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Chapter one





 


The rather large man pushed
against the center of Ty's chest, forcing him back into the wall with a meaty
thump. He just took it, and had to hide a laugh. Not two weeks before someone
had done that to him so hard he'd made a hole in the wall. Compared to that,
this guy had barely even nudged him. True, this one had some buddies with him,
but it wasn't really going to help him a lot.


They were in his bedroom, in the
house he shared with Ginger and Calley, but he hadn't let the three men in. No,
that had been Ginger, since it was her job for the event.


Each of them had their part to
play.


She was also acting like a Human
girl, instead of like a Master Vampire. That meant she was yelling and weakly
pushing on the six foot plus man who was blocking the doorway. He was a bit
chunky, but like the other two guys had short hair, black slacks and dark blue
polo shirts that each said Christian Hope Youth Center above the left hand
breast pocket.


It made them look like Christian
book store salesmen. Ones that were going to put the hurting on prices, in a
late night television commercial.


Tyler was a lot smaller than the
men that had invaded the space, so it was a bit intimidating, even
though he'd been ready for the visit. On the good side, they were all Human, or
so it seemed. Ty however was, when you got down to it, dead. That meant that he
didn't really have to worry about certain things, like being hurt by these
guys. For instance, there was no pain when he was pretty much thrown backward
into the wall again. It was meant to shake him, and leave him in shock so he
wouldn't resist.


That wasn't going to happen of
course.


Oh, he had a plan, one that had
been worked out with several other people, so he wasn't attempting to fight
with the attackers that had come at three in the morning for him. No, his
struggle now was one of words. Things meant to be captured on the cameras that
were inside the house. Even when they got outside they were going to be
followed with cameras and people tracking them constantly. Better they, the
Coalition of Nations and the Vampire Council, even knew where he'd be
taken. The CHYC compound in Arizona. A teen brainwashing camp.


It was a mistake of course, since
that was in the U.S. They had laws and shit, or so he'd heard tell. Kidnapping
was a crime, and this, even if the men didn't know it, was that in spades. The
real trick was going to be for him to offer them ample ways out of the whole
thing. The others had helped him come up with a script, and even practice it.
Even the acting portions had been gone over, so it would seem real, and not
like he was reading it all from a page.


"What is this? I don't have
any money." He tried to sound scared, since he wasn't supposed to be a
fighter really. The fact of the matter was though, that even being smaller and
thinner than the men looming over him, Ty could have pretty much kicked their
asses at will.


He was decent in a fight, at
least unarmed, and was really hard to hurt. Supposedly it would be
almost impossible to kill him, without taking out his mother, who was a Greater
Demon, as it turned out. Not his real mom, but the woman that had raised him.
That was supposed to be really hard to do, so short of these guys
ganging up and raping him, there wasn't a lot they could do that would really
throw him off balance. They were Christian camp thugs though, not prison gang
members, so he was probably decently safe that way.


The pushy one growled at him,
breathing in his face. His breath was warm, and smelled of cherry candy. That
nearly got Ty to laugh, but he listened instead.


"You can have clothes.
You're coming with us. We have papers that say you don't get a choice. Your
mother signed off on them. We can do this the easy way, or the hard way, but
you're coming."


That would be the real trick.
They needed this to go the hard way, without him just taking the men
out. The Vampires had already gotten pictures of the abuse in the compound, Human
kids being beaten and locked in small rooms for the sin of wanting to become a
Vampire. It was as illegal as fuck, but if they wanted the Human authorities to
take it seriously they had to have evidence of crimes happening at every point
in the chain.


Right now they needed to make sure
these men kidnapped him. They also had to give them an out, so they could
realize their mistake and walk away. If they did that, then the organization
probably wasn't half as criminal as they thought. They still needed to be shut
down, but it would take a lot longer to get done.


Unless he just let the Vampires
go in their way, kill all the counselors in the place, and liberate the kids.
That idea had been tempting, actually, when he'd seen how they were being
treated. Hit, forced to do painful exercises all day and night, and basically
brainwashed into a Christian mindset. They were starved too, from time to time,
then punished harshly for stealing food.


Ty stared at the man, trying to
look incredulous.


"I... My mother? Not that it
matters, since I'm eighteen and live on my own, but I don't think she'd do
that. She's not even in town right now." Which was all true. Provably so,
if they bothered to let him show his I.D. and give her a call. Not that she'd
answer. Lucy, his mom, hadn't been in touch for nearly a week. Five days now.


Where she was at the moment he didn't
actually know, either, but a week before she'd told him that her plan was to go
and see about a bit of a kerfuffle she was having with a Greater Demon called
The Storm. She was still alive, but out of touch.


If she wasn't, then he would have
died instantly. It was good to know, actually.


The signature on the paper was
actually that of Judy Swan. The famous actress. Even a Christian group would
have had people that knew the name. She'd been in a lot of family friendly
movies, as well as some science fiction and action adventure things. She was an
Alede, which meant a succubus, as well as an incubus, but no one really knew
about that gender flipping part yet. The attractive blonde had used her own
name however, when she'd paid the seventy-five thousand dollars to have her
adult "son" kidnapped and brought to Christ. 


No one had even asked for any
proof that they had a relationship.


The big dickhead kidnapper pushed
him again, making a thud against the wall. The whole house shook a little, which
had Calley there, holding a large silver handgun at the back of one of the
men's head. She was about to speak, which would have been bad, since they needed
a confession from these men. Driving them off with force wasn't part of the
arrangement, but no one had clued their roommate in. The Vampires hadn't wanted
her involved, because she was a Shifter. It wasn't so much that they were
prejudiced, thankfully, just that she was also the Assistant Ambassador for the
local area for her people. It would have, they believed, created a lot of
needless paperwork. 


That was a mistake, clearly. She
was tiny, and he had no clue how strong she was, but almost all Shifters had a
lot of military training. If you grabbed ten of them, you had a military unit. Any
ten, as long as they were over eighteen. He wasn't really sure about the age
thing either. Some probably started younger.


Thankfully Ginger understood that
part of the plan, and whisked the Bat Shifter away, waving at her and
whispering so softly that Ty couldn't make it out as even a hiss. They
both would, since Bats and Vampires both had wickedly good hearing. For his
part he was totally normal that way. Disaster averted though, for the time
being.


The large guy leaned in, acting
like a real thug.


"Tough shit. We have a
paper, and that's all we need."


"Nooo, it isn't. I'm
eighteen, and on my own. That paper doesn't mean anything, unless it's a court
order. Those aren't served by church thugs, as far as I know. This is
home invasion, and if you take me, it will be kidnapping and false
imprisonment. You don't want to do that. You're already guilty of
assault and intimidation. You might want to call it good at that?"
There, it was too advanced for some kid that had been woken up in the middle of
the night to have come up with on the fly, but the planning let him seem fairly
intelligent.


How these goons didn't get what
was going on, he didn't know. Ty had projected well, and his voice held that
quality that kids had when they were reading their lines for the grade school
play. Loud, and a bit disingenuous. Which would make Judy, who'd coached him on
it, proud no doubt. They just hadn't had a lot of time to spend on it. That was
what he was going with, rather than acting being too hard for him to ever
master. It was just his overall lack of practice that did it.


That was all.


They just didn't understand what
was happening. That was made clear almost instantly


"Screw that. Get him some
clothes. If you give us any trouble, we'll hog tie you, and drag you through
the airport that way."


This was the part that they
needed the cameras for. There were three in the room with them, hidden in the
walls just for this event. Possibly also to spy on him having the odd happy
moment alone, or actually doing something with Ginger or Calley. They were all
dating, but he had no illusions that Calley, who'd put the things in herself,
hadn't made it so she could collect pictures and video later. Not that he was
so stupid he couldn't take out some cameras.


"No. I'm not going. Don't
touch me. You need to leave right now. You have no right to be here. Go.
Ginger, call nine-one-one." He called that one out, managing to make it
sound a little more panicked and real. Under his breath he whispered to softly
for the men to understand him. "Don't. This is going great."


That got him pushed again, and
when he raised his hands to stop the meaty arm coming in, punched in the face
six times. It didn't even stun him, being that he didn't feel pain. There was a
time when he would have imagined that he did, but now the things just pushed
him back.


If there was damage it wouldn't
last too long. He could bleed, but it was just a seeping thing, not coming out
under pressure. You needed a beating heart for that kind of thing. That seemed
to be happening just then, since one of the other men pointed and cursed.


"Fucking great Alan. One
word from him in the airport and we'll have the police all over us."
Ginger was back, standing behind the men, pretending to be scared. Maybe she
even was. That didn't seem likely however.


She was too tough for that.


What she did lend to the whole
thing was a cuteness factor that probably threw the Human guys off in a major
fashion. She was nineteen, but had died at fourteen, so still looked that age.
She'd been a little thinner than average when that had happened, and had sort
of frozen in place with that look. To round it all out she was wearing a powder
blue nightshirt, with a picture of Tweety on the front. The large yellow bird
was staring at the scene, looking bemused, as far as Ty could tell.


The little yellow jerk.


Alan, his personal kidnapper for
evening, just sneered at the other man.


"He can't tell if he can't
talk. Hold him, while I break his jaw."


That got him to struggle, if only
from pure reflex. The trick there was in letting the two other men, both of
whom actually seemed to be worried about doing it at least, keep him in place
while the asshole hit him with the base of the lamp that Calley had lent him.
It was, of course, going to be ruined.


At least three teeth were knocked
out then. His face was cut up too, and finally the bone shattered under the
repeated blows. It was pretty certain he wouldn't be making a lot of
intelligible conversation for a while. At least he wouldn't have, if he were a
regular person.


Pretending to sag, he forced the
men to carry him away, while Ginger screamed in horror. It wasn't real. If it
had been, the three morons would be dead. Now, hopefully it had all been
captured on the various cameras. If so, then these three were probably going
away for a very long time already, even if they didn't know it yet.


Tyler felt himself dragged
outside, and then secured with plastic zip style handcuff things. Behind his
back, but that was all they used. It was a thing he could see. Ty was kind of
out of it, at least in theory, from the horrible beating he'd gotten. No one
noticed when his jaw clicked several times. It didn't hurt, but had started to
fix itself before they even drove off into the early morning gloom.


He didn't have to ask where they
were headed, since the answer was PDX, over in Portland. It was the only large
airport around, and these people didn't use private jets. No, he was about to
be stacked onto a plane, sandwiched between two of these men, so he couldn't
let anyone know he was being kidnapped. Not that he was going to tell on them.
The second he was held at the compound against his will, the entire
organization would be shown to be corrupt.


Right now, at that moment, he was
just being taken by these three guys. They weren't acting alone, but
they could have been. That argument needed to be removed from use.
Really, according to what the Vampires' lawyer had told them, they were going a
tiny bit over the top. All that was really needed was to show that the bad guys
were actually holding people against their will. The thing there was that some
of the kids at the place had really been sent by their parents. That was
totally legal, even if they were being abused.


Oh, the fact they were being
neglected and harmed wasn't, but keeping them from disclosing that, say
to the police or government totally was. It was as simple as not giving them
phone privileges, or letting them leave the fenced camp.


About ten minutes into the ride,
Ty noticed that his teeth were already coming back in. That one had been
worrying, since he hadn't really known that he could do things like regrow
teeth. That would mean keeping his mouth shut, literally, when they got to the
airport. His head down too, since he was willing to bet that there was no
swelling left now.


It gave him things to think about
as they pulled into the parking lot. He was riding in the back of a deep red
colored luxury sedan, which was probably a rental. If so, the company was going
to be pissed, since his blood was staining the seat in places. That would have
made him feel bad, but being kidnapped kind of absolved him of
wrongdoing in this case. Plus, it wasn't his name on the contract agreement.


True to his word, Alan the goon
marched him through the airport in the plastic cuffs, jerking him around, as if
he were struggling the whole time, even though he was just walking, trying to
be helpful. He kind of needed them to get him to the compound, so that
the whole thing could be shut down, after all.


The men didn't make that easy. Ty
couldn't help but glare at them, since they kept hitting him, and pushing him
around. It wasn't the abuse that was the problem, but they were calling
attention to themselves like morons. Which naturally meant that airport
security approached them, looking ready to throw down in order to protect him.
There were four of them too, and they were all armed, so he was willing
to bet that they were going to win if it came down to it.


"What, exactly, is going on
here? Jones, get that kid, and take him to the conference room. These men have
some questions to answer."


Alan, clearly the man in charge,
growled at them, since it seemed to be his go to move.


"We have a document, signed
by his mother, giving us temporary custody. We're taking him to school. A
boarding thing. He didn't want to go, and things got messy. All within the law.
Here, let me show you the documents." Apparently it was the kind of thing
that came up often enough that the men at the airport were familiar with the
idea, but that didn't keep Jones, the black guy, from glaring at them and
leading him away.


"You okay kid? These
bastards... This isn't the first time their kind has done this. What's up, your
dad upset because you're gay or something? It's normally that, or drugs, and
you look pretty put together."


The hand on his arm was warm,
compared to his cool flesh, but he waited until he was led into the conference
room to speak.


Then he did it in hushed tones.


"I'm Tyler Gartner, the head
of the Coalition of Nations. We work with different groups, as far as
relationships with Humans go. Right now I'm being taken to the Christian Hope
Youth Center in Arizona. You can check all that out, but the truth is, if I can
get in there, I can help out fifty or so kids that are being held against their
will. This is a kidnapping, right now, but also part of a real plan. Can
you take me back after a bit and tell them that I refused to talk? They tried
to break my jaw..." Shrugging he moved it side to side, and just told the
truth, since it wasn't some kind of horrible secret or anything.
"Actually, they did. We have it all on camera. At least I tried to
make sure we were in frame for that. I healed. They just think I'm a Human, so
don't realize that I'm not really in danger from them."


"What? I... We need to run
this past my boss."


That got him to nod, since if he
were just some slightly deranged kid being taken away, that's what he'd want
them to do. It meant having to make some phone calls, and having his hands
released, since, as Jones told him pretty frankly, that would have been the
first thing they would have done, in a situation like that.


Before the man could even move
behind him, Ty took a breath, focused and flexed as hard as he could. Nothing
happened at first, but after a few pulses that way, the plastic cuffs broke
with a popping sound, letting him bring his hands around to the front.


Then he grinned.


"I'd wondered about that. I
don't really have super strength, but I don't feel pain, so I can use all that
I do have. The marks will heal pretty soon." He had red rings around his
wrist, and some seeping blood in places. His body was just Human, after all.
Dead, and self-repairing in a way that was really cool, now that he knew it
could happen, but that was all. "Anyway, I can call some people? Actually,
if you aren't squeamish, I can do it without a phone. There are people here,
to watch out for me. Listening."


Before he said anything else
there was a polite knock at the closed door to the room. A female voice called
out, loud enough for him to hear plainly.


Eve, one of his friends. A
Vampire.


"Hello? We're the backup.
Let us in, please?"


Jones looked worried, but did it,
opening the door on a very nice looking black haired girl who probably could
have been an actress, if not a model, and a tiny bald man that had big ears and
a toothy grin. Ty waved at them both.


