of mute and held down the transmit button.

“I don’t believe you,” Warner said simply with a shake of his head. “Even with Seville as a guarantor, I don’t believe you. If you’re going to threaten others, I’ll have to threaten you.

“I’m going to come for you if this goes any further. Come for you and make sure your crimes are repaid.

“And if we’re going to be using names, wouldn’t yours be Jenaphila? I’m sure Sameerixis has stories about you. I should ask him to tell me them. Just don’t be too upset later on after I find out where you live and show up on your doorstep.

“Even you have a place to lay your head down to sleep, Jena.”

Warner released the transmit button and sat there quietly. Wondering what her response to that would be.

“You… you dare?” growled Skipper.

Warner frowned, wondering what the hell she was going on about.

Reaching down, he thumbed the transmit button and kept his hand near it.

“I dare what? You just told me to come die and you threatened my family. There’s a lot I’m willing to dare if you say something like that,” replied Warner. “I mean, I’m pretty sure most people would respond in this way. Not just me.”

“Threatening me will just guarantee I take everything from you!” shouted Skipper over the radio.

“I mean, weren’t you already telling me you were going to take everything from me? That sort of makes threatening you a guarantee,” replied Warner with a confused look on his face. This sounded more like a villain’s monologue than a real life conversation at the moment. “Are you for real?”

“I’m most certainly real!” shrieked Skipper. It was actually loud enough that Warner was almost certain he could hear the echo of her words trail after the words over the radio.

“You seem more like a caricature. I can’t believe Seville has to deal with you,” Warner said and then sighed. “I can see why the Elf was so eager to die. It’d give her a reprieve from you.”

There was no immediate forthcoming response from Skipper. Warner sat there for a few seconds before shrugging his shoulders.

“What, now you’re quiet? Alright then,” said Warner. “I’m going to sign off and dump the radio now. No sense in hanging onto it if you know I’m on it.”

“—rape you with your own dick!” screamed Skipper as soon as he let go of the transmit button. Apparently, she was so angry that she had forgotten how to use the radio and was fumbling with it.

“Right. Anyway. Going now,” said Warner.

“If you don’t come and give yourself up, I’m going to broadcast to everyone in the zone about you. That until you’re dead, they can’t leave, and they’ll be hunted,” said Skipper in a voice that sounded raw. “I’m going to give them the next four hours to move about the zone freely in their hunt for you. All those innocent people trying to get you just to save themselves. Because otherwise, I’ll kill them all.

“Whatever will you do? They’re innocent after all. Forced into a situation that’s out of their hands. Forced to do things they wouldn’t wish. Will you kill them and send them on to the next life? That’d be rather terrible of you. Good luck, Warner. I’ll see you soon.”

The radio fell silent as soon as she stopped speaking.

Biting at the inside of his cheek, Warner shook his head. Tugging off the earpiece, he then unclipped the small radio from his belt. Setting it down on the ground, he stomped on it, crushing it. It was nothing more than a pile of plastic afterward.

No one would be attempting to track its location or be able to find it after this, even if they tried.

Unfortunately, Warner felt that he was going to have an issue.

If Skipper carried out her plan, Warner would no longer be in a hostile zone surrounded by neutrals who could possibly be hostile. He’d be in a hostile zone surrounded by hostiles, period.

There could never be any trust Warner could give anyone.

Need to go to ground. Now.

And that’s what they’re doing with this, isn’t it? They’ll stay on my trail, hunting me, while hoping that I’m forced to stop all movement.

Warner clicked his tongue and looked back down the way he’d come from originally. He still had a ways to go to get back to where he started. At least another five or ten minutes of jogging along this particular winding boulevard.

Can’t make it that far. Someone will spot me.

Let’s… just… stop somewhere around here. Attempting to go further is asking for trouble.

Turning his head, Warner looked up at the building behind him. It was a large, sprawling business center with offices located on several floors and a courtyard in the center. The exterior of it had been designed to make it look like some sort of stone-columned type of thing that wouldn’t have ever actually been in style.

Despite that, it looked like it was full with only a single space for rent.

It was filled with a number of small businesses ranging from a massage therapist to medical imaging to a lawyer’s office.

Moving into the courtyard area, Warner grabbed the side of the building and began climbing.

The terrible, tacky design made going up the side of it rather easy. When he reached the third floor, Warner went up and over the half-wall that served as a balcony railing. Walking right up to the entrance to the legal office, Warner tried the door.

It opened easily.

Whoever had left had been in a hurry.

Entering, Warner passed through the reception area and went to the back where there were two offices. When he reached the first office, he went in and closed the door. As there were no windows, doing so plunged the room into darkness.

Warner set the pack down and then pulled out the shortwave radio. He knew exactly where he’d stored it because he wanted it available if he needed it and didn’t want to have to dig for it.

Setting it down on the desk that was central to the room, Warner flicked it on. Extending the antenna, he wasn’t sure if he’d get a signal in here or if he’d have to move. Stringing out the earbud for it, he stuck it in his ear.

Almost immediately, the radio picked up a broadcast.

“—in five minutes,” said a fairly robotic-sounding voice. A preprogrammed one at that. “Attention. Incoming message in five minutes.”

Warner sat down on the ground, opened his pack, and pulled out more beef jerky and trail mix. He wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to eat something.

After the first bite, he realized he needed to do something else instead. Nature was calling and it demanded Warner listen to her.

Setting down his impromptu meal, Warner shrugged. He realized there were a bunch of legal books around that he could use as toilet paper.

Several minutes later—after making the other office unusable—Warner was ready for the broadcast. Regardless of whatever was stated, threatened, or promised, he was resolved to ignore it.

Skipper was probably getting a bit worried at this point. The odds were that she was running out of time before she’d either have to reveal herself to the government—and set herself up for anyone to come fight her—or close up the search for Warner.

While he’d convinced Miles and Eugenia to stop going after her, he didn’t think they would pass up the chance to come take a shot at Skipper in this situation. Her being “active” was a good way to get someone in front of her with a weapon.

A random thought crossed his mind.

What if no one comes at all, actually?

What if me getting everyone to stop their wars created a situation where no one is willing to come challenge Skipper?

Did I engineer my own end?

“This is a message to everyone in the zone,” said a man over the radio. The sudden change in the repeating message snapped Warner’s attention back to the radio. “Again, this a message to everyone in the zone. The man responsible for this situation is at large.

“His name is Warner James and he is the sole reason martial law has been enacted. At this time, the soldiers in the area will no longer fire on unidentified individuals. Now that we know who the culprit is, we are asking those in the zone for their assistance.

“Should an individual, or a group, capture or kill Warner James, they will each be rewarded a one-million-dollar bounty, payable immediately in cash. Additionally, they will be airlifted out of the zone and taken wherever they wish to go.

“The description of Warner James is as follows—”

Sighing, Warner turned off the radio. He didn’t need to hear anymore.

While they hadn’t said anything about it—in fact, that might have been the point now that he thought about it—there had been no mention of what would happen to those left behind in the zone once Warner had been dealt with.

Knowing what these people had gone through, Warner was nearly positive they would all assume that they’d be killed out of hand. That their lives would be ended if they weren’t the one to capture or kill Warner.