"Close the door?" Bey,
the small man, did it instantly, his face going slightly serious. "Thanks.
This is Jones. He and his pals liberated me from the men from the Hope Center.
Jones, this is Eve Benson, and The Bey. Bey Transmorguire, of the Vampire
Council. They're here to make certain nothing too bad happens to me, or at least
to get video of it, for the news." He smiled, and Eve hoisted a hand held
video device. It was a decently high end one, since no one had really wanted to
get pictures of him being tortured only to have them be too grainy to be of use
in court later.


Bey bowed toward the Human guard.


"I thank you for your work
and effort. Would it be possible to have our young friend taken back to his
captors now? I do not wish them to miss their flight. That would be rude."


They still had to wait for his
boss to get there and okay it. The heavyset woman, who had tightly curled
blonde hair, and a cute nose that was snubbed at the end, agreed though, after
she heard the whole thing.


"I want these jerks shut
down. I had a cousin that was taken to one of these kinds of places. For being
gay. He was never right again after that. He lives in San Francisco now, so it
clearly worked, right? He also won't talk to anyone in the family. I should try
to call him again soon."


Jones nodded, "yeah, we see
this a couple of times a month. Who knows how many times we just miss it, and
think that it's a kid with his parents. I guess if you have backup like this,
we can let you go?" He glanced at his boss, who was a bit slow in doing
it, but finally nodded.


"All right. Jones, take him back.
Leave the cuffs off."


That meant he had to get the guy
to drag him along by the arm, as he made slightly muffled sounds of distress.
Like he wanted to talk, but couldn't. That seemed to surprise the other three
men, who were still hassling the goons from the Christian brainwashing camp.


Jones looked pissed off, and
pushed him toward them. Then he spoke to the other airport security men.


"Zales said we have to give
him back. I guess the paperwork is in order. The kid wouldn't talk, so we have
no choice. This time." There was a wide eyed glare at Alan then,
and the black man puffed his chest a bit. "You're a piece of shit,
assfuck. If you so much as touch this kid in my airport again, I will
make sure you spend the next six months in county, got it?"


Alan seemed like the bullish kind
of man not to take that sort of thing, but he just smiled, and looked off into
the distance, at the people watching them. There were a lot of them, and more
than one was pointing a camera or cell phone in their direction. The blue and
green flecked carpet made the whole thing seem a bit surreal to him. The place
was huge, after all, and slight echoes came from the walls.


"I'm just trying to get my
job done. You don't know what this kid did." He gave them all a sly look,
and leaned in, but spoke loudly enough to be heard. "Fucked his kid sister
in the ass so hard she ended up in the hospital. It was either this or prison
for him. A little five year old girl. She'll never be the same."


The other men looked shocked by
the news, and some of the people with their cameras did too. The only one that
didn't react correctly was Jones, who knew the truth. Even he seemed uneasy,
hearing those words.


The large camp person smiled
about it, trying to make it seem grim. He didn't elaborate. There was no need
to. "So, if I was a bit rough with him, well, he doesn't deserve better,
does he?"


That seemed to be the case, since
the formerly helpful airport security all walked away then, even as Alan
slapped him in the back of the head. Now that the allegation was out, of child
abuse and rape, he was instantly guilty in the minds of those that had heard
it. Regardless of the fact that it wasn't true, he didn't have a sister, and
had never had anal sex in his life.


Ty kept his mouth shut, since it
didn't matter really. Alan had lied, in order to gain power back in the
situation, to his way of thinking. He needed the men to succeed, so it was
important that he go along with them. Not that he wasn't going to kick their
asses, if he got a chance. A lie like that would best be answered with death.
Not that killing people over a verbal slight was the right thing to do, or what
he would endorse personally. He could feel it anyway, screaming from the
back of his mind. These liars had to die.


It was a bit more powerful than
would have been suspected, actually. 


They had to wait, for nearly two
hours. During that time he was slapped, hit and covertly punched enough that,
if he were able to feel it, he probably would have been in a coma. No one came
to help him out again. Even Eve and Bey didn't. They just stood back, with Eve
taking pictures and getting the abuse recorded for him.


As they got up, him being held
roughly by two of the men, Alan leaned in.


"Don't make trouble, or I'll
have you ass raped like your little sister was, you pedo." It was a rape
threat, but the kind that everyone thought was okay. After all, no one would lie
about things like that. Eve smiled at the words too, like they were funny.


Making a point of not looking at
her or Bey, he let himself be dragged through the airport, and then loaded on
the plane. Alan was right next to him, and made a point of standing on his
foot. Given he had combat boots on, that was probably meant to hurt. He didn't
whimper or anything. In fact, he didn't realize it was happening for a long
time. Then he just pulled his foot out, only to have an elbow slam him in the
head a half dozen times.


He was belted into place, so
didn't slide too much, and if anyone noticed it, they didn't speak up.


Honestly, Tyler had to wonder how
the hell these guys weren't catching on that he wasn't exactly normal. It was,
in the end, probably the blood that had covered his head and face. There was no
swelling, and while it did take some time for things to fix themselves, it
wasn't forever. He lost more teeth, but they were back soon enough. That meant
swallowing them though, so that it wasn't too obvious what was going on.


On the ground in Arizona it was a
nice, bright and sunny, day. There were a lot of American flags flying, since
the fourth was nearly there, it being the third now. Here, on the ground, they
were met by a nondescript blue van, driven by a heavyset woman. She had big
hair, that was puffy and feathered in a style that had been popular about
thirty years back, if television had taught him correctly on that score. She
also had a giant cross around her neck. It was gold, and on a gold chain.


"So, this is the new devil
spawn? You want to be a Vampire? A demon that lives off the blood of good
followers of Christ?" She seemed upset when he didn't say anything, his
head down. Alan, who was in the seat next to him, hit him in the head again,
several times.


"He fought with us, and
broke his jaw. He can't talk."


Then there was a beating that
went on for a while, which, just for the entertainment value, he punctuated
with small, pained, groans. Finally the man put his hands between his legs and
started grinding away. It was half meant to be torture, and half something
else. Like he was getting off on it.


Since it felt kind of good to
him, it was work not to get wood. Okay, Alan wasn't a ten on the looks scale,
but he was big, and decent enough looking. The whole thing where he was a
psycho, and a sadist, well those were a turn off. Thankfully he managed
to use that not to embarrass himself.


One of the other men finally
rolled his eyes.


"For cruds sake, Tumby, give
it a rest, will you? The kid said he didn't want to go, and you've been kicking
his ass for hours over it. They all say that. Then you telling the
airport security that he rapes kids... That was low man."


The hand came away from his crotch
then, and the sadistic bully laughed.


"That was inspired,
you mean? Did you see how fast their tone changed, when I made up some B.S.
about him doing his little sister? We should use that as our standard line from
now on."


They spoke, back and forth for a
while, over the merits of using false accusations like that to get away with
their crimes. They didn't put it that way, but it was clearly what they meant.
Worse, they knew they were in the wrong, legally speaking. It was also clear
that they thought it was morally justified.


He didn't speak, until they got
inside the gate. Looking back, and a bit to the right, he took in the lay of
the land. It was sort of red colored where they were, and very open, with only
scrubby vegetation around. That meant they could be seen for miles, if anyone
ever tried to escape. There was fence, that looked to be ten to twelve feet
high, with rings of barbed wire on the top. Inside the space, which was
decently large, were about a dozen buildings. A few were big, but most seemed
like mobile homes.


There was a lot of concrete, and
a group of kids, all of whom looked tired, were busily jogging around the
outside, using one of the paths. They were a mixed group, with what looked to
be adult men and women in the front, and kids of various ages spread through
the rest of the thing. They all wore long blue shorts and white t-shirts.


Two of them limped along, not
having the shoes that the rest of them did. A man jogged behind them, hitting
them with a whip, screaming that they weren't going fast enough.


Alan didn't let him unbuckle
himself, reaching over and doing it for him, taking the time to feel his crotch
again. Then he pushed him out the side door, hard enough that he landed on his
side. Tyler stood up though, quickly, after rolling so that the kick the goon
tried missed. Looking around he noticed that Eve and Bey were there, as had
been the plan. They were both inside the fence too, probably having just hopped
over it.


This wasn't a place meant to keep
Vampires in, or out.


Glancing around, he noticed that
there was an older gentleman walking up. He had wispy hair on the top of his
head, and a kind looking smile. He was dressed nicely too, in a gray suit, with
a red and blue striped tie and shiny black shoes.


Smiling at him, Tyler moved a few
steps in his direction.


"Excuse me, are you in
charge here, sir?" His voice was smooth, and relaxed, which had the men
that had broken his jaw looking incredibly confused.


"I am, son. Jameson Blythe.
You're Tyler?" It was spoken very politely, compared to the rest of the
treatment he'd been getting.


"That's right, sir. Now,
I've been kidnapped by these men. Illegally. I don't suppose I can just leave
from here now? You really want to say yes, if you aren't in on
kidnapping me. I'm trying to help you out, giving you that option.
You'll want to take it."


Eve was getting it all down, the
camera held up, with her looking at the screen. She wasn't even that far off,
but no one was paying attention to her. They had him there to distract
them after all.


Growling in rage, Alan charged
him.


Jameson, the kindly old leader of
the place shook his head sadly.


"I'm sorry son. You're too
wicked to leave here. We have to keep you, for your own good."


He spoke calmly, even as he was
being beaten by Alan. It really should have been a sign, but there was no
accounting for rage, it seemed.


"So, I'm being held here, as
a prisoner, against my will? Even though I'm eighteen and that's not
legal?"


"I'm afraid so, son."


Then he sighed, and nodded at the
man.


"Good to know. Thanks."












Chapter two





 


The old man, the top of his head
brown from the intense sun of the area actually looked baffled, as Ty took a
step back and blocked suddenly. The man that was trying to pummel him stopped
after a bit, letting the other fellow speak.


"That doesn't seem right.
What do you think is going on here, boy?"


He nodded.


"I think, and please correct
me if I have this wrong, that you and your team are a band of criminals that
are holding people here illegally, after kidnapping them. That being the case,
I have a good reason to simply leave. Really though, I don't suppose you could
call for help first? You'll want all your people out here for this.
Everyone really."


That didn't go over well, or
get results. Not the ones he wanted anyway.


Well, the three men tried to
tackle him, but now that he had what he needed Ty could finally fight back. That
meant the bullies that had been hitting him for hours were all unconscious
inside a few seconds. They really weren't great fighters, even if they were
pretty big. Before he could turn to explain, the white woman with the big hair
and amble waistline sprayed him in the face with pepper spray.


It didn't even burn when it hit
his eyes. The dye in it did color his vision yellow, but he was able to blink
that away as he moved in and stole the canister from her.


Then he looked at it and
pretended to read the directions. It was a nice large thing, about the size and
shape of a can of bug spray. Which, he saw when he looked, was just a fact.
Wasp and hornet spray. That should have left him blind. He had been planning to
subdue her with it, but it was really too much, since it would do long lasting
physical damage to a regular living person. Instead he tossed it away.


"I know, why don't
you call your people out here now? The police will be here shortly. You're all
going away for a long time, but going there with injuries won't help you. So,
what do you say?"


The old man just stood there for
a bit, his brain finally filling in that something wasn't right with the whole
thing, and the now angry Christian church lady tried to slap him. With her
hand. Without thinking he went into a combat stance, one with a high guard, and
hunched position, to protect his neck from Vampires. It worked pretty well for
average women too, and let him block everything she did with minimal movement.
Because his fists were so high, near the top of his head, he tended to use
hammer blows, at least as his opening move. They were slow, compared to jabs,
but a lot more powerful.


That meant the woman was able to
try and step away, but he followed her and still struck her in the head, once,
even as she guarded herself with a waved hand. That took her down well enough.
The other men were starting to get up, but he handled two of them pretty easily.


"Stay down. Lie there, and
wait, or I'll have to kick you into unconsciousness. Like this." He
demonstrated the idea on Alan, who'd started trying to move faster after that,
rather than do what he'd been told.


Bey and Eve had moved over,
catching the whole thing as it unfolded. The noise and activity got ten or so
people out then, all in matching shirts. The men all had on blue, and the women
dark green. It still looked tidy and official, and all of them were clearly
marked.


He waved as they came over.


"Hello. You all need to lie
on the pavement here and wait for the police. Speaking of which, I need a
phone. Eve, can I borrow yours? I wasn't allowed to bring mine, for some
reason. Probably the kidnapping thing. Maybe it was just an oversight? I don't
want to accuse these nice people of..." He laughed, really hard, not able
to help it. "Oh, I can't manage that yet. It's too funny."


Half the men tried for him, along
with a single woman. They were laid out nicely after a bit, and followed along
well enough, except for one guy who kept trying to get up and hit him when he
wasn't looking. Neither Bey or Eve did anything however, letting Ty do all the
hard work. That was so no one would be able to claim they'd used Vampire powers
on them later, which might let them get away with what they'd done to the kids
already.


A short call to nine-one-one, two
fist fights, and an aborted gun battle later, there were fifty kids standing
there, gawking at the adults, who'd all been forced to lay on the ground,
except their leader. He was old, hadn't fought, and had Bey watching him like a
hawk. It was possible that he had some kind of supernatural powers after all,
so it paid to make sure he didn't get a chance to use them.


For his part, the man wasn't even
rude, really.


"This is a misunderstanding.
We help people here, that's all. These children are troubled, and need
the light of the Lord to guide them back to the path of the righteous, as well
as a firm, but loving, hand. Surely you can see that? Their parents sent them
to us, for help, and understanding."


Eve smiled at him, winningly.                                         


"Sure they did. We have
pictures of your peeps here abusing them, and a lot of footage of kidnappings.
Hey, if you're over eighteen, raise your hand."


That got seven people to do it,
all from the crowd of kids.


"How many of you tried to
leave when you got old enough?"


None of them put their hands
down. Eve started making dinging sounds, like a buzzer or bell going off.


"And the answer is... False
imprisonment! Plus you had Ty here kidnapped, beaten, and molested sexually by
your buddy, Alan. I have some decent footage of it. Also, public defamation of
character. Minor, compared to the other things, but hey, why not use it all? So
the answer is, you folks are going away for a good long time. You have Tyler Gartner
here to thank for that gift. The Vampire Council was planning to just
kill you all. You should thank your new buddy now, since you won't get a chance
once the cops get here." She pointed, and there were lights, but the
sirens weren't a thing for anyone else yet.


Except maybe Bey. He was busily
standing there watching the old man. Blythe. Like a hawk, not even bothering to
blink. Nothing happened though, but he was the one in charge. If anyone was
going to whip out a super power and lay down a hurting, it was probably going
to be him. It sure wasn't Alan, because he was busy mewling on the ground,
complaining about being hit a few times.


It was tempting to call him a
little bitch, but that wasn't fair. True, the ones crying and carrying on as
the police got there were mainly the ladies, but that might have just
been them trying to get out of trouble by making it seem like they were the
wronged parties. After how he'd spent the night hitting Tyler, that had to mark
him as a wimp anyway. If you wanted to be a tough guy, you weren't allowed to
cry when it was your turn.


None of the kids did much, though
after the police realized that there were nearly fifty people standing there
that had been taken prisoner by an insane cult, they were questioned and the
feds were called in. The FBI.


One of the officers explained it
to him. To Bey, actually, but that was understandable. He was the oldest
looking one of them, which meant in charge, most likely. That he seemed to be
about forty, if not younger, was taken as being easily understood, as he'd
announced himself to be a Vampire as soon as it was safe.


It took hours though, before
anyone with real power got there. The bad guys were there still, in the back of
police cars, in handcuffs. Eve shared a little of the footage she had, which
let him off the hook, even though he'd kicked the butts of most of the
people that had been arrested.


When the FBI finally arrived,
they came in force, though the locals still had control of the physical bodies
of the evil cult group. Ty assumed that was what to call them, not having a
better phrase for it. Regular Christians didn't pull crap like that, so
just saying they were followers of the J. man wasn't fair. These people
were a special kind of jerk.


Criminals.


It made a difference, in a very
real way.


After speaking to the police, a
man and a woman walked over to where Bey, Eve and Tyler stood, near the kids.
It was out of the way, and meant that if they had to, they could fight their
way out of the place, with the children. It didn't seem likely, but Bey didn't
want to take any chances. Eve went along with him instantly, and given that he
had thousands of years of experience, it made sense to pay attention.
They were collected together however, when the feds came to chat with Bey.
Again, they just assumed he was in charge.


It was ageism, pure and simple.
The idea got him to smile, since he really couldn't care any less about that
kind of thing at the moment.


"Mr. Transmorguire?"
The man speaking, who looked about forty though he was going gray already at
the fringes, badly mispronounced the name. Bey ignored that part, bowing a bit
in response.


"That is I."


The woman had very short black
hair, and was so far from pretty it was endearing. Tyler knew a lot of lovely ladies.
So many in fact that he was starting to see past that. This woman, for
instance, seemed efficient, and a little scared.


In fact she swallowed nervously,
and spoke with a bit of a tremor to her voice.


"Maybe we should get that
Coalition thing in on this? The Coalition of Nations? I... I don't know if we
should be dealing with a member of the Vampire Council directly." Her eyes
went to her partner, and she refused to make eye contact with any of them.


That made sense. If you locked
eyes with a Vamp, a lot of them could compel you to do things. So far he seemed
to be immune to that, thanks to being the slave of a Greater Demon.


Sticking his hand out toward her,
he waited. To her credit she took it, even though there was dried blood on it.
He wasn't certain that it was all his, either.


"Hi. Tyler Gartner. Head of
the Coalition of Nations? Also kidnapping and assault victim. We have footage.
As for working with Bey... Well, when in doubt, give me a call? He's cool. So
is Eve. If you have a Vampire issue, you should feel free to call on Eve
directly. Or if, you know, you need super human back up for soemthing? It's
part of her job." He didn't know that, but Bey smiled and nodded, as if it
were actually the case.


"You will wish to see our
recordings of the abuse? We have hundreds of hours, having been observing the
facility first. The Council had voted to exterminate the individuals here,
before Mr. Gartner established his new endeavor. These individuals here, who
harmed children, were saved by that. Now that we can work within the Human
sphere, we hope to do much with your people, at the FBI. We have information
that may, at times, aid you?"


The man smiled and gave a nod.


"That sounds... Both
illegal, and like a good idea. I take it you understand the whole thing where
we don't want Vampires, or anyone, going around and killing people? This
wasn't bad. Next time you might get with us first? We could have had more man
power ready to go."


It was Ty who had to go over
everything six times, but his story didn't change much. They'd been careful not
to break any laws, but there were a few points that the agents were worried
about. Mainly little things that could potentially work to get the cult off the
hook.


"On the other hand, no one
loves groups that hurt kids. You folks have a ride home? You said you came from
Vancouver, Washington? That's a bit of a walk." He smiled, but Bey bowed
to him.


"Not too bad of one. I shall
carry Mr. Gartner back with us, as we run the distance. It's how we arrived, so
doable for us. We should, perhaps, go soon. Tomorrow is the Day of
Independence, and my protégé is needed to run a booth at a celebration."


Eve winked at the short haired,
fugly, woman.


"We're setting up a few
stands. Food, face painting and jewelry sales. Things like that. A lot of
groups up there are doing things like that. Part of making it seem like we're
just people, not monsters that are coming for their kids. After all, they don't
need us for that. Humans are enough."


That got somber nods all the way
around, but they were also released, after passing numbers to the other people.
Ty had to get cards from the agents, so he'd be able to take their numbers down
and put them in his special notebook. It was a normal enough thing, the kind
that could be bought at Wal-Mart. Inside though, it held pages of information
about various people, different groups and contact numbers for people that he'd
encountered before in one way or another.


It was totally fair to put
contacts with the FBI in it. He tried to shake hands with both of them again,
before leaving. Then, without realizing what was happening, he felt himself
being picked up. Like a child. Then the world blurred around him. Ty had done
that before, with Eve carrying him, but this was different. Faster, and longer.
Really, he couldn't breathe the whole time either. When Eve had done it that
part had been hard, but there was just no way to do it now. He tried to hang in
there the whole time, only to realize that after about a half hour that he
didn't really need to take in air.


How that worked, he didn't know,
but it seemed right anyway. He was dead after all. A thing that had been
pointed out to him several times in the last day.


The idea kind of hurt. A big part
of who he was had involved the idea that he was alive, just like everyone else.
It hadn't been a huge issue for him either, since everyone was. True,
not the people he was with, or him, but almost everyone he'd ever met was just
a nice, normal, living person.


Tyler was alive, in his head. The
idea that he didn't need to breathe was almost insane to him. There it was.
After a long time, which was nearly an hour in a blurred kaleidoscope world,
they stopped outside of the Westfield Mall. Slowly, and with control, Ty was
lowered to the cement, right outside of the door on the far side of the place.
It was the entrance nearest the Yoghurt World, rather than the one he normally
used, down by the nail place and the power lifting gym.


Taking a breath, he noticed that
the others did the same thing, though neither spoke for a while just going in.
He waved at them.


"I should get in to work.
Hopefully it's not too late. I did let Zack know I might be a bit behind
schedule. I told him it could be a few weeks, so hopefully this will
work out all right?"


Bey smiled at him, his face
lighting up grandly.


"Very good, Mr. Gartner. If
I have something more for you, I can find you there?"


"Yep. I'd say call, but my
phone is at home. Later. I'll jog over when I get a break."


That, it seemed, was good enough.
Then, Bey had lived most of his entire life without phones.


Looking at the man, he smiled
back.


"Or, if you need me sooner,
just call it out, and one of the Alede will tell me. They're good that way. I
mean, I might have to bribe them with something, but you know, that's everyone,
and I can get cookies, right?" He was kidding, but Eve winked at him.


"A good point. I need to
write this up for the Council. I don't suppose you'd do one too? I can make
copies for you, if you will?"


That wasn't a thing he'd thought
of for himself. Did they need files on what they were doing? Outside of his
notebook, he didn't really have anything. Sighing, he nodded.


"I can do something. After
work? I get tomorrow off, so I can stay up all night doing that."


Unless something more fun came
up, like... Nearly anything. Ever.


If he'd wanted to do paperwork
all the time he would have gone to college. Though that hadn't really been the
reason that he'd chosen not to go. It was, in the end, just a money thing. His
mom was a waitress, and couldn't really cover it for him. So faced with either
not going, since he hadn't gotten any scholarships, even though he'd had great
grades, or building up loads of debt that might not ever be repaid, he'd opted
to just get a job. So far it had been working out for him, but there it was,
even without a white collar, he had to write for a living.


Not, of course, that he was
getting paid for the Coalition work. Hence not doing anything during work
hours.


His clothing wasn't great for the
bookstore, just being jeans and a t-shirt, along with running shoes and no
socks. That had been how he'd dressed for the attack from the kidnapping cult.
The funny thing was that he'd pretended to be asleep, but no one had mentioned
the fact that he'd had clothes on when they'd gotten there. It could have been
that they just weren't very smart, but they might have also have been
distracted, and amped up on testosterone and adrenalin. 


Still, after pulling a name tag
from the back room, and fixing it to have his name on it using a little gun
from the shared desk in the corner, he clocked in. It was five in the evening,
which meant Ty was late, but only by a few hours. It was also Friday, which was
a busy day for the Alede, since they used the reading rooms along the left hand
side of the store to have sex with all comers.


Being that they were out now, and
everyone could if they wanted to know about them, do so the sex business had
picked up at times in the last weeks. They even had a web-page. It was mainly
porn, but that was a pretty honest way of explaining who and what they
were. It meant that a lot of people had come to the mall, and no doubt other
locations, in the last few months, looking for sex. Being that Humans tended to
think of Friday night as the time for that kind of thing, there were loads of
people in the store already.


On the good side, most of them
were willing to hang out for a while. There was no reason that people couldn't
buy some books while they waited their turn. Really though, they needed to get
a sign-in sheet going.


Otherwise the shy people were
going to be left out. His job would be in doing everything else, along
with Hiram, the manager, and Zack. The owner. They were both men, but very
different looking people. Hiram Stone was about forty or so, and looked a bit
hard in unguarded moments. He was a Mage, and was learning the healing arts.
Now. From the stories, most of his career had involved being a pretty hard core
criminal. Mainly preying on Humans.


Zack Hartley was different. He
looked about twenty-five or so, had dark hair, that was short and well brushed,
and perfect skin. His look was a little exotic, being half Asian. Probably
Japanese, since his grandmother, Lyn, was. They were both Greater Demons, but
not everyone knew about Lyn, who pretended to be a Mage, most of the time.


"Hey guys." He waved to
them both, being more casual than normal, since a lot of people were watching.
"We've successfully freed the children. It only took about four hours of
beatings and some light molestation to get it done." That was the part
that bothered him most. Not because Alan had liked him, but because the man had
done that, while clearly despising Ty.


Zack reached out, and patted his
shoulder, letting his hand linger. That wasn't about his boss wanting his tight
undead body, Tyler didn't think. Unfortunately. No, he was just picking up all
of the information that had made up his life. Probably to get an update into
what had happened while he wasn't there. Getting that he knew all of that, The
Line Walker winced.


"That's a bit messed up. The
plan will work. You should leak it online, in order to taint the perception of
people on the Christian right. Not that it's really needed. When you get done with
work you can write up that report in the back? It will be easier to send copies
that way. You should get your own computer when you save up enough money."


Hiram chuckled a little, but didn't
say anything about why. He just looked out at the floor, where there were lots
of men and women hanging out, waiting for their own chance to get laid. They
milled, and picked up books, but most weren't buying anything.


After a minute he pulled out a
yellow legal pad, and got a pen, then, without asking the boss if it was a good
plan, he waved it, trying to get everyone's attention.


"Hey! If you want an
appointment with one of the Alede, you need to sign in first." Then he
held the yellow legal pad up high. "I, however, am holding the list
hostage, behind the counter. If you'd like to get on it, you should come up
here. I'm open to bribes, or if you want something out of this, you can just
buy a good book. That will work, too. We'll call the names out. Thank you, in
advance." He waited for hostile muttering, or anger, but instead there was
a mad rush toward the front, with people just madly grabbing things off the
shelves. The man that got there first was older, and clearly more clever than
the rest, simply holding a fifty dollar bill.


"First?" He had
a bribe, and Ty sold him a gift card for the store, rather than just taking the
money.


The man thought that was funny,
or cute, but didn't put him down for it, since Tyler kept control of the list,
and had to run with it to everyone that was making a purchase. Most of them. A
few people, a bit further back in the line, had just seen how busy the place
was and were there to shop, the crowd drawing them in.


Which was awesome.


At twenty names, Zack looked at
the list, and waved to the people.


"We need more Alede over
here, if they have the time? Or we could send people over there for you?"
He just spoke, in a conversational tone, and looked over at Pretty Plus. It got
three women and a very good looking man to walk out of the place, waving the
whole time. The man, who was in a very nice suit, was familiar. Robert, who was
the Assistant Ambassador for the Alede. Two of the women were ones that he
recognized, being girls that worked with him sometimes. The last one was special
seeming however, since she was dressed in yoga pants, and looked like a soccer
mom. A very young, and highly pretty one, but she wasn't anywhere near the
hotness level of the others there with her.


She saw him looking at her,
trying to figure her out, so she waved.


"Hiya! I'm Sally. I heard
that you were looking for some Alede? I was just visiting with some friends of
mine, so I don't know if I'm invited to the fun?" She spoke to him directly,
so he nodded, not caring which Alede serviced people. They had a lot of them,
after all. Sharing seemed like the polite thing to do. He knew that they seemed
to need to have sex about six times a day, in order to harvest the cast off
energy. Just doing the ones there at the moment, and it was early still, that
was ten each.


"That sounds great Sally.
Thanks for coming by. We need to find places for people. Um... Zack?"


"Side rooms, back room here,
dressing rooms over at Pretty Plus. That should be enough for now. I suppose we
could open the node room for an orgy, but I've been saving that for a special
occasion. Otherwise I won't get to use my own work space most days." It
was sensible sounding, and the Alede got it as a joke, laughing hard about it.
Sexily so.


Both tills were in constant use,
but someone had to start working the store and cleaning the side rooms, so he
ran to do that, knowing the others would get the idea. It was intense for a
while, since the numbers kept growing, almost like someone had put an ad in the
papers or something, offering free sex.


That got him to work faster, and
then, remembering a trick that he'd seen Palma, the Hsreth woman that ran the
cafe in the back of the place, he tried that. It was just about picking what he
was doing, mapping out what came next, and trying to flow from one thing to the
next smoothly, without pause.


He didn't get tired, so was able
to keep doing it all night long. For what was probably the first time he'd ever
seen at the place, they had to have the Alede take breaks, and Zack had
to go off through the node to another embassy, to trade out their people.


Luckily, things slowed down
eventually, at about three in the morning. He was in overtime, so didn't whine,
since the money would help if he wanted to ever get a computer or anything. The
whole place ended up being a mess, so he started right in on getting it cleaned
up, which took several more hours. Then he yawned, stretched, and went to the
back, in order to use the computer there, writing as fast as he could.


It still meant that it was nearly
seven in the morning when he was finished. His notebook was at home, with his
phone. No Alede had yelled at him that he was needed by anyone, so he decided
to call it good, and just go away. On the nice side, even though he hadn't
slept in days, he didn't really need to. More to the point, he was aware
now that for years he'd simply laid down at a certain time, and closed his
eyes. Then, when the alarm rang, if he had one, he'd gotten up and started his
day. Almost exactly eight hours later each time.


No real sleep had taken place. No
dreaming went on when he wasn't looking. Breathing, it seemed, was just a habit
for him, too. Even running, a thing that he enjoyed doing, was just him moving
from place to place, without it helping him in any way.