Leaning his head back against the wall, Warner kept eating. There wasn’t anything he could do about any of this, and hiding away was his best choice right now.

Because otherwise, he might be forced to kill people who were actually innocent.

This was playing out just as Skipper likely wanted.

“Bitch,” muttered Warner.




***




Lifting his head, Warner looked to the front door of the legal office.

Over the last several hours, Warner had sensed a growing injustice. One that was slowly making its way through the exclusion zone that Skipper had established.

It was an injustice that he didn’t have to work very hard to figure out either. It was as obvious as the nose on his face.

Everyone was hunting him for the sake of their own survival. They were forming groups, fighting other groups, and looking for him.

All because Skipper made a veiled threat to their safety if they didn’t find him. If someone wasn’t part of the group that found him, then they would likely be killed out of hand.

At the moment, however, Warner had a problem.

One of those groups was currently searching the office building where Warner was hiding. He thought he’d heard them previously, but now he could sense the injustice from them spreading out as they got closer to him.

Warner’s options were quickly dwindling. If he waited any longer, he ran the risk of encountering these individuals face-to-face.

However, fleeing the office ran the risk of starting up yet another chase. While it would be unlikely that anyone would notice him, there was, of course, still a possibility of it.

With a sigh on his lips, Warner threw his pack on and picked up his rifle while getting to his feet. He couldn’t risk hurting innocents who were being forced into this situation.

While he wasn’t going to sacrifice himself for them, he was also not going to make them sacrifice themselves for him.

A quick walk got him to the front door and outside rather quickly.

He only had to stand there for a second or two to get a feeling for where his hunters were. They were on the floor beneath him, going office to office.

Additionally, he could feel Council soldiers. Unsure of how far away they were, he was at least sure of the fact that they were around.

Turning away from the stairs, Warner instead headed for where the elevators were located. It was a far less likely location for them to be coming from since the elevators weren’t working.

Passing by the elevator bank, he kept going. His goal was to move to the farthest side of the office complex, then wait and watch. Once the group made it up to the third floor, he’d hop down to the second and take refuge there.

Hunker down, and let time continue to unwind. The longer he went without contact at all, the better off he’d be. At some point, they’d likely think he’d escaped the encirclement.

“Don’t move,” said a voice off to Warner’s right. It sounded very shaky and rather nervous to him. As if they weren’t really sure of what they were doing.

The speaker was someone just out of sight. They were around a corner, tucked away in a small recess in the building.

Warner hadn’t noticed them in any way.

They didn’t radiate any sense of injustice other than what had been done to them. They were devoid of wrongdoing and, to Warner’s senses, blended almost perfectly into the background of the city.

Turning his head, Warner saw it was a woman in her late twenties. She had a pack on her back that looked like a children’s school bag. Her head was covered by a hat, but he could see tired brown eyes and wisps of brown hair that stuck out.

Just behind her was a young boy who looked no older than seven. The child was pressed up to the back of the woman’s hip and holding onto his coat.

In her hand was a pistol. It looked small to Warner, but he didn’t doubt it would cause him problems if she shot him with it. A number of problems, truth be told.

He’d have to hope that passive use of his powers could take care of it.

Although, that was assuming she didn’t simply shoot him in the head or heart.

If it was the head, he imagined that’d be the end of his story.

Should the heart or similar organs be struck, Warner would have no choice but to activate his power and direct it. Force it to work on healing the wound before he lost his life.

The only alternative beyond all that was activating his powers before she could pull the trigger. However, that would really be just as problematic.

“I said don’t move,” demanded the woman, her voice firming up rather swiftly this time. “Move again and I have to pull the trigger, whether I want to or not. So… so, just don’t move. Don’t move.”

Warner stared at the women, the rifle in his hands feeling incredibly heavy at the moment.

There was no way he could turn the weapon on this poor woman. Taking her life wasn’t something he could do.

“You’re him, aren’t you?” asked the woman, the pistol drifting upward. Clearly, she was now aiming at his head. There was a resolve firming up in her. One that might just lead her to pull the trigger.

“Him?” Warner asked, wondering if he could work his way out of this. It was worth trying to talk his way clear of the situation. The cost to talk was nothing, after all.

“The guy they want. Warner James,” said the woman. The pistol was still leveled at his head. It was also far enough away that he couldn’t make a grab for it.

Apparently, she’d seen enough terrible action movies to know she didn’t need to be right up on him. That doing so was actually a risk to herself.

“Name’s Mitch,” said Warner with full sincerity. It was the truth.

He was Warner as well as Mitch. Both names were his and were part of who he was. They were interchangeable with his person.

“Your appearance is a lot like the description they gave on the radio,” said the woman, the weapon unmoving. So far, she was unswayed by his subterfuge. 

“Well, that’s unfortunate for me, since my name is Mitch Hallsy. Just trying to get through this like everyone else,” said Warner.

“But you’re not looking for him,” said the woman, her tone slowly growing cold. “You’re not even curious what I’m talking about. You act like you don’t know about it, profess it’s not you, but don’t ask any questions.

“You’re really suspicious to me, right now. I think you’re Warner and you’re trying to escape that group I saw earlier. They’re coming up the other way aren’t they?”

“He’s sus, Mom,” said the little boy hanging onto the woman’s waist.

“Pull your wallet out. Throw your ID over,” replied the woman, tilting her head to one side.

“Lost it,” lied Warner.

“Uh-huh, what’s that bulge in your back pocket then? I can see it,” proclaimed the woman. At the same time, she took two steps back, moving her son farther away from Warner.

Then she reached up and gripped the pistol with both hands.

Damnit. There’s no way out of this is there?

Not without doing something I don’t want to.

“My name is Mitch,” said Warner, who started moving now. He was taking steps away from the woman and towards the half-wall that acted as a railing. “Not sure who this Warner person is, not sure what’s going on, don’t really even care. I just want to lie low and let this whole thing blow by. It doesn’t concern me at all.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed and her finger began to shift on the trigger.

“You’re him. You’re Warner,” she said. The resolve to shoot him dead was clear in her eyes.

Warner couldn’t blame her. He’d probably go to great lengths to save Maya. He couldn’t really answer mentally if he’d murder someone for her, but he knew it would be hard for him.

Maya’s life was worth more than anyone else’s to him.

Then the woman closed her eyes, turned her face away from him, and let the pistol drop down. She held it loosely in one hand. As if she’d given up.

“What’s your name?” Warner asked, as realization dawned on him.

She was sure that he was Warner, the man everyone wanted, but she had decided not to pull the trigger. She had made the choice to not become a murderer.

“Elizabeth Daniels,” mumbled the woman.

“You live in Florida?” Warner asked. He wanted to know how to find this woman later.

“Mm. Tampa,” replied the woman. Then she turned away from him and got down on one knee, hugging her son close.

Even in the darkest times, I suppose there are those who will hold the light.

Warner didn’t waste any more of her time.

Stepping over the half-wall, he let himself fall. He landed in the courtyard of the second-floor business offices. Not far in front of him was the imaging center he’d noticed on the billboard out front.

Entering it, Warner got down behind the desk and readied himself.

He wasn’t out of the woods by any means.





Thirty-Three




Warner jerked to the side as the radio came to life. The earbud in his ear cracked suddenly with static before it went to a soft steady tone.