That was something that he'd
never tried. When he got home, Ty changed into shorts, a fresh shirt, and put
socks on, even though he wouldn't need them for comfort. Oddly enough, just as
he got out of the house, Eve and Ginger found him. That got him hugged, by both
of them, which meant that Ginger scowled at the other Vampire girl a bit, and
cuddled him closer for a bit, making a point of kissing him.


"Mine."


That got Eve to nod.


"Agreed. We're just friends,
so we don't have to fight for control of him. Honest. Going jogging?" She
waved at his clothing and shoes with a smile. "I figured that out with my
Sherlock Holmes-like inductive reasoning"


He didn't correct her and say deductive,
just assuming he was the one that would be wrong.


"Yep. I decided to try out
my zombie powers and run as fast as I can for a while. Supposedly I can't get
tired, so that should mean I can sprint full out for as long as I want,
right?" It probably wasn't the case, but the Vampires both seemed to think
it sounded reasonable.


Eve glanced around and shrugged.


"Neat. Let's run over to the
Fort? It's a bit away, but I have the time and want to see if things are being
set up correctly. Let's go?" She turned, and started running. Fast, but
not so much that he couldn't keep up. Really, with a bit of work he was able to
push a lot faster, into a true sprint.


It didn't hurt, which was nice.
He also didn't go at super speeds. Or, he probably was, kind of.


If he were a marathon runner, he
would have taken some records he bet. Instead he was just barely able to keep up
with the two girls, both of whom could have run there and back dozens, if not
hundreds of times before he got there.


So, it was fast for a Human, but
it wasn't going to impress his girlfriend much. Ginger was just so fast it
baffled the mind, and if he'd heard correctly, Eve was over twice that quick.


That was life though, when you
hung out with Vampires. Really, it was life all over. There was always someone
stronger, tougher, faster or smarter than you were.


The trick was to not let that get
to you, and try your best anyway.


 












Chapter Three





 


It was still early in the day
when they got to the Fort. The actual events were set up in the large central
park area, about a mile away from the wooden walled structure itself. That was
closer to the Columbia River, which was where they lit off the fireworks. He
knew from previous years that it would be taking place at about ten that night.
When it got dark enough to be impressive.


Then one of the largest such
events in the world would take place. Right there, where he lived.


Eve stopped near where the stands
of food, drinks and some little jewelry stands, were setting up for the day.
The people there glanced at them hopefully, which made some sense. He was
dressed for running, but the girls had on jeans and regular shirts, which meant
they might well have cash on them. For his part, even though he had a good job
now at the bookstore, and had put in some hours, he'd only been paid once, and
almost all of that had gone to Calley.


After all, she did all the food
shopping, as well as owning the place. He got a great deal on the rent, but the
one check hadn't gone that far. True, it seemed that he didn't really need to
eat, and pretty much never had, but he liked it. He got hungry after all.


The gross part there was that he
was nearly certain that what he was hankerin' for was Human flesh. Consciously
that wasn't a thing for him, being that he didn't eat meat. If he was ever told
to get a cannibal snack by his mom though, it was probably going to be really
hard to resist. Hopefully that wouldn't happen. After all, he didn't need food
to survive, just energy from her. It sort of went the other way too, if he ate
real food. She got a bit of energy from it, so to her way of thinking that was
worth doing.


The two Vampire girls got looks
from some of the men around them, and one of them, an older guy with a beard
called out, trying to shame him into buying them things.


"Hey there young man. You
should get your ladies here some flowers. Lovely blossoms for the lovely
blossoms! Only three dollars apiece. A bargain at half the price."


He shook his head, and ignored
the guy. After all, he was too poor for that kind of thing, even if Ginger
looked wistful enough that he kind of wanted to get her something. Eve waved
them on however, then patted him on the back.


The move made him wince.


"I'm a bit damp for that
right now." He always felt slick and a bit dirty until he showered, and
having just thrown himself across town, the long way, he had to be a
mess.


It got a chuckle from Eve, who
rubbed at his arm.


"Not in the slightest. Bone
dry, in fact. I bet that's part of what Anne told you to think, before you knew
what you were. You should get it now, since she said you were allowed to
understand now. You don't sweat. Look at yourself."


The vision he had when he looked
down, seeing the sweat soaked shirt he had on, which was red, altered
instantly, in the blink of an eye. It was, as she'd said, totally dry.


"Oh. I... Well, that's
something. I wonder how fast we went."


Ginger put her hand on his back
as the sun beat down on them, and giggled. It sounded strained, and a bit fake.
He didn't really get why.


"You were slooow.
That was what, twenty-five miles per hour? I'd make fun of you, but you can't
help it if you're a bit lame like that." She shook her head sadly, making
fun of him in a flirty way. He hoped.


Otherwise she was just being mean
for some reason.


Eve, clearly having mind reading
powers gave him a glance then.


"It's the sun. Being up
during the day hurts our kind of Vampire. Even inside, underground it's like
sticking your body in a blast furnace. Being out like this is pure agony.
Really, if you want any of us to be sweetness and light with you, approaching
us at night is the way to go." She started to reach out to him, but got a slightly
pouty growl from Ginger. "See? Honest, I won't steal him from you, even if
he is cool. You already said I could hit that, if I wanted, as long as I
didn't take him away. Not that I could. You're kind of a big deal. Ging.
We have a booth up there. Troy is setting it up, with Barb."


The names didn't mean much to
him, but he recognized the dark haired Vampire woman, who was wearing a big
straw hat on her head, and black heavy clothing. He'd seen her at Yoghurt World
a few times at least, so assumed she was a Vamp. She had the same kind of fake
smile on her face that Ginger did. Eve... Well, she wasn't smiling, but her
expression seemed more relaxed, like the pain wasn't as big of an issue for
her.


The man with Barb, who he
presumed was Troy, was a good match for the woman. They were both nice looking,
without it being too much. Fit, and toned, without being athletes in
appearance. Probably sevens or so, in looks. He had black hair, or a brown so
deep it was hard to tell the difference, and looked to be in his late twenties.
His skin was a nice light brown color, that went well with his eyes.


In short, though he didn't say it
out loud, Tyler really wouldn't have minded doing them both. That was a
thought line to resist, being that he had shorts on. Instead he smiled and
waved at the woman, who seemed to warm a bit seeing who was there.


"Mr. Gartner! Plus my
lackeys. Thank goodness. I was just about to have to actually start working so
that Troy wouldn't think he was doing it all himself." She waved at the white
booth set up, which seemed to have a grill behind them, for burgers and hot
dogs, as well as a drinks fountain, and a deep fryer, for a disgusting, but
tempting array of things.


Looking at the sign he winced,
and then shook his head.


"Deep fried Twinkies and
Mars Bars? I'm not sure I want to ask. Oh, um, hi!" He looked at
Troy, and tried not to lick his lips. They felt dry, but locking eyes and doing
that would pretty much force the guy to feel uneasy. "I'm Tyler."


Ginger hugged him from the side
and didn't let go. It was close enough that a woman at a different stand
scowled at them. At first he figured that it was about Ginger looking so young,
about fourteen or fifteen, but really, he wasn't that far out of her dating
range, that way. So it wasn't about that. Then he realized that they were
standing in front of a booth that proclaimed them to be Vampires. He wasn't,
and he kind of thought that Troy wouldn't be either, but the others were.


The woman in question was, if her
booth and materials weren't lying, there as part of a church group. They were
mainly selling brightly colored clothing and hats. She scowled at them, but
before she could look away, he waved at her, and smiled. That got the rest of them
to do the same. Caught then, between being a bitch and looking away, or
responding like a normal person, she managed a nod for them.


"Troy Lopez. Don't let Barb
here fool you, she's done most of the hard work so far. We could use
some help on set up. That and testing things as they come off the grill? I
don't suppose you can eat food?"


Smiling, he nodded.


"Oddly enough, that's one of
my super powers. No meat."


That got a knowing nod, as the
man got back to work, putting supplies away. "Edom is bringing the rest of
the stuff. He rented a truck. We can use some help carrying it? Many hands
makes light work, I hear tell. Hmm? Hmm?" Wiggling his eyebrows comically
he made eye contact with Eve, who shrugged back.


Her words were pleased in tone.


"Sure. Make me do all
the work why don't you? Well, it was my idea, so I guess there's a real
point in there somewhere. I can beg Ginger to help too. Maybe, if you offer to
blow him, we can get Ty too? Please?"


That got the man to make a face
and look away for a bit.


"I'd rather not. I'm not
that into guys."


Eve laughed at him, and shook her
head.


"Which is why you
need to get over that. I was kidding anyway. I swear, I keep trying to get
people to hook up Tyler, and it just doesn't work. I'd blame you, Ty, but
you're kind of hot, so I'm thinking it must be my approach. Anyway,
you'll probably need to be off with some of the other groups, at least part of
the day. The Shifters have a booth around here, doing face painting. There are
some Mages doing baked goods, and magical talismans that actually work. Just
little things. Nothing that should cause any problems."


She glanced at the others, and
then over at Barb directly.


"Tyler is the head of the
new Coalition of Nations. So if anything starts going down involving... Pretty
much anyone, we're supposed to dump it on him. Not that we'll have
issues here. Vancouver is one of the good places. Really, Ty, you need your
phone, so you can be on tap for people. Zack will want to know where you are
too, in case you need to go someplace, or get to a computer. Here, you help
Troy, and I'll get your phone. It's in your room next to the whips and
chains?" She let that last bit come out like it was real, but the people
there knew her too well, so it didn't work.


That, or they just assumed that
kind of thing would be normal.


"On top of my dresser you
mean, in my spartan and monk like cell?" He grinned and glanced at the
others. "I haven't done much with the place yet."


Instead of saying anything Eve vanished,
and Barb waved to the left.


"Ed says he's in a yellow
Rider truck? He'd like to move the ice chests first, which will take two
Vampires." Barb looked ready to go, but Ginger waved her back.


"Nah. Tyler and I can do
this. It's only what, a few hundred pounds?" She spoke normally, but
seemed to be listening to a reply. "Four hundred? I can do that alone...
Awkward though, right. No problem, I bet. Here, we're coming." She started
off at a jog that was about as fast as Ty could push himself. Edom, who was
wearing a tight blue cotton shirt, and jeans, smiled at them as they got there.


"Mr. Gartner. Good to see
you. Thanks for the help. I can get most of this, but there are a few things
that having help with will make simpler. Like this beast."


What he pointed at was about the
size of a small car. It was like an ice chest, but the biggest thing like it
he'd ever seen. There were strong looking metal handles on the sides, for
carrying, but the man popped it open to show that it had not only ice, but
meat, cheese and other perishables inside. There was even milk and eggs. A lot
of them. The thing was long, being about ten feet by about four, and filled to
the brim.


So, yeah, it would probably work
best with two people lifting it. Tyler gave it a hard glance, and then shook
his head.


"Right, well, we'll need to
go slow, since I can't see the eggs lasting if we don't coordinate this right.
Let's get to it?"


Ginger, who was stronger than he
was, took the near end, so that she'd be the one to walk down the ramp
backward. The lifting portion didn't hurt, but it was a lot more than two
hundred pounds. He nearly couldn't do it. That probably meant it was closer to
four or five hundred really. True, he wasn't huge, but he could use all of his
strength, and didn't have to stop. That made him something like fifty or
sixty percent stronger than he should have been. Maybe more than that. His mom
had told him he was a few times stronger than his size would allow for. She
hadn't called that part a super power, but this chest was packed solid and
heavy enough that it might well mean he was doing a bit better than he thought
that way.


It was really close though, he
thought. A strong man could have lifted more. Maybe even by a lot. Not for as
long though, and while the weight hadn't jerked instantly into place, he didn't
really feel it.


The ramp was a bit slick under
his shoes, but Ginger was able to keep them from sliding, being on the ground
by the time his feet tried to slip on the solid metal runner. Feeling stupid he
realized, almost at the end, that there was a textured strip right next to his
foot the whole time. They didn't drop it, and even though it was about a
quarter of a mile away, they got the thing over to the booth without setting it
down.


That part wasn't even hard. It truly
didn't actually feel like anything to him, and there was no gasping or moaning
from Ginger either. The box was settled into place behind the booth, which
would help keep it out of the sun for part of the day. Edom, smiling the whole
time, walked up, holding a large chest of things on his right shoulder, like a
strong man, or possibly an old time porter.


"Good work. There are a few
more trips..." The words were leading.


Tyler just started walking back.
It wasn't exactly high excitement maybe, but they needed the help, and he was
the one that didn't feel like he was being tortured the whole time. It was
weird, but even though they had a lot more power than he did, Ty had the better
deal that way. Most days you didn't need super strength at all, or hyper-speed.


The sun was always there.


Keeping that in mind, he helped
with the rest of the work, setting up the propane grills, and the deep fryer
they were using. Eve did the generator, and the drinks machine, while Ginger
and Edom started setting out the work spaces. They had a lot of onions for
instance, that needed to be chopped up and fried. They had French fries too,
which for some reason were being made from fresh potatoes, instead of gotten
out of bags. In fact, most of the stuff was being made right there. Not the
buns, or the condiments, but almost everything else was.


Working together they had food
started by about noon, and while there weren't a lot of people there yet, the
drinks sold pretty well. Troy kept making things for him to try, as if doing so
made any sense. The first was a deep fried Twinkie, which was good, if sickly
sweet. Then a variety of things that almost didn't seem possible. It included a
pile of onion rings to round it out. He tried to make him a hamburger too, but
grudgingly provided a veggie sandwich with melted cheese on it instead. It was
still good, the warm onions and cool tomato slices working nicely with the
pickles.


After watching him eat the whole
thing the man shook his head a little.


"So, is it about stopping
global warming? The whole vegetarian thing? I read something about that. How
vegetarians have a lower carbon footprint?" The guy didn't seem like the
type to research things like that, his clothing being a little too trendy for
deep thought to be indicated, but the two things probably didn't really go hand
in hand.


It was tempting to lie, but after
a bit he just shook his head.


"Nothing like that. I'm...
Basically I guess I'm like a zombie? Only the Greater Demon that made me set it
up so I won't have to eat Human flesh. Part of not doing that means I need to
not get a taste for meat, I think."


The guy made a face then. A frown
that was deep and slightly suspicious.


"The Rotted?"


Nodding, Ty smiled.


"Yeah. My mom. I mean, she's
raised me since I was little. About two. When I died. I just found out about it
all a week ago. I really thought I was alive the whole time." He lifted
his hands, to show that he didn't understand it all yet, but Troy suddenly
seemed really shy about the whole thing.


Eve, who was cutting potatoes, and
tossing them lightly in sugar water, to help them brown, laughed a bit.


"That look on his face is
his way of telling you that he's totally banged your mom. Before you get
too mad at him, she did look like him at the time. That kind of makes it
masturbation, on his side. I did her, too. It was hot. Like twins."


Standing there, feeling shocked,
Ty stopped what he was doing, stuck his fingers in his ears and started
humming.


"I'm not listening to you...
I can't hear youuuu. Nananana." It was a thing that he'd seen on
television, but it seemed to actually work. It probably helped that Eve stopped
talking, and snickered at him. When he stopped doing it she started talking
again.