Twenty seconds later came the voice from earlier.

“Attention. Incoming me—”

The transmission cut off abruptly and was replaced by silence.

“I’m done with this. Done!” screeched Skipper over the radio. “This isn’t working, so we’re changing it. Making this into something I’m far more familiar with!”

Great. Now what?

Time must be running out.

Thinking about it, Warner realized it had already been a day since the original broadcast. He’d been in hiding the entire time.

No one had ever come close to catching him since the last encounter.

There was a sudden gunshot over the radio. It was unmistakable for what it was as it peaked the microphone.

“That’s one, Warner James!” shrieked Skipper. “For every ten minutes that you’re not in front of me, I’m just going to kill another person!

“Every single one of these deaths will be on you, and I’ll be honest… after they all failed to catch you, I had them all rounded up. I have quite a few people all lined up here.

“Men, women, children, everything. Across all wa— whatever. I’ll kill ’em. Kill ’em all. One by one. Until you get your damn ass over here so I can put a bullet in your brain.

“All these deaths will be your fault. On your shoulders, Warner James. You can deal with the injustice of letting them die all on your own.”

Warner shook his head at that. He knew that wasn’t the truth at any level.

He had no responsibility over these people, nor was he the individual that had put them into this predicament. That unfortunate debt would all be heaped at the feet of Skipper.

Except no matter which way Warner looked at this logically, no matter how well he actually rationalized it, he still felt guilty. Guilty that these people would be dying because someone else thought they could be used.

He wouldn’t be gathering the injustice for their deaths, but they would weigh on him heavily regardless. Just because he knew he wasn’t at fault, didn’t make him heartless.

“Just for good measure, here’s another one. Just for you. This one’s a kid,” Skipper said over the radio. There was a brief shriek of what sounded like a child being jerked around, followed by a gunshot. “Now let’s start that clock up. Someone bring me a drink as well, I’m thirsty.”

The radio went silent on that note, only to make a single chirping noise followed by a soft repeating beep.

Warner was left alone in the imaging center with his thoughts. There wouldn’t be anything he could do about the situation.

All he could do was sit there and take it.

Instead, Warner began to roll the tuning knob to one side. Slowly sweeping across the band to see if anyone else was out there.

Every frequency had the exact same soft repeating beep, however. There was nothing out there except for Skipper’s broadcast. There wasn’t a single frequency she wasn’t on. 

She was jamming everything by broadcasting over it.

He had no idea how she’d managed that, but it didn’t really matter in the end. All that mattered was that Warner had nothing else he could do about the situation except wait and plan.

Plan for killing Skipper and sending her onto the next life as soon as possible.

Letting out a breath, Warner lowered his head, and then turned off the radio. Listening to it wouldn’t do him any good and would only burden his heart.




***




Warner had been hunkered down in the same spot for almost two days now.

No one had even come close to him at this point. Not the civilian hunters—who likely no longer were even trying to help Skipper—or the Council soldiers.

Unfortunately, those two days had been incredibly quiet.

Warner had checked in at several points to see if Skipper was still carrying out her murderous rampage. Much to his dismay, she was single-minded in carrying out her plan.

There was nothing on the radio but her.

Flicking his hand to the side, Warner discarded another bag of jerky into the trash can.

“Going to shit a dried-out meat brick in a day or two,” Warner mused to himself. “If I don’t wreck my asshole doing it.”

Leaning back on his side, he considered how long this would probably go on. Him being stuck in the zone without anyone or anything to do.

Hiding out and waiting.

A blast of something akin to pure injustice washed through Warner.

It was like a peal of thunder and lightning right over his head. It was so strong, he was practically shaken out of his own skin through the extreme feeling of it.

To Warner, it felt like a calling.

A plea for him to come and lend his aid and power to resolve an unjust situation. The ring of fate hung in it as well. Much like how he imagined it might feel if he said something in triplicate to another.

Warner hesitated for just a moment.

Then he promptly activated his power and threw off his pack. He dumped the rifle, but held onto the pistol and all the magazines for it.

The full glory and strength of his power flooded his body. From the top of his head to the bottom of his heels, he was filled with it.

Vengeance, Redemption, and Retribution were all well-blended in him and extremely responsive. Wanting him to use their powers.

Storming forward, Warner slammed open the door to the outside and then leapt into the air. His wings snapped out and began to beat, flinging him right up into the sky.

At the moment, he felt incredibly powerful. In tune with his powers, he was ready to battle even Seville if he must. All that time he had spent passively tuning and utilizing his powers had helped.

He felt like he had a much deeper understanding of his power now.  He could fine-tune it much better than he could have previously.

I’ll have to work on that more at another time. I’ve utilized the active powers so much that I’ve neglected the passive side of it.

Warner headed straight toward where he’d been summoned. Flying right at it without a care for anything at all. He wasn’t sure what tricks Skipper had on hand for him and he didn’t want to discount her preparations, but he felt like he couldn’t wait.

Whatever or whoever was calling out to him, they needed him now and without delay.

Off to his left, Warner heard a rushing noise that was growing louder by the second.

Turning his head, he saw what looked like a missile coming for him. Apparently, Skipper had set up anti-aircraft measures for him.

One might say it’s overkill for some.

Yet for me, this isn’t anything.

Physical armaments are as nothing. This cannot be everything she prepared, can it?

With a swing of his arm, Warner launched a blade of his power forward. He’d put so much force into it that he spun in the air. As soon as it connected with the missile, it sheared off the front portion of the weapon.

Finishing the spin in a lazy way, Warner felt quite wonderful in the air. Letting his wings expand, he exited the maneuver and began flapping again.

Whatever countermeasures she was going to use originally, aren’t here. I’ll just use it to my advantage. This is the moment I was waiting for, I suppose.

Warner carried on.  He dodged several more missiles that launched up from the streets below, but none of them came close to injuring him at all.

He was able to knock them out of the air with casual ease. To the point that he had to remind himself of his confrontations with Fear and Seville.

Any belief that he was indestructible had been very shattered.

Distantly, Warner could see something out ahead of himself. It looked like a golden dome over a park. This location was also beyond the cordoned area of the exclusion zone.

That meant that whatever was happening had originated entirely out there.

Pulling his wings in slightly, Warner began to increase speed in a gradual dive. His destination was that golden shield as he already suspected what it was.

Suspected why he was able to be called in the way he was.

Alina was down there and trying to battle her way to him. Somehow, in some way, his Angelic former-Vampire assistant had been stopped in her tracks. Then her life was put in danger.

Because at that junction, she would most assuredly call out to him.

Feeling the weight of responsibility for her, Warner channeled power into his wings and his sword. Strengthening both as he began to pull into a steeper dive.

Slipping through the wind at an ever-increasing speed, Warner was starting to feel a lot like a missile himself. Rocketing toward a target that he would simply explode through.

All around the golden dome were Council soldiers. They were pounding on it, shooting it, and attacking it with magic. There didn’t seem to be any pause in what they were doing either.

The general injustice of Skipper was also around. He couldn’t pinpoint it at the moment, but he figured the nasty monster was somewhere nearby. Hiding and watching the situation with Alina, more than likely.

Warner turned his focus and attention to the dome and what it held.

He’d been right and wrong at the same time.

Though at this moment, he’d wished he’d been neither. He wanted to be neither right, nor wrong. In fact, he would prefer that this wasn’t happening at all.

In the center of the dome stood Alina and Maya and no one else. The two of them were in the middle, standing nearly back to back.

Alina was casually spraying magazine after magazine into the ranks of the Council soldiers. Sweeping the weapon back and forth, she fanned the rounds out as if she were shooting into the ocean.

She literally couldn’t miss given how many bodies were pressed in close.

A winged woman flapped past, throwing orbs of dark-blue magical power at the dome. Each impacted with a loud detonation and a crackle of blue lines running across the dome.

Letting his sword slide out to his right, Warner banked his turn slightly. He angled it so that he’d fly past this pest of a winged woman who was endangering his daughter.

Whipping past her at full speed, Warner swung his sword at the same time.

The woman was neatly separated at the waist. Her torso moving forward and to the left, even as her hips and legs fell out from under her, spinning away to the ground.

Shrieking, the bottomless torso that’d been a person flapped weirdly several times before sinking down toward the ground, as well. Warner felt a great deal of satisfaction with that strike.

The woman had radiated betrayal like an aura. She’d turned her back on Runner and served Zeus.

With a smile, Warner crossed his arms in front of himself, folded his wings, and let himself fall. Streaking towards the earth like a meteorite. 

Passing through the dome as if it were nothing, Warner spun to the side and hit the ground with a thump. His wings had spread at the last instant to cushion his fall.

He’d managed to land with one hand on the ground as well as one knee, almost like he was kneeling, his sword held out to one side.

Standing up, Warner spread his wings wide and then empowered the dome around them. All three aspects of his power eagerly rushed forth to do so.

“Nice superhero entrance,” Maya said, her eyes watching him with a smile.

“I liked it,” added Alina, watching him as well, though in a different way.

Walking over to the two of them, Warner tried not to glare. Not to glare holes through both of them.

He wanted to, though. Neither of them were supposed to be here, most especially Maya.

“Before you say anything, we had to be here,” Maya said, holding up a hand. “I saw that I needed to be here to make sure you came back. Alina helped me when I asked her.

“The others didn’t believe that I’d seen it. That I needed to be here. So we snuck out and came here. If you’re going to get mad at Alina, get doubly mad at me. I got her to come with me.”

“I’ll take your chastisement,” Alina said, casually flicking out the magazine in her SMG and then shoving in a new one. “I lied to Daria, abused her trust, and stole away with Maya. I have indeed done wrong.”

Pulling the bolt on the weapon, Alina turned, and promptly began to once again empty it into the Council soldiers surrounding the dome. A number of them dropped instantly as they were riddled with bullets.

“I will indeed,” Warner promised. He could feel that Alina was telling the truth and had done exactly as she said. “Except that for now, we need to get out of here. If Seville shows up… it won’t go well. At all.”

“Everyone is on the way,” Maya said, staring at him and not looking away. “They’re coming and will be here. Today. An hour from now, in fact. Because I came here, they’re all coming here.

“No one wants to meet you after the fact and say that they didn’t try to protect me. I’m using their desire to protect me against their love for you. I’m… I hope they’ll forgive me.”

Watching his daughter as she spoke, Warner could feel her genuine concern for what she’d done. She wasn’t going to let it stop her, though, given her goal of reaching him.

“They’ll forgive you, but you’ll probably have to offer up your dad as a peace offering,” Alina said, pulling out yet another magazine. “Set them up on dates with him and make him go.”

Maya blinked at that suggestion, and then slowly nodded her head.

Warner shook his head, then looked around them.

All around the dome were Council soldiers. Flying in the air around them were several Angelic beings, as well as Demonic ones. They were working in concert for Zeus despite their differences.

“Time to go, I’ll take Maya,” Warner said and stepped toward his daughter. At the same time, he dismissed his blade of power. He didn’t trust that he wouldn’t accidentally graze her with it. Grabbing her around the waist, he noticed that her arm-crutches were gone.

“Don’t need them anymore,” Maya said, reaching up and wrapping her arms around his shoulders. Apparently, she’d realized what he was thinking. “I can hobble around okay. I won’t ever really be a sprinter, or go for morning runs, but that’s fine. I’m perfectly alright being me. Me is pretty damn great.”

“Yes, yes it is,” Warner agreed, picking up his daughter and resting her rear end on his arm. It reminded him of how he used to carry her around as a little girl.

He’d been responsible for taking care of Maya while married. Asa hadn’t done much of anything at all.

“I’m ready,” Alina said, pulling the bolt on her firearm. She looked at Warner and gave him a smile, golden wings spreading out from her back.

Warner got down in a low crouch and then leapt into the sky.

Only to halt almost instantly.

There was a construct of overwhelming power above them. It extended for what felt like fifty feet in any direction.

“We can’t leave,” said Warner in a numb voice as he landed back on the ground. “We’re being held here. There’s a field of force out there that I know we won’t be able to cross.”

“Yes, I feel it now, as well,” said Alina, who hadn’t even taken flight.

“It seems we’ll have to stay here and fight,” Warner said and then set Maya down on her feet. Drawing his pistol, he handed it to her and met her eyes. “There’s no need for you to contribute unless you’re defending yourself.”

Reaching around on his person, Warner began pulling out all the magazines for the hand gun and setting them down on the grass at Maya’s feet. He didn’t want her to engage anyone unless she had no other choice.

Her safety was paramount over even his own. There was no one else in this world that he cared for more than his only daughter.

Raising his hand up at his side, Warner brought his blade into being once more. The time for battle would be on them soon, he imagined.

If there was something holding them here, preventing them from escaping, that meant Seville was coming. That the monstrously powerful man was heading their way.

“If Seville shows up, I’ll fight him. You take care of Maya, Alina,” commanded Warner. “Don’t try to interfere in the fight, either. You’re more likely to get hurt by him than help me. He’s… the strongest entity I’ve ever come across.”

“I understand, but who’s Seville?” Alina asked.

Across the way from the park was a small business. It looked like some type of pretzel shop or a yogurt store. Warner couldn’t tell which, really. The signage was pretty bad, if he was being honest.

That was irrelevant, however, as the major point of interest about it was the fact that the wall facing them collapsed. It just tore itself apart as if it were made of glass.

Walking through that wall came Seville.

An unstoppable force and an immovable object at the exact same time.

“That… that’s Seville,” Warner said and faced an entity that he couldn’t really comprehend anymore. A life that seemed to have been lived in three different sections and stages.

A man who was both for and against Zeus at the same time.

“He walked right through that building,” Maya said in a soft voice.

“Yeah… he’s… yeah,” Warner said, taking a deep breath. Then he let it out and went out to meet Seville.





Thirty-Four




Stepping beyond the dome, Warner casually lashed out at those around him. They were the ones who didn’t move out of his way and had chosen not to.

Their lives were forfeit because of those choices.

His blade clipped off heads and hands with ease. These were all inconsequential people to Warner.

Warner was to the Council soldiers what Seville was to him. He couldn’t approach the man without putting his life in immediate danger.

Rapidly, Council soldiers fell away from him. Realizing that they were no match for him, they moved at a quick run to get out of his way and not be near him.