"Greater Demons don't
really play by Human rules. Oh, your phone. Here you go." She had to wash
her hands first, so that she didn't get potato scum all over it. The trouble
there was that he didn't really have pockets, except the one on his thin shirt.
He used it, knowing it would leave him looking nerdy.


"Thanks. Now, I just need to
forget the fact that my mind is scarred forever. I should go and see who else
is here?" 


Edom clapped him on the back, a
hardy thing that seemed encouraging.


"Thanks for the help."


"I might be back. Free food,
and all that." Not that he needed to eat. Troy had loaded him up already.


The man nodded, as if him getting
free stuff made actual sense.


It took a bit of walking around
to find the other groups that weren't strictly Human. Calley was there, and had
cat whiskers and a very adorable black nose painted on, which led him to the
Shifters easily enough. She waved to him briefly, but was putting a rose on the
cheek of a young lady, so had to keep working.


"Hey Sweetie! You should
come back in a bit. We can use your face as advertising space."


He nodded, since that would work
well enough.


"All right. Do you know
where the Mages are?"


She didn't, but Rupert, the Bear Shifter,
who was darned close to having the look of a biker gang member, complete with
multi-colored bandana hiding his hair, smiled at him, and pointed to the left.
Away from the parking area, since the booth was on the other side of the
walkway that everything was on.


"That way, on this side
about ten places down."


Ty smiled back, then stopped for
a second.


"Say, um, how is your
sister? She was picked up and everything?"


Vivian had sort of taken
the Alede Ambassador hostage, and beaten her. With a gun. It wasn't a good
situation, since her girlfriend at the time had set her up to attack the
Shifter Ambassador, which would have been a death sentence if she'd done it.


So the Bear Shifter lady had been
sentenced by the Alede Ambassador, to seclusion on an island for two weeks.
That one had been interesting to watch happen, given the biological and
cultural differences. The Shifters had figured that Viv would have been tucked
away for years, if not decades for her crime.


Even after being beaten
unconscious by the large and powerful woman, with a gun, the Alede Ambassador
had nearly cried when she said two weeks. It wasn't because she wanted to say
more either. The idea of being alone that long was, it seemed, a true horror to
that kind of person. It had been about two weeks before though, he thought.


Keeber shrugged his vast
shoulders tightening enough to show that he had a lot of muscle on him. Maybe
all of his bulk really was.


"We're headed out tomorrow
to get her. Normally there would be a big thing, with the Ambassador going, but
Catherine isn't a fan right now. Not that she's holding a grudge, but it's only
been a few weeks, so it isn't that big of a deal."


Tyler nodded.


"Can I go with you? We
should ask Valerie as well. I know that she might want to make certain Vivian
is all right. She was really upset when she announced the punishment. We should
set that up. Actually, if that works for you, I can try to set that up right
now?"


He had his phone, and the woman's
number was in there already.


Rupert made a cute face, his
bushy brown beard moving a bit.


"I... Think we can do that.
Viv will like seeing you, I think. She felt pretty bad about the whole thing.
She's a hothead over some things, but not a bad person. That might help, yeah.
We'll leave at about six in the morning? We have a van. It's a bit of a
drive."


He nodded. That all seemed right
to him.


"I'll be there. Let me check
with the Alede?"


He moved back a bit, behind the
booth, and dialed the number. It was a holiday, so it was possible that
the lady wasn't going to pick up. On the third ring he thought that was likely.
Right until the line clicked, picking up.


"Hello?" It was pretty
much a purr, designed to send shivers down the spine of anyone that was alive
enough to respond that way. On the good side, he was.


"Hi, Valerie? This is Ty
Gartner." He was about to go into the whole thing about the Coalition, in case
she didn't really remember him, but it seemed like she did.


"Oh? Hello, Tyler. May I
help you with something? Are you looking for Kaitlyn?"


That hadn't occurred to him, but
Kait had announced to her own people that he was kind of her territory,
as far as sex went. That was all about keeping the others off of him, so he
could work. Still, to her people, his coworker was the boss of him. It would
make sense then, to their minds, that he'd seek her out often. For sex. Because
that was what they did.


"Actually, I'm calling to
see if you wanted to go with me tomorrow morning to get Vivian from her island
exile? I know that you were worried. It's fine if you don't want to go as well,
since she did kind of work you over a bit. She'll understand."


There was a hesitation, but then
a soft sound that was a bit like a sigh.


"Thank you. I'd love to
attend. We should take her things. What do you think she'll wish for, after
that ordeal?"


He didn't know, but made some
guesses.


"Food? Clean clothing. Um...
She likes girls I think and just had a breakup, so bringing her a friend that
way might be cool? Maybe not. I don't know enough about women to know if that
would work for them. Probably best to stick to the food and clothes. Maybe a
toothbrush?" He knew that would be something he'd want, if it were him in
the same situation. If they hadn't left her one.


He would have, and honestly,
should have made sure it happened. Instead Ty had just let the Shifters deal
with it, like they always did. What that meant, he didn't know, to be honest.
He hadn't even asked.


Valerie made a soft sound, which
seemed a bit strange. Moist and intimate. Probably due to the fact that she was
busily having sex at the moment.


That wasn't embarrassing or anything.
Not to her, at any rate.


"We need to meet up at six
tomorrow. I..." He walked around the face painting booth, and waved at Rupert,
who was in charge of the whole thing, as far as he knew. "At Westfield, or
should we meet someplace else?"


The Bear Shifter nodded.


"That works. At her place?
She's the important one."


"Got that? We'll meet at
your store. At six in the morning."


That it seemed, was fine,
thankfully. He was able to get away then, and go off to find the Mages. He
didn't really know any of the people there though, since he only really knew
two Mages. Hiram and Lisa, their Ambassador. There were two openly marked
booths, side by side. One selling food, having sandwiches and baked products,
and one with jewelry that was supposed to be magical.


A black woman smiled at him, her face
kind looking. She was even sort of pretty, he decided. Not drop dead gorgeous
maybe, but decent enough to get his attention.


"Can I help you find
anything? We have some nice croissants. I just made them this morning."
Because that was what all eighteen year old boys wanted.


It sounded good, but he didn't
have any money on him, and couldn't really afford that kind of thing if he did.


"I'm actually just checking
in. Tyler Gartner, Coalition of Nations."


Before he could explain that, the
woman started nodding.


"I didn't know you folks
were part of this. Do you need us to do anything? I can get away for a bit, if
you need one of us?" She stopped, and called out to the woman behind the
counter of the food booth. "Erin? This is the Coalition of Nations rep. I
don't know-"


The woman nearly ran out, not
letting him explain, so he crossed his eyes and smiled at them both. It was an
attempt to be charming.


Erin, who was white, about forty
and had brown hair that looked really even, like it was dyed, came out directly,
looking scared. Even with the funny faces.


"Ginny? What's
happening?"


He broke in, being rude and
interrupting, but not wanting to start an issue.


"Not much, to be honest. I
just didn't get to that part yet. I'm checking in with you to make sure there are
no problems? Thankfully it really doesn't come up that often, or hasn't so
far."


That got the women to go silent,
and oddly, a cute girl who looked like she might have been about fourteen to
walk over and offer him a cookie off of a small tray.


She nodded at him, rather
officially.


"We haven't had any issues,
even with a sign up saying who we are. It's scary, but so far almost everyone
has been nice, and the ones that haven't just kind of walk past. I'm a bit
nervous. I mean, what can I do if something happens? An attack or
whatever."


It took him a second, but he
finally had an idea of what might work pretty well.


"If that happens, you can
call on the Shifters and Vampires. They'll back you up. They would anyway, but
letting them know what's happening can't hurt. Just like you should back them
up, if it comes up. It probably won't, but you know, better to have a plan than
not? I can give you my cell number, too." He meant give it to all of them,
but the girl acted like he was flirting with her.


That got him to have to fight a
grin. She was pretty, but also a kid. A real one, not one secretly older than
he was by two years. It was enough that he nearly forgot what he'd been
thinking earlier. He looked young enough that no one would have thought much
about it if he'd taken her out on a date. Even the women there with her didn't
think her attention to him was strange.


So he entered her info into his
phone. You never knew who was going to be needed.


"Rebecca Soars? Mage. I
should get the rest of you, if you don't mind?" It probably seemed like he
was deflecting, making it seem like he wasn't there just to get the girl's
info. If so, he was decently smooth about it.


Those were the three main groups
that he'd worked with, except the Alede. So it was a bit of a surprise when he
got away a few minutes later, and found a booth that marked the people working
it as Elth. One of them was even a person he knew.


Kent, the hamburger guy from the
mall.


He waved at the copper haired
man. The guy was exotic on a high level, his locks actually being like metal.
The guy had cool eyes too, which were multi colored in rings. The outer rim was
a deep green. The center was more of a metallic gold color. He was a bit over
five feet tall, by a few inches, but shorter than Ty was. Fit though, and
having very even skin that was slightly metallic in the sunlight. An almost
subliminal sheen of copper again, but very light.


"Clerk! Welcome to the Day
of Independence!"


He got it, and answered in kind.


"Happy fourth of July!"


Then, almost as if it was
planned, his phone rang in his pocket.












Chapter four





 


The call was for, of all things,
a magazine subscription.


"Um, no, thank you. Please
take me off your calling list." Then he hung up.


Tyler didn't have anything
against telephone solicitors, he just wasn't going to be buying anything from
them, so it was mean to waste their time. Kent looked at him and smiled, as if
commiserating with him.


Glaring at the phone a little, he
faked a grimace.


"Hmm. On the Fourth too. You
know what that means?" He glanced at the copper haired man, who seemed
confused.


"Nay?"


"It means that someone
is being made to work today. I feel a bit sorry for them. Not even here, where
it's at least a little bit fun." Not that he didn't feel for Kent, but the
man didn't seem offended by the idea.


"This is truth. I get to see
many here, and all of them are festive and bold. Three have walked up to my
very space and inquired as to the nature of the Elth. That rarely happens at
Westfield. The sales are good as well. As long as battle does not begin, I have
to suggest this day might have been well planned." There was a look at the
world around them, which didn't stop at his regard. Foolish of the universe, or
at least the people in it, no doubt. "We stand ready however, in case of
the worst. These people are not warriors however, so I like our chances."


It was a different way of
thinking, but it had kind of been what Rebecca had mentioned, after a fashion.


"Well, the goal is to avoid
violence. If something comes up, give me a call and I'll try to get it handled.
Hopefully nothing will be all that bad."


"Luck to us, then!" He
held up the spatula he was using for his food preparation, like a sword. It
looked about right. Like he really knew how to use it.


The rest of the people with
booths, and there were about forty of them lined up, were Human. Unless they
were hiding themselves for some reason. If that was the case no one ratted them
out, and he couldn't tell the difference.


The whole thing was still just
starting, the crowd not being all that intense yet. It was still about eight
hours until the big show. That part would be impressive, of course. Then would
come the massive crush of people walking miles to get back to their cars,
followed by gridlock that would last for hours. It was an annual tradition.
There would also be a few fights, but that would be the responsibility of the
cops in the area to deal with, as long as none of the other Nations were involved.


Things were relatively happy for
the time being. Some music started, coming from the bandstand area. He knew it
was called that, because a man came on and told them that they'd have live
bands playing until nine. After he did the mic check, which was just him saying
random words. It was a bit loud, but only a bit distorted.


Nothing much happened of note,
until he got in front of the Vampire food booth. The name for it was funny, but
no one seemed to be sprinting away from them. Possibly because it was daylight.
Everyone knew that Vampires only came out at night.


Which was true, except for
the most powerful.


When he got there though, standing
in the front of the white and red thing, a push came from behind. It wasn't
hard, but it did rock him a bit, which got him to spin in place. Before he
turned all the way around Ed, Eve and Ginger were all there. The youngest
looking one had pure blood red eyes, and her fang teeth showing.


It was a woman standing there,
who seemed a bit shocked, to tell the truth. It wasn't the Vamps that did it
either, but the slightly blood covered knife in her hand. The one that had just
stuck him in the shoulder. Looking over, he smiled, and then rolled his eyes.


"Well, you could have
just said hello. Some people say that when they just meet new people? I don't
suppose you'd like to drop that? Please?" Ty wasn't that worried really.
The big issue was that he was going to need another shirt already. That meant
going home, or at least getting Eve or Ginger to run and get him something.


The lady went wide eyed, and took
a breath. It was like she was going to scream. Then she didn't.


"I won't let you ruin
Reverend Blythe! I won't!" She stabbed again, so he blocked, and carefully
took the blade away, by grabbing it and twisting. It cut his hand, but it didn't
hurt, so he didn't worry about it.


Then she tried to beat him up
with her bare hands. It was poorly done, and ridiculously slow, but at least
she seemed committed to her protection of the old cult leader. That was nice to
see, he guessed. Ginger grabbed her from behind and held her easily, locking
her arms to her sides.


The fun part was trying to
explain what was going on to nine-one-one. The woman on the other end got that
there had been a stabbing, and sent someone out to handle it. One of the
Officers that was dressed up in shorts and had a bike with him, so he could get
around the festival area quickly got there first. His yellow shirt was pretty,
and tight enough to show he must work out.


The man looked at the sign, then
the fact that he'd been stabbed... And promptly sprayed him in the eyes with
pepper spray.


"Get on the ground! Do it,
now!" When the spray did nothing he drew and fired a taser, almost
instantly. It made him dance around, spastically, but didn't let him lie down
in particular. The man started to freak out, even as Eve moved in. Possibly to
kill the guy.


Ty managed to gasp a single word
out.


"No!" For some reason
that got the fellow to pull his side arm, which was stupid on a level that he
couldn't even start to imagine. First, he was pointing it at the wrong person,
though he probably didn't need to have it out. Second, there were people all
around them.


On the good side, he managed to
get on the ground before the panicked man fired.


"I'm the one that was
attacked. The woman being held by the girl there is the one that did it.
It's okay, you don't need to hurt people."


That got him kicked. Not that it
did anything to him really, other than make his ribs creak a little.


The officer was still clearly
afraid, probably that he was going to be killed by Vampires. Given the
expression on their collective faces, that really was about to take place, so
he was at least up on where things were headed. The strange thing there was
that it was Barb that was moving in. Tyler barely knew her, but she clearly had
decided that he was her buddy, and was going to make the bad man stop.
Probably with a bit of blood involved. It wouldn't be hers, either.


He spoke between the kicking's,
his voice relatively calm.


"Stay back. He's just
scared. He doesn't know... He has backup yet. Don't... Let him be hurt."
The whole thing was punctuated with him being hit, laying there and trying to
do what he was told, like get his hands behind his back. The man knelt on his
face while doing that, which had to be softer than the cement under them would
have been on his bare knees. It would have been painful though, for most
people. Real abuse, most likely.


Barb had blood red eyes now, and
looked to be ready to make the police go away. A car came, which made things
worse at first. The two men that got out hit him hard, laying on top of him and
punching occasionally, like there was any need for that kind of thing. He had
both hands behind his back, cuffed already. Short of breaking the things, he
wasn't going to get up and fight them. Except that he probably still could. Not
without risking everyone else however.