Seville stopped when they were roughly twenty feet apart.

“I told you to just… not. Didn’t I?” asked Seville. His voice sounded strained.

Tired.

“Kinda had to. My daughter is over there,” Warner said with a shrug of his shoulders, coming to a stop as well. “You know you’d do the same. In fact… you are doing the same, Steve.

“If the roles were reversed, wouldn’t you? Even if it meant facing something like what you are?”

Seville’s face screwed up in a weird way. His eyes narrowed, his mouth turned down into a scowl, and even his eyes lowered to the ground.

“Yeah,” he said, after a few seconds had passed. The sound of Alina killing Council soldiers behind him made Warner wonder how long she could hold out. She hadn’t looked like she had many magazines left. “I’d do the same. Even if I was facing someone like me or worse. You’re right.”

A moment later, Seville lifted his gaze back up. There was a firm resolve there.

“I know, it’s why you’re doing what you are,” Warner said with a shake of his head. “I don’t blame you. I’d have done the same thing in your position, Steve.

“We’re one and the same in that regard. I don’t blame you for what you’ve done. Though… I must admit, you’ve done a great deal of injustice, but it’s balanced partially by the fact that you had no choice in the matter.”

“I mean, I do have a choice, but it’s just not one I can take,” Seville said with a small nod of his head. “Dead man’s triggers are a nightmare. So… let’s get to this then. With any luck, this’ll end in a draw. Can’t pull any punches though.”

“Wasn’t expecting you to. Just as I won’t,” Warner said and inclined his head to Seville. Then he began letting his power fill his thoughts. His senses. His reflexes. He needed to be able to act swiftly, rather than with strength. “Let’s begin, then.”

Seville flashed forward at him, and a metal rod in his hand that measured about two feet in length came out in a slash. Warner had no doubt that many a poor fool would have attempted to block such a thing.

Likely thinking it was only a small weapon.

Warner knew better.

Seville’s strength was immeasurable.

Having gotten somewhat used to how quickly Seville could move, Warner sidestepped. Lifting his blade of power up, he used it to create an interception angle for the attack. It was at an obtuse angle to the trajectory of the rod.

Shattering through Warner’s blade, the rod lost half of its length and went spinning away. The blade, being made of energy, exploded and reformed again, nearly in the same instant.

No worse for wear.

Allowing the other man to move past him, Warner flicked out a slice at Seville’s retreating back. He put almost no strength into it, as that wouldn’t do much to a man like Seville.

In fact, it was a swift and weak blow. One that would certainly harm a normal person quite badly, but Warner was expecting it to bounce off Seville.

A large swath of the man’s shirt was torn and dangled down like a loose flap.

Blood welled up and flowed from the wound, dribbling across the skin of his back. It sealed itself up seconds later.

Warner’s blade had indeed partially bounced off the man, leaving only that shallow wound. Everything was going as he expected it to at the moment.

“I’m afraid I’m going to have to bleed you to death,” said Warner, moving back into a defensive stance. “For you… it’s a one-shot kill… for me… it’s death by a thousand paper cuts. If you should die, I will endeavor to free your family. I ask that you try to do the same for mine, should I perish in our duel.”

Seville had turned around by now.

He was eyeing Warner suspiciously. Watching him in a very different way than he ever had previously. As if he actually considered Warner to be a problem.

Lifting his blade up in a fencer’s salute, Warner waited.

“Yeah, I can do that,” murmured Seville.

He flicked away the end of the rod and looked around. There wasn’t anything in the immediate area that would really work out for him as far as a weapon went in.

“You’re welcome to go fetch a street sign or what have you,” Warner offered and then took a step to the side, gesturing toward a “no littering” sign. He didn’t fear whatever weaponry Seville could come up with.

It’d be a physical material.

Something that Warner could easily slash apart. So long as he never let Seville land a blow, Warner could keep the man at bay. Keeping him at arm’s length.

Once he did attack, it’d be ducking and dodging.

Warner was at full strength and in tune with his powers right now. He felt like he could hold his own with Seville long enough to chase the man off or kill him.

Surprising.

I never would have even noticed such a change. Dwelling in the passive side of my powers definitely helped.

Seville stood there for several seconds, then walked over to the “no littering” sign. Yanking it out of the ground, he held it up in front of himself. It was a stance very similar to Warner’s own, though it had a bit more of an aggressive position to it.

Once again, Seville attacked with a speed that was blisteringly fast. It was at a level that Warner wouldn’t have been able to keep up with if he hadn’t learned his power better.

Warner didn’t bother to sidestep or move out of the way. Instead, he stepped right toward the attack. Lashing out with his blade directly at the sign-turned-weapon.

At the same time, he slapped a projection of power out in front of him in a sloped wedge.

His blade sheared the sign off at the midpoint, sending the upper section of it flying. Skipping along the wedge Warner had formed, the top half of the sign shot off like a projectile.

Crashing into a group of Council soldiers, it turned several of them from people into body parts.

With a return stroke, Warner neatly ran the tip of his blade down Seville’s arm. From his shoulder down to his knuckles.

Once more, a long slice formed. Blood began to quickly spill free, coating the man’s arm right through the sleeve of his shirt.

By the time Warner had taken two steps away from his opponent, the slice was already fully healed. The blood left behind was the only proof that anything had happened at all.

Nine hundred and ninety-eight to go.

Warner again held his blade up in front of himself in a salute. Looking at Seville, he waited for the man’s next move.

While Warner felt mildly confident in the moment, he still knew he was only a single mistake away from likely death. If Seville managed to hit him—with anything at all really—Warner would be thoroughly mangled.

Just as he had been last time.

Seville spun, put his hands in what looked like some type of martial arts position, and came forward again, though more slowly this time. Apparently, he was going to try and bull his way through Warner.

To be fair, if Seville laid hands on him in a grapple, that would likely be it for Warner.

Backpedaling at the same speed that Seville approached him, Warner used his weapon as a prod, stabbing out repeatedly into Seville’s mid-section. Each time he attacked, the tip of the weapon swiftly entered and exited Seville’s body. There was no point in trying to skewer the man through and through.

Small attacks and minor wounds were all he needed.

Warner smacked into something and came to an abrupt stop. In his mad dash backward, away from Seville, he’d lost his situational awareness. He had no idea where anything was behind him.

Seville’s leg swept out in a kick aimed for Warner’s leg.

Knowing that he’d have no mobility at all if the blow landed, Warner threw himself into evading. He quite literally performed a side flip in a desperate bid to avoid that strike.

Seville’s kick passed through Warner’s ephemeral wings, scattering the power of them like a kid with a handful of sand. 

Warner even felt the air rebounding from the force of the kick, ruffling Warner’s hair and clothes.

Landing badly, Warner rolled to the side and backward. Putting himself behind the tree that he’d inadvertently backed into.

Unsurprisingly, Seville didn’t do the same. He just moved forward, bulldozing through the tree.

The whole thing uprooted itself under the intense force that he placed on it. Roots as thick as Warner’s forearms shot up from the dirt and practically wrapped around Seville’s ankles.

Thankful for the precious seconds it’d stall Seville, Warner kept moving backward, trying to get himself into a fighting stance again.