He didn't resist, or even say
anything, since that seemed to be scaring the men. That meant he was beaten in
silence for a while, as one of them manage to pull his shorts down, leaving him
there, mooning the world. Really, that one had to be on purpose. Hopefully his
rear looked cute from that angle, since at least a few people were getting it
on their cell phones. Ty smiled for the cameras, trying to seem mildly amused
by the antics.


In the end there were at least
five cars there, and while the police didn't keep piling onto him, since they
weren't stupid enough to think it was needed, they did leave him there. Half
naked, and seeping a little bit of blood. The wound was healing already at
least, and didn't hurt. They just stood there, posturing and puffing their
chests out, as the yellow shirted bike cop tried to lie about him.


That ended a few seconds later
when a man he didn't know walked up, holding a cell phone out.


"That's not exactly what
happened. Here, look at this." He held the screen up, which had the other
cops stand down a bit, looking annoyed. One of them grabbed the phone, and
started trying to open it, to get at the sim card.


"Evidence. It's illegal to
video the police."


Eve shook her head.


"Nooo. It isn't.
Maybe in Illinois, but not here. In fact it's illegal for you to claim that.
Besides, fifty odd people got that down. It's probably already on Youtube. Your
best bet is to calm the fuck down and realize that the man you attacked here is
the crime victim. Don't make me call the Coalition of Nations on you." She
didn't even smile when she said it.


Ty nearly lost it at the words, and
he was nearly certain that Edom grinned, though he turned away. Still, one of
the cell phone people came forward, having the whole thing, including the
stabbing in the background. The woman had been trying to covertly get the
Vampire food stand, since it was kind of novel. She seemed embarrassed about
that part of things. It was why they were there that day however, and lucky for
him that she had.


Looking at her from the ground,
still cuffed, Ty smiled at her.


"Don't worry, if they didn't
want to be seen they wouldn't have marked the booth so clearly. You should talk
to some of them. As soon as this is over, I mean." He sounded very
reasonable, which he hoped made him seem badass. Rather than insane. The woman
nodded and checked out his behind rather shamelessly.


Finally, about fifteen minutes
after the first officer was on the scene, they actually subdued the stabby cult
woman. There was proof of her attack, and that he hadn't done anything except
take the knife away. They also had plenty of proof of police abuse, but that
wasn't going to go anywhere. He didn't even bother to mention it. The man
really had  just been afraid, after all.


For that matter he still was,
when one of the other officers let Ty go finally. It actually wasn't policy
to beat up crime victims, after all, no matter what it had looked like. The
yellow shirt guy, and there were four of them now, seemed to think he was going
to come for him. At least he had his hand on his weapon and the little keeper
clasp was undone. Ready to shoot him for the crime of being a Vampire. Sure, he
wasn't one, but how was this guy to know the difference?


Ginger moved over to him, and put
an arm around him gently.


"Are you okay?" It was
the kind of thing that people asked one another. The older Vampires probably
didn't, but she wasn't one of them.


"Peachy, more or less. My
clothes are trashed, and my behind is going to be all over the net now, thanks
to these guys, but other than that, I'm fine." He waved toward the car
that was on the cement walkway, blocking things, that had the cult lady in the
back. "She might not be working alone. I had a run in with her group
yesterday. A kidnapping thing. Then when she stabs me, you jump me... What the
heck is with that? I mean, I'm the wounded one. That's a good sign right
there, isn't it?"


Yellow shirt bike cop number one
glared, then acted like he wasn't going to talk for a bit, but finally he
shrugged.


"When a man and a woman
fight, we take the man in. It's pretty much the law. Then you couldn't be
subdued, and I saw the Vampires, and figured you were one of them. Like you
said, I was freaked."


The man was almost apologetic
about it all. Ty gave him a hard look.


"Okay. That can happen to
anyone. Now, apologize for the shorts thing? Hmm?" He didn't really expect
it, but he wasn't suing them, regardless.


"Sorry." He didn't sound
like he meant it, but the man that actually did it cleared his throat. He was
in a full blue uniform, and had come in riding in a car.


"Me too. That wasn't a good
moment. I should have fixed it. Without admitting to any other wrongdoing, I
mean."


He nodded.


"Good enough. Now, what's
the plan? I should report this? I was just coming to see about getting free
food, then maybe do some work. I should get back to that at soon as possible.
Mainly because I won't let the terrorists win." It was funny, and Eve got
it. Again, it seemed like Ed did too, and Troy seemed ready to...


Fight, actually. His hands were
empty, but there was a knife near right in front of him on the table. The one
they used for the onions. Seeing Ty looking at it, he picked it up, then moved
to the pile and started slicing them very thinly. They were the good kind,
being Walla Walla Sweets.


It took until nearly five to get
everything taken care of. The only good thing about the whole matter was that
his cell phone hadn't broken. It was probably proof that there was actually a
God, since he would have figured that would have been the very first thing to
go. The pocket had kept it from being too dinged up even. He realized that when
it rang, in the middle of talking to one of the cops. The man did not
look pleased when he answered it, but it was possible that the call could be
important. He had it for work, but didn't explain that.


"Tyler Gartner, Coalition of
Nations. How may I help you today?"


"This is Althea Sims. I
heard there was a small issue at the celebration today? Do you have anyone on
the scene? It seems that a few of the officers are feeling threatened by the
Vampires there."


Not able to help himself, he
snorted. Then he pulled the phone away and gestured at it with his head.


"Chief Sims. She wants to
know if you guys are feeling too threatened. Do you need something to drink, or
eat? I'd offer hugs, but after the beating you guys gave me earlier that might
be a little bit soon." Then, stopping the smart assed remarks, he waved to
Ginger.


"Can we get some cold drinks
for people? I can't pay."


Edom nodded however.


"Good idea. Anyone? If you
need something, come and get it. We should smooth this over now. Barbara, will
you help Ginger with that? Troy, can you work the grill and fryer at the same
time?" He moved over there himself, but oddly enough left Eve, who was
relaxed and calm seeming. Also a girl. A deadly one most likely. They all
could have taken all of the police there by themselves. Honestly he wasn't
really certain that he couldn't do the same thing. Alone and unarmed.


Now that he wasn't in handcuffs
anyway.


The thing was, the cops had a real
reason to be afraid. Treating them like they were just thugs wasn't going to
help anything. No one wanted to be the bad guy. Especially if they'd fucked up
and actually were at the moment. There had to be limits. It was one thing to
over-react in the heat of it all, but to keep doing it and not learn from your
mistakes was criminal.


Also not his problem.


There was speaking from the
device in his hand, since he hadn't ended the call yet. He'd kind of forgotten
about that, doing the rest of it.


"I think that should work.
Thank you, Mr. Gartner. I'm certain that none of the people there meant any
harm." She sounded a bit miserable about it, but that was better than fake
anger.


"Yeah, they already
apologized. I'm not thrilled about the fact that twenty people have pictures of
my bare behind, but I'll live. I just can't seem to not be handcuffed and
beaten these days, can I?"


That led to him going over the
events of the day before, which at the end of the story got a soft laugh.


"So it would seem. I'll let
you get back to work then. May I speak to the officer in charge there?"
That wasn't his friend the report taker, but some other man in blue. He
watched his phone, just to make certain he got it back. The thing wasn't really
his, after all. If he lost it, The Mistress of Souls might just be annoyed with
him. Since she was the most wicked and dangerous thing in the world to him, a
hot young woman, he really wanted to avoid that.


So he was a little distracted by
that, not wanting to take his eyes off the thing, just in case. Finally, the
man in blue snapped his fingers in his face.


"You with me here?"


"Sorry, yeah. I can't lose
that phone. It belongs to a Greater Demon. That's exactly as scary as it
sounds. Don't worry though, if you ever run into one of them, you can just
shoot yourself, so they can't enslave you for the rest of your life. Not all of
them will, but if you tried to pull the kind of lame stuff with them as you're
guys did here, the entire force might die. Or so I've heard. To be fair, all
the ones I've met have been nice enough to me, personally, but I don't want to
risk it."


The man let his mustache twitch a
little. It was a well trimmed thing that looked fairly reasonable on him. He
was a bit heavyset, but in a way that showed he tried to keep in shape, and was
simply not making it.


"Is that bullcrap? Demons? I
saw one on T.V. A big red thing, with horns, like that?" He seemed curious
rather than scared.


"Nope. I'm talking about the
ones that those types of Demons are afraid of. They can look any way
they want, and could be anyone around you, including people you know
pretty well. The one that gave me the phone to use for the Coalition has always
looked like a hot woman in her early twenties. On the great side there aren't
that many of them. A few hundred I think. So you might never meet one,
or..." He didn't say anything else, since Zack stepped out of nothing,
about ten feet away, like he'd heard him and done it on purpose.


The Greater Demon walked over
like there wasn't a cop right there, or more to the point, like he just didn't
give a damn.


"Hey, Tyler. Can you watch
the store for a while? I need to go and make nice with Darla and some of the
others for a bit. Things are busy there, more or less. I hate to make you miss
the big show here, but there's a thing, so..." He tried to look cute.
Which worked.


He recalled something that his
mother had told him once. While looking like a little girl from a movie. That
he wasn't up to working with her people yet, because he bargained too softly.
That he should fix that too. With most people being nice worked, but letting
Greater Demons have the upper hand with him like that was a poor idea.


"What are you offering for
it? I mean, I'm busy here, working with my new police friends. They need
a seventh report about me being stabbed. Plus, I'll need to go home first, and
leave not one, but both of my girlfriends here. All alone, under
the brilliant fireworks display, longing for companionship. They're both hot
too, so they can get that without me. That isn't a good thing, in my book. I
can't even think of anything I need in particular either." He was angling
for more overtime, which wasn't going to be happening that day, since the week
was going to turn over at midnight. Well, he could get some time in that
way, but it would be nice if it all counted at time and a half, wouldn't it?
"I also need to be with the Alede Ambassador to go pick up Vivian in the
morning at six. I already made plans and have to go." That was
overselling, but he didn't want to be too lazy about it.


Zack didn't even laugh at him,
just nodding.


"I can offer you line
travel. Say three round trips? Plus light backup if you need it. The trips
aren't work related. You have that already. Just for vacations, or day trips.
You can trade them out for other people on the same terms, which might be
useful." It was actually worth a lot more than what he'd be doing.


Still, when he told his mom about
it, he wanted to look good. To think, there had been a time not long before
when he was nearly certain that Lucy would have been happy enough for him to
just make it to work most days. Now the bar was completely different.


"Five round trips. That back
up, and..." He scrambled, not able to think of anything at first. Then
something hit him. It would actually help with work. The coalition part anyway.
"And a computer."


He expected to be laughed at, but
Zack just shrugged.


"Three trips, backup, and a
computer. I'll get you something decent, even if you didn't add that part in."
He waited, his eyes steely and closed off.


Ty took his boss's hand then, and
shook, without saying much at first.


"I still have to get away
from here, and need to get Keeley's phone back. That man is on with
Chief Sims. So I can't go yet. Plus I need to do this." He waved to the
really pissed off looking cop in front of him. The man was turning red, and
veins were starting to show on his forehead.


It was like he didn't enjoy being
ignored.


Turning to him, he put a hand
out, "sorry about that. We were talking about the odds of meeting a
Greater Demon? This is one. The Line Walker. This is his area, his
territory, so if you need anything that way, get with him on it? Only, of
course, you want to never need that. If you can get my phone back, I can
get him to show you a trick. If we're done, I mean? I'm not trying to dodge out
on you." Except that he was, being incredibly bored.


Zack reached out and touched the
officer's hand lightly. It really seemed out of place, and the man glared, and
seemed about ready to hit someone. Still, pissed off or not, he did go and get
the phone, announcing loudly that The Line Walker was taking the gay kid away.


Ty shook his head.


"I'm gay now? They're
the ones that wanted to see my butt. You can't tell me that was on
accident. Ask anyone."


The mouthy officer that probably
secretly wanted to date him, hence thinking he was gay, jogged back over
with the cell phone, about half a minute later. It was handed over instantly,
so there was that. Then the guy waved them away. Well, to be exact, Ty was told
to leave. Zack wasn't even looked at.


As they walked away, the Greater
Demon winked at him.


"It's that you don't grow
hair on your body. I mean, you have pubic hair, and some under your arms, but
other than that, nothing. To him that means you shave it all. Plus you do
have a cute ass, so he was really responding to that a bit. He's straight, so
it was messing with his head a little. It's not his fault that you
remind him of that college girl he used to have sex with."


"Oh. I... Do I not have body
hair?" He stared at his arms, and winced. "Fuck. I literally
never noticed that before."


Taking him by the arm, his boss
did something, which caused them to end up in the living room of his own house.
There was no one there, since the others were all back at the Fort, having fun.
Or, more to the point, dealing with annoying cops. It was probably bad form for
him to leave like that, but he was kind of needed. Probably just to stand
there, and act like he was busy fixing the shelves.


It was the Fourth after
all. Even people that wanted sex would put it off to go to the parties.


Scrambling he ran to get changed,
and decided on a shower first, since he'd been running earlier, and even if he
didn't sweat, he still felt disgusting. Zack didn't ask him to hurry, but he
did anyway. Ten minutes later he was dressed, had his phone and his notebook,
and headed out the door. Getting there instantly wasn't really going to help
him, after all.


Zack didn't tell him he was being
silly either. The slender man just followed along beside him.


"Thanks. I know that you
wanted to stay. I want to keep at least one person at the place all the time in
case something comes up. Everyone else skated on me. Anyway, Hiram will be in
at five, if he shows up. I wouldn't really count on that. I'll try to be in by
then. If no one is, then just lock things up for me? I hate to do it, but we
can only do so much in life."


"Yeah. So everyone is gone?
Wow, that's going to make it hard, when all those lonely people come in to get
some." He was working on the assumption that at least one or two Alede
would be there, but Zack shrugged.


"Try not to lock yourself
away with anyone? Really, if anyone comes in, it will probably be about node
work. I really need to get going. I'll tell your mother hello, if I see
her."


"Cool. Thanks." He was
about to ask where he was going, as he walked, but the other man was gone
already. It was both a neat and an annoying trick.


Jogging a bit, he went into the
bookstore to find it totally devoid of life. It had just been sitting there,
empty the whole time. The whole mall was pretty quiet, even though most
of the locations were actually open still. As far as he could tell the whole
place had no one in it that didn't work there. Even the Cafe in the back was
dark and the chairs had been put up for the day. Given no one was there, that
was practical.


So he started straightening the
place, dusted swept and mopped the whole place. Then he vacuumed the few
carpeted areas. Feeling kind of bored, he did the owl room next door. No one
else called it that, but the door to the place and the walls within had fine
carvings of the birds all over them. They were pretty good, but needed to be
cleaned. Dusted and polished, then the fine marble floor was cleaned. There was
time to get things done after all.


The night wasn't as fun as being
at the Fort would have been. Heck, if he'd been there he could have cuddled
with at least one girl while it happened, which would have been a first for
him. He was being paid which was important, if in computers and node
travel. Those were good things and worth keeping the place open and tidy. At
nine there was a phone call, from a man that wanted a blowjob.


Ty cleared his throat.


"Well, I suppose, if you really
want one. None of the hot girls are here right now though, and I'm a five at
best, maybe a seven if I dress up, but if you want to..." He
laughed, but wasn't mean about it. "Or, you know, they should all be back
in tomorrow?"


"I guess. I've never done
guys. I am kind of desperate... I'll wait, but no offense?" Then he
chuckled, and hung up.


Then there was a lot more
cleaning, with things being moved, dusted and scrubbed, the papers behind the
desk being tidied too. By midnight, it was all done. The whole thing looked
good. He even managed to get into the back and scrub the showers. It was all
done. That meant he was kind of just standing in the front after that. For the
first time since he'd started their Tyler wondered if it would be all right to
just sit down and read something.


At midnight almost on the dot, a
man walked in, and for a second he wondered if it was the fellow looking to
have that blowjob, having changed his mind. If so, as bored as he was, Tyler
was kind of game. When he spoke the voice was different, sounding more
youthful, even though his face was seamed and wrinkled. He was also a
Catholic Priest, and Ty wasn't a ten year old, so that one probably wasn't
happening.


The man gave him a bemused look
and shook his head.


"That was a rather
unfortunate part of their history. People, even those of the Church, have free
will however." Gesturing at the front counter, as if suggesting Ty go
behind it, the older man put a slim case on it. It was tan colored, and made of
hemp, rather than leather. The work on it was fine, but it seemed handmade
somehow. If so it was really high quality work, however.


Heading behind the counter, Tyler
smiled at the other guy.


"If you've come to rob us
you've picked the wrong time. As you can see, we haven't made anything all
night."


That got a simple stare that
wasn't even mean. Just blank. Opening the case, a single sheet of paper was
pulled out. It looked to be heavy, and the words on it were handwritten. They
were still very clear however. So much so that it might have as well been typed
or printed professionally.


Without preamble, or even a
hello, the Priest started speaking.


"I need three people
collected. They won't be harmed, but they might not wish to see me in
particular. Two of them might actually be difficult to gather, and the other
one needs to be done with care. They're all Greater Demons."


Tyler let his eyebrows go up,
since he didn't have a clue what the guy was saying.


"You can't just call them
yourself? Or send a letter?"


"Not and be heard. You
however, might be able to work this out, Clerk. It was suggested to me by a
friend that heard of you from The Rotted. Here, look at the list first."


The thing was turned, and the
names came into view suddenly.


"Lyn Hartley, who's The
Changling. I've met her. She was nice, but I don't know if I can do anything
about setting up anything. I can ask? Then Keeley Thomson, The Mistress of
Souls and..." He froze, going very still, since the last name wasn't who
he'd figured it would have been. "Eve Benson? The Snowflake."


The man nodded.


"Indeed. Not that Eve is a
Greater Demon, strictly speaking. Close enough however to not wish to annoy her
if I have another option. I have no particular problem with her, myself, by the
way. Her power is interesting, but not a threat to me. You should use
caution there, however. I think you would be hard pressed, if she turned on you
at this point in your existence. Can you do this?"


"Possibly. Who's setting
this up? Can you prove that to me? I'm betting it's going to be asked
about."


"I'm Tarsus, The Librarian. I'm
in the guise of Gregor, the Cleric, at the moment. He's in great trouble, with
me. Which is why I need to connect with them all." He left the paper, and
started to turn away, as if it was finished.


"Excuse me, but while I'm willing
to do this, or at least try, what do I get out of it?"


The man smiled, as if those words
pleased him for some reason.


"Ah! Excellent. What would
you like? Power? Money? Love?"


He stopped and shook his head.


"Three large favors, that I
get to pick, but that you can suggest. That way you can steer me toward things
that won't be too hard for you, or annoying."


"I can say no, however, and
let you pick again?"


"That sounds about right.
I'm not trying to enslave anyone, or getting anyone killed or anything. To you
these will probably be pretty medium favors, but I want to be able to tell my
mom that I went big on it." It was the truth, and for some reason got a
cool smile.


"See to setting those
meetings up, and I'll do it. This is actually large enough that for the first
time in history, at least the modern portion of it, I won't even haggle over
the idea. That should drive you to greater effort. After all, I invented
haggling. Back in ancient Babylon."


Then the Greater Demon walked
out, saying nothing more.


He grinned and shook his head.


"Right, like you can't pick
up a phone? I'm not buying it, Mister Demon. Not even the tiniest bit.
Can you say trick?" No one did, but he was still probably right.












Chapter five





 


Palma came in first, through the
back door, having a key for it, since she was a trusted and hard working
employee. Ty noticed that he didn't have anything like that. Then again,
he'd worked there less than a month, so it might just be that Zack wasn't that
into trusting him so far. Plus, they were open almost all the time, twenty-four
hours a day. If they really did close the doors, it was only in emergencies.


The Hsreth woman was blocky,
dressed in white and seemed to be of nebulous age. Her hair was medium colored and
curly. Other than that Ty couldn't have really recognized her as not being
Human. There were probably perks to being one of her people, but it seemed rude
to just walk up and ask about things like that. Especially if you didn't know
them very well.


"Hi Palma! I'm off to see
about getting Vivian, the Bear Shifter that got in trouble a few weeks ago? At
six. I... I don't want to bug you." It was a bit lame, but he really
didn't.


The woman beamed at him, and then
shook her head warmly. It seemed that way to him. Like a mother or grandmother
might have done with a child.


"What do you need? Help
controlling her? That kind is strong and hard to hurt, but between us we should
be able to do it. Or... Is she to be put to death? I can see that, but I'm not
certain I would be the best for that sort of task. Perhaps one of the Vampires?
You're close to that Ginger, aren't you? A powerful master of her kind."


He needed to be very careful
saying things to people there, he realized. Not for the first time, but that
was a very strange place to jump to. That he'd go to Palma to wrangle a Bear...
She didn't seem to think that part was outside of what was polite to request
however, which was interesting.


"I was thinking of snacks?
She's been on that rock for two weeks, and might want something sweet, or with
meat in it? I need to make sure she has clothes too, in case she's in a prison
jumpsuit or whatever. I should go and just buy some donuts, but, you know,
I don't have money really yet."


The woman, who hadn't seemed
upset before, perked up anyway. She even brought her hands together.


"Ah! That's far more like
it. Fine treatment for her, isn't it? She attacked one of our people here, and
was given no more than a swat for her troubles. Now you seek to ply her with
fine foods and raiment's? Either that is a show of great faith that she will
not do it again, or you have a plan to do more to her?"


It did sound a bit light, when
put that way.


"I don't have anything
planned. I should try to come up with a bit more, shouldn't I? Well, if
I think of anything I guess I'll bring it up? We're supposed to leave at
six."


The woman nodded, and spoke as
she started to walk away. 


"How many are going?"


He had to count that out on his
fingers, but wasn't certain that it was right, which he told her. That got him
waved at as she almost flew from the front of the darkened cafe.


There wasn't much time left, so
he figured that she'd come up with a few things that were on hand. Maybe not.
Instead, at ten till it was time to leave, just as Zack walked in, looking like
he'd been in a fight, his hair messed up, and half his face swollen, she came
out with a stack of boxes.


Ty ignored her, running to his
friend instead.


"Are you all right?
I..." He didn't know what to say, to be honest. The man was a Greater
Demon, so anything that could hurt him would probably just kill Tyler.


Zack smiled at him, not even
wincing.


"Nothing broken. I'll be
healed before people start coming in. Sorry I'm so late. The place looks
perfect. You even did the walls in the node space." He moved in to pat Ty
on the shoulder, only to have him move back a few steps.


"Sorry. A guy came in last
night. He looked like one at least. He claimed to be The Librarian, but
told me he was pretending to be Gregor, The Cleric? Anyway, he had a job for
me, but I don't know if I'm supposed to hide it from you or not? There might be
secrets involved. Other people's. I have no clue how to get it all done,
because what are the odds that it isn't a trap or trick? Probably for the other
people he wanted me to get in touch with, rather than me."


His boss touched the side of his
face as Palma looked on.


"That sounds about right.
The best idea is to actually get in touch with Tarsus and make sure he was himself
first. If he was, then you can probably do what he asked. He isn't
perfect, but he's sane, and no more evil than say, Darla or Keeley. Not that
you should pal around with them in particular. If you get the choice.
You probably won't, since you know too many people in common with them."
He shrugged, which was clearly playful, and designed to show off his body a
bit. "Remember, they would toss you to the wolves if it suited them.
They'd eat your corpse alive without even feeling bad about it, just to annoy Anne,
if it ever came up."


"And you wouldn't?"


That got the man to straighten a
bit, as a suddenly frightened looking Palma came over holding stuff for him
that smelled incredible. It was in large purple boxes, but not all of it was
sweetly scented. There was meat in there, as well as veggies. Maple too.


The Greater Demon did something
he'd never done before, and bowed. It was different, but seemed very formal.


"If it was required at the
moment, I would. I'd cheat you, steal from you, rape you, beat you past
what even you could take, which is a lot, if it was needed to do what I had to
at the moment. Then I'd go on my way, and never think about it again if I didn't
want to. It's probably going to be the hardest lesson you ever learn about
Greater Demons. We can be nice. Kind and even good, but only for as long as it
serves us. It's always, and only, about what we need to get done at the moment.
This won't be the last time I tell you that, Tyler. It's because I do like you,
but if you don't learn that lesson, I will cut off your arm and eat it
in front of you, just to help you internalize it all. Understood? Doing
anything less for you is to lose a resource. One that is only partially mine in
the first place. That means you might just be in for similar treatment from
some of the others, and as far as I know, I'm the nice one."


It was the kind of speech that
was important, and pressing, since he liked his limbs, but also didn't feel
real. That was probably the point.


"I'll do my best? I'd rather
avoid that kind of thing. I don't know if limbs would regrow, after all."
He got his teeth back, but that might be different.


"They will. Dying isn't
a thing you can easily manage, but I'd rather avoid that one if we can? You
look kind of stringy and tough. Like you'd get stuck in my teeth? Don't forget,
Ty. If I have to teach you that lesson, I really will. You have to be
careful, of everyone. All the time." Then, as if the idea might not
sink in that he was serious, Zack heaved a great sigh and shook his head sadly.
It was a mock thing, but not the kind that anyone should have bought in
particular.


It was so clear to Tyler that he
was probably going to end up with his arm being lobbed off and eaten that he
wondered which one it would end up being for a moment. Probably his right,
since that was his masturbation hand. Not that he'd had time for anything like
that lately. No sex either, since he was just that busy.


Then the Demon waved over his
shoulder and walked away, into his office off to the side. The node room
anyway. Palma pushed the stack of boxes, which was four high, on him and huffed
a little bit.


"You play dangerous games
here, Tyler Gartner. I know I can't warn you away, since that was taken from
you before you had a choice in the matter, years past. Don't take that
warning lightly. Most who deal with Greater Demons, even the best of them,
which I assure you, is The Line Walker and his friends, do not survive.
If they do, it tends to be accomplished with only the best of luck or skill. I
have seen men, women and beings ten times more powerful than yourself die by
their own hand, before allowing one of Zack's people to close with them. More
than once. Take heed of that."


Then she scuttled off. It looked
like she was bustling at a normal enough pace, but it was, he realized, faster
than that. He just couldn't figure out how it was done.


He left through the front of the
store, so that he could get there a few minutes early. They were meeting at
Pretty Plus, if Valerie was there yet. That was a thing that he'd noticed. The
Alede had a very strange relationship with time. Part of the time they'd be
early, and ready for whatever was to come, and the rest they'd be up to several
hours late, and just play it off as if it weren't important in the slightest. 


It was rare for one of them to be
on time for anything, but this one came out with two others, all of them
dressed up like they were going mountaineering. Hiking boots on their feet,
lumberjack shirts, and suspicious bulges in their blue jeans. Being there when
she was supposed to be was probably part of why she was the Ambassador.


The bulges weren't in the front
either, though the two good looking men had that going on too, he didn't doubt.
One of them had brown going on up top, the other had darker hair. That
one was Robert. The one behind Valerie on the left looked a tiny bit familiar,
but wasn't a person that he'd met before. He was nice looking, and had decent
muscle, with a manly jaw line and a bit of a five o'clock shadow going on. He
was pretty, but not as good looking at Robert was that way.


Tilting his head, he hazarded a
guess.


"Um, Kaitlyn? Is that you?"
He was afraid for a moment that he was wrong, but the guy just reached out and
took the top two boxes.


"Kyle, obviously. This is my
guy form, which most wouldn't have gotten, so good job! I'm pulling guard duty
today, just in case that Bear isn't done with the attacks. So I decided on
getting some extra muscle going. Mom was going to go alone, with just
you, but this will look better. Like we aren't wimps all the time.
That's the theory anyway."


The young man said this as Rupert,
Calley, and Ang all came in, two of them smiling. Ang just looked stoic, but
not unfriendly. That's how he always was.


Calley moved in and gave Kyle a
hug.


"Ohhh... We should get
together later? You're my favorite Alede. Anyway, you do look more like
a pretty team of lumberjacks than a guard detail, but I bet that will be
enough. There's food too? Awesome! I was going to beg for a trip past a donut
shop. We should head out. Do you need anything first? Anyone?" She looked
around at all of them, but it was Val who snapped her fingers, and ran to get a
Pretty Plus bag.


"Clothes for Vivian. I think
these will work. I hope I got the right colors for her." There was a
moment of indecision, like they should stop and discuss that kind of thing.


Ty nearly giggled over it.


"We should go. I'm sure they'll
be fine. You mentioned a van?" He glanced at Rupert, who brushed at his
beard, then scratched under his own chin, answering slowly.


"Yeah. We should get going.
Calley's driving."


The van was white, and new
seeming, or at least very well cared for. It had the air of something official,
though the plates were just regular ones. The kind that anyone might have, not
just government officials. The inside was sparkling however, as if it had been
spiffed up and polished that morning for them. It had a very slight scent of
something orange and clean. There was enough room inside for several more
people, even after he loaded three of the light purple boxes in there, next to
the bags of clothing that Valerie had brought along. That was all in the far
back, though thankfully there was also coffee and water up front.


It was, he didn't doubt, because
the Alede Ambassador was coming along with them. She was a VIP, so doing that
was the right thing to do. It was the kind of thing that pretty much had to be
done, if you didn't want to give insult in a case like that. Really, they
probably should have had one of the others driving so that the woman could be
cuddled and reassured by Calley while they rode. If they stopped anywhere Ty
decided to take her aside and see if that was possible.


Not that Val seemed that worked
up, or like she needed to get laid instantly. All three of the Alede seemed
really locked on and focused, actually. Sitting side by side in the front seat.
Close together, since it was really made for two people, but it had enough
belts for them to do it, so he hadn't insist on anything else happening that
way.