Only to nearly be knocked right off his feet by Seville’s fist.

The tree roots hadn’t done a thing to Seville other than tear a hole in the fabric of his pants. He’d walked through them as easily as everyone else did through air.

Seville’s fist missed Warner’s head by a scant inch. The miss was owed only to the fact that Warner had partially stumbled in getting back up. His boots had fallen into a small divot in the ground.

Warner flicked his blade out several times in rapid slashes before diving away to the right. Going into a full roll, Warner flapped his wings once when he came out of it.

Because he didn’t flap them a second time, the maneuver was more like an empowered leap than actual flight.

The movement gained Warner more than enough distance from Seville to steady himself and get his weapon back into position.

No more straight back steps. Curved. Curved steps, so I can circle around endlessly.

He almost had me there!

All the small wounds that he’d inflicted on Seville were healed up. However, there was quite a bit of visible blood on the man. His clothing was slowly being turned into blood-soaked rags.

At that moment, six winged men and women descended on Warner. Each of them stabbed out at him or attempted to take his head from his shoulders.

Not wanting to fight them on the ground—and feeling much safer in the air—Warner launched himself skyward. He could use these people as a screen to keep Seville from throwing something at him.

Staying on the ground would be pointless with such odds and would only get him killed. More than likely, Seville would be able to run him down and probably slap him to death while the Angelics kept Warner busy.

Turning as he rose, Warner performed a wide slice with his weapon. The blade connected with two of his aggressors as he rose up into the air.

Glancing at Seville, he saw the man tearing a limb off the tree he’d gone right through.

Warner grabbed the arm of one of the Angels that he’d just slashed. Putting his power into his arms, Warner flapped his wings, spun, and then put his full weight into the toss. The injured Angel was flung right toward Seville.

Slamming into the imposing man, the Angel simply rebounded off him. The impact did almost nothing to Seville.

However, the Angel did break the tree limb as he fell over it and it looked like he died right there. In that, the Angel had served Warner’s purpose quite well. All Warner needed was time to distract Seville.

To keep the man from doing anything like throwing something at him.

Warner kept rising higher and higher, heading straight for the force field that surrounded them. He wouldn’t mind letting Seville throw something at him while he was right up against it.

I’d love to find out what happens if Seville smashes that field of power with something.

As he flew, Warner continued to battle the Angelics around him. He managed to send another one crashing back down to earth, though the others were all getting wary of him.

Apparently, they were expecting Seville to handle him while they kept him locked down.

Looking back at Seville, Warner saw the man wasn’t looking at him at all anymore. In fact, he was looking toward the dome, where Maya and Alina had been.

He wouldn’t. Would he?

There was a sudden and powerful detonation from the dome.

One that cut right through Warner’s power and removed it temporarily. Extinguishing it like a hard breath on a candle, only for it to relight itself afterward.

Seville hadn’t moved or done anything during that time. He’d remained right where he stood, as if he was shocked by the situation.

Tucking in his wings, Warner dove out of the fight. Diving toward the ground at maximum velocity in seconds. In a flash, he was there, slipping through the dome.

Alina wasn’t far away from where he’d left her, curled up on her side. She looked intact and unbloodied but wasn’t moving.

Maya was to the right of her.

Half of her body was missing.

From just under the left side of her rib cage down to the right side of her waist, everything below was gone. As if something extremely powerful had punched right through the dome and hit her.

Possibly striking Alina as well, who might have tried to get in front of her.

Warner slammed into the ground a few feet away from Maya and was on her in an instant. He had one hand on her brow, and the other on her shoulder.

Her eyes were wide and her face was upturned toward him.

“Dad?” she asked in a strained voice. “It hurts. Hurts like when I broke that car.”

Nodding his head, Warner didn’t know what to say. This didn’t seem like something he could fix or put to rights. There simply wasn’t much he could do given that Maya was only a human.

She had nothing about her that made her body more resilient or allowed it to regrow itself.

“A woman… shot something at us,” Maya said, gazing at Warner’s face. Tears were trickling down from the corners of her eyes. Sliding down her face and into the grass. Her hands held onto his forearms, clutching him. “It was so strange looking. Like some sort of cannon.

“Alina tried to stop it, but it smashed her aside. Then it hit me. It hurts. It hurts so much.”

Looking around, Warner didn’t see anyone with a large or strange cannon.

His first thought, however, was Skipper. She would be nasty enough to do something like this.

“There, now kill him! It won’t reload for an hour, so make it happen, Seville,” shouted a voice simultaneously over a number of radios. They were all on the Council soldiers.

At that moment, Warner knew that it was indeed Skipper who’d done this. That it was Skipper who’d just attacked his daughter.

People next to the dome moved out of the way to let someone through.

Seville walked through the opening in the crowd.

He stood at the edge of the dome and looked at Warner and Maya. It was obvious he could see what had happened from there. Nor was there a question that the man could probably blast the dome apart with a single punch.

“Fuck this. Fuck you, don’t want any part of this. You can go cry to Zeus about it. I’ll make a separate deal with him for a punishment. Fucking child-killer that you are. Nasty cunt,” said Seville in a loud voice. Turning, the man walked away, leaving the rest of the soldiers in stunned silence.

Warner looked back at Maya.

His daughter’s breathing was ragged now. Her skin was rapidly losing all color as she slowly became paler and paler.

There was absolutely nothing he could do about the situation, but he knew there were others. Others who could step in and solve this as easily as plucking a flower.

Runner or Ryker could fix this!

In that moment, filled with his power, Warner could only think of the man who Warin had regarded as his god, the Originator, and his assistant, the Architect.

One was a being who Warin had called Father and asked for his blessings, while the other was a respected presence.

“Originator, I need your blessing and grace,” said Warner, pushing with all his might into his power. Begging for Runner to intervene in this moment.

There was a profound fraction of a moment where Warner felt another presence. As if someone were looking down upon him and his situation.

Then it withdrew.

It was unable or unwilling to act on what was happening. Leaving Warner alone with his daughter as she bled out.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” Maya said in a whisper, her eyes slowly tracking around his face. As if she were trying to see him but couldn’t quite do it. “It’s really cold. I’m dying, aren’t I?”

Breathing heavily, feeling like his heart was pounding in his ears, Warner shook his head. He couldn’t accept this. Couldn’t let the world take away his reason for all of this.

He might be Yellow Eyes, but he lived for his daughter. Without her, there was no point to this.

“Father, this vessel requests your aid,” asked Warner, cradling his daughter as the end came for her.

Again, Warner felt that presence come to him. Come to him, look at what was happening, and leave. On top of that, there was a second presence that came with it this time. As well as a third, though, that one felt cold and hostile.

Maya took in a shuddering breath, her fingers squeezing his arms.

“Sorry. I love you,” whispered Maya, her fingers slowly losing strength. “Tell everyone… I’m sorry. Tell them… I’m… I’m…”

Maya’s voice trailed off into nothing and her hands relaxed their grip on him. She continued to stare up at him even as her life failed her.

At that moment, Maya died.

Closing his eyes, Warner let out a low moan and lowered his head. Pressing his brow to Maya’s, he didn’t know what to do or say.

There was nothing in his mind except swirling, chaotic thoughts that demanded this nightmare end.

The world was empty without his only child.

Warner’s power fled from him as he lost his grasp on it. The dome began to weaken and fail as well.

He returned once more to being just a man. One who had no family in this world other than his daughter, his aunts and uncle, and, at one time, a person he’d thought of as a parent.

The only parent who’d ever given a crap about him on a level that went beyond mere care and love. His golem parents had been a mockery in comparison.

Long ago, when Runner had taken him around the universe and shown him sights unseen, he’d called him the only thing he could think of at the time. The only name that felt right or real to Warner and fit his relationship with Runner.

“Dad, help me,” begged Warner as the dome fell. “Please. I need you, Dad.”





Epilogue




Council soldiers rushed Warner as the dome failed.

A crushing and soul-electrifying presence descended in that moment. One that could not be halted or deterred. A presence that promised ruination and salvation for everyone in equal measure.

A millisecond after the first appeared, a second did.

When they appeared, the world ground to a complete halt.

Everything became absolutely still and silent.

As if the very universe itself was holding its breath in shocked silence.

Standing on either side of Warner were two people he hadn’t expected to see.

It was certain that he had hoped to see them, but he hadn’t expected to see them.

“Enough,” said Runner with a wave of his hand. Standing there like something out of a tall-tale, the man radiated power and absolute authority. Dressed in very simple clothes that could have been picked out at any clothing store, the man’s appearance didn’t match the aura he was putting out.

His bright-blue eyes looked very angry and matched the scowl on his face. His inky-black hair was sticking up and out, as if he were completely filled with static electricity at the moment.

A sound like a gong rang out around them and then rolled across all of reality. Crashing over and through everything. It washed away a terrible feeling that had clung to the world like tar.

A fate that the world was ending and couldn’t survive any longer.

All of it was gone with that single gesture. There was also a great explosion that seemed to echo from everywhere, and nowhere. As if a giant lever had been yanked and a train that’d nearly jumped the tracks was now running smoothly again.

Ryker had acted in the same instant, clapping his hands together once.

A deafening boom of thunder sounded and lightning bolts shot out from him, scorching the countless Council soldiers where they stood. Reducing them to nothing.

Not even ashes remained to herald that they once existed.

Several more explosions sounded and more people appeared.

Surrounding Warner and his daughter.

A man in a strange mask stood closest to him. Half of it was black, and the other white. There was a crack in it, with what looked to be dried blood on the front.

Sea-green eyes peered at him from behind the mask, though the man’s hair was hidden beneath a hood attached to the mask. He was dressed in a militaristic fashion that would have fit a modern Special Forces operative.

Next to him stood another man who looked just as strange.

He was a tall man with short dark-brown hair, green eyes, and a ferocious disposition. It looked like he was missing part of one hand and a finger or two.

Dressed in what Warner could only describe as a weird mish-mash of medieval armor mixed with modern armor, he also carried a sword at his hip.

“Vince, check the immediate area. See if you can’t run down Seville. Then get to work on the first order,” said Runner, his head turning to look back toward the road.

The man in medieval armor took off at a sprint without a word. He looked more like a hunter in motion than anything else.

“Rene, find Skipper. Get me her fucking head,” said Runner a second later. “Pretty sure she’s over that way.”

“Goodie, goodie, it’s time to play,” said the man who’d been called Rene. He crouched down low and vanished from sight altogether. His voice floated on, even after he’d disappeared. “And who’ll pay the bill today?

“Ah, it must, of course, be the evil witch! Off to slay the so-named nasty bitch.”

“Might as well put the rest of it all in motion if we’re going this far,” Ryker said and then held his hand out to the side. “I’ll need to go pick up Felix, Alex, and Sameerixis in a few minutes.

“Though, you’ll need to decide what to do with the Guardian trial. It’s active right now, you know. Can’t leave it alone either. It’s crucial for the end game.”

With a gesture from Ryker, a portal tore open through the plane. On the inside of the portal were many other portals.

A series of endless portals that stretched out as far as the eye could see.

The closest portals immediately had people stepping through them.

A never-ending rush of people of all shapes and sizes.

People dressed in red and black uniforms of militaristic design, people in civilian clothes who were hustling machines through their portals, even what looked like soldiers in uniforms very similar to the type Warner often saw on this plane.

“What… what’s going on?” Warner asked.

At that moment, a woman—one with blue eyes and black hair that had a slight curl to it—stepped right up to Warner and looked down at him. She gave him a bright smile and waved her fingers at him.

Then she promptly stepped into Ryker’s arms, which he raised as soon as he saw her. They practically melded into one another, leaning against each other as they began to fire off ever larger spells together.

Some of them made Warner’s teeth itch with the power they were putting out.

“What’s happening,” Runner said as he got down in a crouch in front of Warner, “is that I couldn’t ignore you, Son.”

Reaching out, Runner laid a hand on Warner’s head and ruffled his hair around.

“For you… I’ve pushed all my plans ahead. All of them,” confessed Runner. “We’re an entire year early, probably, but… I couldn’t ignore you. I couldn’t just leave you here or let Maya die like this.

“Not when I had the power to stop it. I’d be no better than that cold bastard, Zeus, now would I? For now… let’s just get the most immediate problem taken care of.”

“Maya?” Warner asked, gazing at the man who had shown him a literal supernova while standing unharmed in the cold expanses of space. A man who had literally turned a solar-system-ending event into a tourist attraction for Warner. “You can… bring her back?”

“Of course,” Runner said with a shrug of his shoulders and then looked at Maya with a smirk. “I mean… after all… all you need is a single hit point.

“Besides, doesn’t that make her my granddaughter? We have some catching up to do. Do you think she’d like watching a black hole eat a sun?”

Runner didn’t remove the hand from Warner’s head, but continued to look down at Maya as he spoke. He lifted his free hand and laid it gently on her brow.

A fraction of a second later and she was made whole. Her body was complete, as if nothing had happened to her at all.

She took a sharp breath and her hands shot up in front of her. Blinking several times, Maya turned her head and looked up at Runner.

“Hi,” Runner said with a wide smile. “You could say I’m your grandpa. Though it looks like… you… my dear Maya… were becoming the Guardian for this plane. Now… how on earth did you manage that?

“Let’s just put that to sleep for now. You can take on those duties at a later time. We’ll keep all the powers and abilities for now.”

“Grandpa?” Maya asked, looking very confused.

A second later and Warner had moved away from Runner and was face-planted into Maya’s shoulder. Holding onto her for dear life and practically crushing her to himself.

“Oh, yeah. That. You know, whenever I do these Deus Ex Machina moments, this always happens,” Runner said and stood up.

“What, people rejoicing? You’re a fucking idiot sometimes,” commented the stern voice of a woman who walked out of a portal. She had dark-black hair and dark-blue eyes. Dressed in leather armor, she looked like a character out of a fantasy story. “It’s perfectly normal for normal people—not assholes like yourself, you cross-eyed myopic sloth—to feel joy because their loved ones aren’t dead.”

The woman walked up to Runner and slugged him in the shoulder with a great deal of strength. The thump of it was quite loud even to Warner.

“Oww, that hurt,” complained Runner, shaking out his arm. “Hannah, you’re so violent.

“Whatever, everything here is fine. This is fine. We just need to get moving, I guess. Wanna go see if you can find Miles? Last I saw in the… the Log, he was really drunk in his basement down south.”

“Ugh. No, I don’t want to deal with him,” said Hannah with a flick of her hair.

Maya and Warner were holding one another while watching all of this unfold.

The soldiers who poured out of the portal were only increasing in number now. There didn’t seem to be an end to them. Swarming out of the portal, they were spreading out and setting up more and more equipment.

“Please? I’ll give you a backrub and do that thing you like,” promised Runner. “That or I can ask Minxy to go if you really don’t want to.”

“Already gone!” shouted a voice. There was a blur of a woman sprinting off and then leaping into the air like something out of a movie in fact.

“See? Done. Anyway,” Hannah said with a casual shrug. Then she looked at Warner and Maya. She waved her hand at them in greeting. “Let’s get you two someplace safe. You probably have questions and… well… armageddon tends to make things fall apart. Ya know?”

Runner really did start the end times. Just because I called out to him.

Because I needed him.

The war to stop Zeus just started and this… this is it.







***




Warner didn’t know what to think.

It’d only been an hour since Runner appeared.

Countries across the world had been placed under martial law.

Or he supposed, divine law.

The entirety of the world was changing faster by the second.

There were, of course, some locations and countries that weren’t open to Runner and his people. Places that were well and truly under Zeus’ thumb and wouldn’t be able to resist him.

Runner took that in stride, as if it were expected. Expected and something he wanted.

More and more people showed up as time went on.

Coming, going, getting missions, reporting in, and leaving again. A swarm of people doing whatever Runner asked of them.

Maya, Alina and Warner were sitting off to one side of an office. Runner had set up base here and was fielding everything in this campaign out of it. He was also including them in everything he was doing.

As if that were perfectly normal and expected.

There was a clatter, people speaking loudly, and then what sounded like someone getting punched. The commotion was followed by the door to the office slamming open.

“Aunt Eugenia?” Warner asked, recognizing the woman immediately. The severe aura around her, along with the black hair and black eyes, was an immediate dead giveaway.

Unable to help himself, Warner got out of his seat and went over to her.

“Mitchie?” asked the Judge, looking very confused but also pleased.

Warner reached her and hugged her tightly. Holding her for several seconds before he stepped away from her.

“You’re looking really good. I’m glad to see it. You’ve been so busy lately,” Warner said, reaching up to pat her shoulder.

Eugenia looked completely off-base now. As if she wasn’t quite sure what to do or to say.

“Uh… yeah, I’m glad to see you too, Mitch,” said Eugenia. Then her eyes moved past him. “Maya?”

Warner’s daughter moved right up to Eugenia at that moment and hugged her in much the same way Warner had. The young woman held Eugenia with all the strength in her slender body.

“I missed you,” Maya said, not releasing her. “You and the other Aunts all need to come visit. Immediately. I’ll not take no for an answer. I haven’t seen any of you in years!”

Blinking slowly and looking like someone who’d been ambushed, Eugenia only nodded her head and looked at Maya.

“I… okay. Yeah. I’ll bug Sam about getting everyone together,” murmured Eugenia. “A few of the others had already brought up the idea of a family party, so it won’t be that hard.”

“Good!” Maya said, finally releasing Eugenia and stepping away from her. “Also, I have a step-sister now. You’ve met her before. Lauren. She’s a Were now. I was hoping Aunt Tiff could give her some advice?”

Eugenia looked thoughtful at that and then nodded her head.

“I do remember her. Yes. That’s fine. Tiffany won’t mind at all. She loves giving advice to younger Weres,” Eugenia said with a wave of her hand.

Then it looked as if she remembered where she was and what she was doing. She even made a slight start as if she were surprised, her eyes moving right back to Runner.

“Hello, dear,” Runner said from in front of his desk. He’d gotten up and moved around to the front of it at some point. “I’m glad to see you’re well. I was worried about you.”

“I… yes. Thank you, Father,” Eugenia said and then woodenly, hesitantly, walked over to Runner. She stood in front of him and started wringing her hands.

Clearly unsure of what to do.

Runner didn’t have that same problem.

He wrapped Eugenia up in a hug and held her. Just as Warner and Maya had done.

“Your family is full of huggers,” Alina commented from the side.

Since waking up, the Angelic former-Vampire had been quite morose and standoffish. Clearly angry and upset with the situation, but unable to talk about it.

Warner figured she blamed herself for what happened to Maya. She’d get around to talking about it eventually.

“We like hugging,” Maya said, waving a hand at Alina. “And if you think all of my Moms aren’t going to hug me and Dad after they yell at me, then you’re in for a surprise.”

Moms, plural?

Hm.

I wonder if dying changed something in her thoughts.

Looking back to Eugenia, Warner watched as the woman lifted her head off Runner’s shoulder and stepped away from him. She adjusted her clothes, coughed, and then shook her head a bit.

“I… I’m glad you’re here,” Eugenia said in a gruff tone. “I’ve been speaking with Srit about everything and she asked me to prepare some things for you.

“This uhm… this world is ready for a Guardian trial. All you have to do is start it up. Though, it does have all the problems you’re likely thinking about.”

“Oh? Perfect,” Runner said, grinning at Eugenia. “That’ll make the late game easier. For now though… we’re just starting.

“This whole thing is just starting. It’s going to be a fight, that’s for sure and the starting point was a bit wobbly, but it’ll be alright. Just have to keep pushing forward. It’s the war we were expecting it to be, of course. A war.

“This is just the first theater. The first touches of a long-drawn-out combat that won’t finish without a great loss of life.

“But that’s better than the alternative. And if this goes the way we wish… the way we want… Zeus will be gone once we finish. The realms will be safe and we’ll be able to live freely. My mistakes will finally be corrected.”

“Where is he!?” shouted a voice from outside. It was loud enough that it traveled right through the walls of the office.

Warner knew who was shouting.

It was Dayine. It could be no other, of course. Only she could bellow like that.

“Is that Dayine?” asked Eugenia, looking toward the door.

“Yes, it is,” Maya said with a chuckle. “And she’s angry and looking for Dad.”

“Dayine,” Runner said with a thoughtful look. “Dayine… Dayine… Dayine… oh! Oh! War’s Lieutenant. I vaguely remember her.

“Speaking of, War’s dead, Eugenia. Seville killed her. She’s in the afterlife. She’ll probably be judged in a week or so.”

The door to the office burst open before anyone could say anything else.

As soon as Dayine saw Warner, her wings shot out on each side of her.

Not waiting for anyone to speak, she marched right over to him. Her face was akin to a thundercloud. Full of fury and rage and unable to stop itself.

“I will not be denied again!” shouted Dayine as she stopped in front of him.

Then she grabbed him by the shoulders and kissed him.

Promptly shoving her tongue into his mouth, she bent him backward, and continued to kiss him. Holding onto him in the same way.

“Oh, well that’s fun,” Runner said with a chuckle. Then he sighed. “Well, let’s wait for everyone to arrive, then start discussing what I need you and your group to do, Mitch. I have a job for you on another plane.”

Warner just hung there, being kissed by Dayine in a way that made him feel like she was a ravenous beast.

He didn’t mind that much.
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