He ended up on the right hand
side, next to Rupert, since Ang was up front, holding a handgun in his lap. In
case they were attacked, obviously. Since, again, letting the Alede Ambassador
die was a poor plan for the day. Rupert had a weapon too, and looked at him
with a slow grin that made his large and bushy brown beard shift. It was kind
of cute, actually. He had really nice and warm eyes. Brown, and a bit
entrancing.


The man also had a wonderfully
deep voice. Bass, and a bit rumbling.


"I'm supposed to guard you
for the trip. So if anything happens, stay behind me."


Ty nodded, then thought for a
moment, and shook his head.


"Honestly... That doesn't
make sense, does it? You should guard the others and stay behind me. I..."
It was so new to him that it kind of shook him inside to say the words out
loud. In the end he didn't really. "I pretty much can't die, I guess. So
that seems right. I'm also not bullet proof, so it isn't a perfect plan that
way. We should probably avoid problems, and if they happen, run and hide?"
That made him sound brave, but he decided not to care about that sort of
thing. If anyone wanted to think he was a coward, they were welcome to the
idea.


The fact was, when he considered
it for a while that he really just wasn't, which was why the idea didn't bug
him that much. When things happened, he tended to be a bit too tough and manly,
when you got down to it. Taking on five Vampires at once, and gun wielding
women and men like he had.


Now it sort of made sense, but at
the time it had been pretty much asking to die.


Opening the box on his lap, he
saw that there was a variety of things inside it. Mainly sandwiches in this
one, with some savory wrapped meat pastries to the right hand side. Being
selective he took a single veggie one on whole wheat bread, and passed the box
to the man next to him.


"Here. We should all
eat." That got a nod from Kait at least. Kyle, her boy form. He was cute,
but not as much as the nerdy book girl he was used to. Not that the desire to
do them both wasn't pretty strong. It was good that he'd picked not to consider
the Alede that way really. How anyone even thought around them most days
he didn't know. It was all he could do not to give in to everything they wanted
all the time when they were women, and he had an actual plan for dealing with
them.


Just say no.


Rupert rumbled then, and smiled
again.


"Thanks. I get pretty hungry
most of the time. Most Shifters do. We should pull over so Calley can get
something."


That kind of made sense, given
how much she moved most of the time. She had to pretty much just be burning
calories like she was doing light aerobics constantly. Given that she was,
essentially, doing that all the time. Ty liked the energy, but the woman never
stopped. Not even when she slept, he was willing to bet. Motion was simply part
of her for some reason. Bats weren't like that. Not the real ones. At least Ty
thought that was the case. It occurred to him that he wasn't exactly an expert
on the topic. Other than knowing that a quarter of all mammal species were
bats, a tidbit that he'd picked up from a documentary once, and that they could
fly, he didn't know much in that direction.


He looked out the window for a
second, then glanced toward the front, looking at the controls. The thing was
an automatic, and pretty standard. If anything they were a little closer
together than normal, because Calley was able to drive the thing. She wasn't a
huge person, so that made sense.


"I can drive this. I learned
how to do both automatic and standard. Mom insisted before I took the test for
it. No car, but I can drive pretty well for all that. I have my license
with me, if you want?" It came out sounding bored, rather than like he was
bragging about his skills to impress Calley, which was actually what he
was doing. Not that being able to drive stick was some kind of super power, but
he did want her to know that, in a pinch, he was sort of competent.


She nodded, her face beaming like
she actually got what he meant.


"Really? Cool beans. I'm up
for this trip, so we have to actually stop for me to eat, so save me some. I'll
keep that in mind for the next trip. Really, we should have gotten you a side
arm. Oversight on my part. We should go and practice first, so you know how to
handle it. In a couple of days?"


It actually sounded fun to him.
He'd always wanted to learn to use weapons like that, but had never had the
chance. Honestly, he probably needed to learn firearms, knives, and some kind
of bludgeon. A short stick or something would be better than a full staff
weapon for that.


"Sounds good. Really fun,
actually. I should be getting a break any day now. I'm nearly certain of it. I mean
I only work forty hours a week. Supposedly." He grinned, since it didn't
matter nearly as much lately. He had twenty-four hours a day now, and didn't
get tired. It meant he had the time to get things done. It was more about
getting things aligned with Calley than anything else. Sex was kind of the same
thing, no doubt. He had time for it, if he could make it happen. Then, neither
girl that he lived with was actually being too hard to get that way, so it was
probably something else going on there. Like him filling every single
moment with work.


Given that he liked sex, that
didn't have the right feeling to it. Sure, he wanted to do a good job with the bookstore
and this other project he had going on with the Coalition, but neither should
have stopped him from doing that kind of thing if he made a point to be
available.


It was then, most likely, a
Greater Demon plot. Zack had mentioned that he needed to be a bit more careful
there, not trusting that kind of being, and that, while clearly stupid on his
part, his lack of getting busy  was a good thing to blame on them. That, and
the weather. He had to start somewhere, after all.


Calley however, watching the road
like she was a Hawk, not a Bat, spoke knowledgably about what was going on in
his life, as far as work went.


"Well, things will calm down
at work for you in a few days. For a bit. The first round of vacations will be
done then, and your other coworkers will come back. Then, at the start of
August the next round begins. Ben is going to be gone then, right?" She
spoke with the confidence of a person that had been in on planning from the
start, not just a casual eavesdropper.


Given her hearing she probably
knew everything that went on at Westfield, at any given time.


Kyle, the slightly rugged, but
very clear skinned and handsome boy smiled.


"Yeah. Eve managed to get
time off too, if nothing goes wrong. We're all going to the Ettarian lands for
two weeks. I've been wanting to go for a while now, since I heard what people
were saying about it a few years ago. It's pretty much a technological
wonderland. The people there are all telepathic giants, about seven feet tall,
but pretty, and as it turns out, harvestable for Alede. I checked that
with their ambassador." The boy sounded conversational, and a bit excited.


It did sound pretty neat.


"I should do that
soon." Ty muttered, thinking about things without explaining.


Calley giggled, and teased him a
bit.


"You're going to blow the
Ettarian Ambassador? Can I watch? That should be pretty interesting."


Ty nodded, which got Rupert to
smother a laugh and pass the large box of food up to the seat with the crowded
Alede in it. Robert took it, letting his hand brush against the Bear's a
little. Not enough to be sexual, since for the time being they were all pretty
locked down that way.


"Yep. That's precisely what
I meant. Not going around and making a point of talking to everyone.
Just getting on my knees with some stranger like that. I'm sure he'd be thrilled
when I stopped by out of the blue." There was enough sarcasm that everyone
probably got it, but Valerie tilted her head a little, and took a small and
delicate looking sandwich, which was wrapped in wax paper.


"Oh, watercress. My
favorite. I don't really think that Yavvel would enjoy that in particular.
Unless you can become a woman? Some of the others might like that too then.
Now, just going for a visit might work for some of them. You'll want to learn
about each group first however, to see how you need to approach them. Some will
need gifts, and others pretty words. Some of them need for you to basically walk
in, and start yelling at them to do what you want, or else. So that it's
a real thing to them." There was an abstract tone to her voice, as if that
wasn't a big deal to her, but it sounded like it might be sort of important
really.


"Can we make an appointment
for that? So I can pick your brain and take notes? I don't want to take up too
much of your time or anything. It can be any time I'm not working?" Which
was just true, for the most part.


There was no answer for a bit,
since the woman had started eating, though after she'd finished her small bite
there was a nod. The back of her blonde head made it seem energetic. Like it
was a great idea, not a bother or anything.


"We can, provided
nothing else comes up. We, the Governing Body and I, have been worried about
what we could add to the effort. For the Coalition? This will be far more real
seeming than some of the other suggestions. Most of them were to either pay for
a healthy share of it, or to offer sex. That..." She took another bite,
finished it and then turned for a moment to look at him. Kait and Robert did
too, which took some straining on their parts. "We're taken less than
seriously by a lot of the other groups due to that kind of thinking. It's our
natures, and not a bad thing, but it's difficult to be a real player in the
game when everyone constantly thinks you should be on your back, under
them."


That would be a problem.


He nodded then, his head moving
slowly.


"Well, that sounds like a
real enough thing to me, actually. So far the whole Coalition is pretty easy
going. Mainly making some phone calls. Really, we should see about getting you
an interview or two. Television or radio? Let people know about you from your
own words. Do a thing at the library, like the Vampires did a couple of months
ago... Do you have a blog?" That was a word that he'd heard before. Once
he had a computer of his own he might even be able to look one up.


Kyle laughed. It was a good
natured seeming thing, rather than being filled with sexual overtones. Really,
while Ty was kind of fond of Kait, it seemed to him like she was a better fit
with the Human world as Kyle. Just more relaxed about a lot of stuff.


"We do! It's even halfway
decent. Really, it's a news site, for our people, though a lot of it is also
opinion. I can get you the address for it, if you want to take a look?"


It was neat sounding, and better
than he'd figured on. For some reason, he'd been thinking that the Alede
weren't much more than constant sex. Given that Valerie had just pointed out
that it was a problem for them, he felt a bit embarrassed for a few seconds,
then realized that no one else would think anything of what he'd been assuming.
In a way that was even worse.


"Awesome, so you can help me
set one up for the Coalition too? A web-page? I don't really know how to do
that myself."


The good looking young man turned
again, and winked at him. It was flirty, as soon as all of the attention had
turned to him directly. There was probably just no way around that. Alede were,
in the end, what they had to be in order to survive. Like sharks, they were
constantly looking for their next meal. Sexy, sexy sharks, but still, now that
he thought of it that way, Ty could kind of see it.


Kyle, and Tyler tried to get the
name right this time, since none of the Alede made mistakes that way, seemed
pleased to be asked.


"Sure. I do that as a hobby
anyway, so I can run it for you, if you want? Then we'll have two points of
being useful that don't involve being the world's biggest ho-bags. Not that
there's anything wrong with that." It got a low chuckle from the
people in the seat in front of them, and from Calley. The other two men were
silent on the topic.


They bantered for a while, and
nibbled on food. The trip, according to Ang, would take about three and a half
hours just to get to the boat dock. Then it would be about two hours to the
island in question, which was off the coast of Washington State, but small
enough it didn't show on any maps in particular.


The Dragon Shifter kept his gaze
moving constantly, looking for threats.


"We, my people, own it. We
have about fifty of them in different places around the world. They can be
surprisingly useful. Not just as prisons. I go on occasion myself, so that I
can change. It's hard to do in the city, and not be seen. Though, I suppose I
should get over that now. We're out. It's just hard to keep that in mind."


That seemed like a thing to Ty,
who was impressed. He barely owned his own socks, much less property.
Having a whole island, even a little one, was a big deal. They were an entire
people though, not just private citizens, so that made a big difference. It was
the kind of thing he should have put down in his notebook, which, naturally,
he'd left behind the desk at work.


Feeling stupid, since he was
trapped in a van with people from two of the groups he needed to get info on,
he sighed. It wasn't like they could get away from him at the moment, so he
needed to be using that to his own ends. Ty asked questions for a bit, since
working from memory wasn't a horrible thing either. Not perfect, but he could
do it. If worse came to worse he could pin Calley down about the Shifters again
later. Kait would serve for the Alede, he bet.


Or, apparently, her mother would.
Valerie was really helpful that way, doing most of the talking for her people.
Even better, she seemed happy to be doing it, rather than upset about him
prying in like he was.


Halfway there they stopped at a
very small gas station. It was in the middle of nowhere, and not all that well
trafficked it seemed. Rupert explained why that was without missing a beat.


"This is a front for us
Shifters. The lady that runs it is a Swan. Nice woman. Real sweet. Most of them
are. If you ever have to disappear, and can get to a place like this, the
people there will help you. Anyone really. It doesn't matter if you have
two forms or not. It's our thing, for Shifters, but it's a lot simpler to keep
things quiet if anyone can use it, believe it or not. That might come up, I
guess, with your new group?" The voice was pitched into a near whisper,
but everyone could hear him as they pulled in.


Calley, bopping around in the
front a bit, nodded.


"Yeah. Not that it comes up
as much for us anymore. Two years ago, half of us had to go into hiding if we
were seen changing. Now we just wave at the neighbors and explain, more
often than not. Take a fruit basket and a pamphlet over to them the next day
with a smile. The world is really getting different, fast. I personally blame
the Vampires for it, but it makes it a lot easier to stay in one place, so I
can't whine too much!"


That, it seemed, was a thing that
everyone could agree with, as they got out to stretch their legs and use the
restroom. Supernatural others or not, they all still had to do that.


It was another thing to put in
the notebook.












Chapter four





 


Calley didn't let them rest long,
suggesting that they had a schedule to keep, since there was a guy waiting for
them with the boat when they got in. Or there would be. They were over an hour
and a half out still. That was fine for Tyler. After all, while the world
didn't feel like much to him now, he also didn't have pain. That meant his legs
and back weren't sore from sitting around for hours like the others probably
had to put up with. Hunger was always there now however, oddly enough.


That was, now that he noticed it,
a constant gnawing at his middle. It was work to ignore it, but nothing he ate
at all made it much better. It was just always there. A bit like what a shark
probably had going on. That constant urge to munch on something.


Given that, he had to reconsider
how the poor Alede probably felt. If he had to trade wanting sex all the time
for desiring food... Well, it wasn't like he was satisfied with snack cakes, as
far as he could tell. No, he wanted something different by far.


The something in question being
raw meat, no doubt. More to the point, raw Human flesh. It was gross, thinking
about it for him. Not because it was just a sick thought, but due to the fact
that, on a deep level, one that he mainly kept buried with the force of will,
it sounded delicious. Like a real treat. His mouth watered at the idea,
which wasn't the kind of thing he wanted to know about himself.


On the good side, no matter how
perfect that seemed to him, he was still in control of the sensation, or at
least the actions that he took. So he had a veggie filled pastry, with a light
sauce that was tangy and took his mind off of things. On the great side, he
could eat all he wanted, and it still tasted really good to him. He just
didn't need to, if he'd been told correctly.


It was a really bizarre thing to
notice, but he understood. Lucy had told him he could now, which was why
it all came together. Before, when he was younger, she'd probably told him not
to notice how different he was, and how to act so that no one else would guess
as to his real nature. Now he was, for the first time since he'd died all those
years ago, himself.


The ethical zombie.


"People are our friends, not
food." He muttered the words, as he took a bite of his snack, which got
everyone but Calley to turn around. A few of them were smiling curiously at him.
Because they didn't assume he was a monster, which was nice of them.


Sighing he shook his head.


"You know, it's why I can't
eat meat? Because I secretly crave Human flesh? Not in a friendly Alede way
either. So, if I ever start trying to eat someone, make sure to stop me?"
It was his plan. Even if he couldn't be killed very easily, they could shoot
him in the head. That, or lock him in a little room, alone.


Calley gave a single nod.


"Not a problem. You aren't
the only person we know with something like that going on. You should ask
Ginger about it when we get back. Anyway, we're closing in on the destination.
The boat isn't huge... Anyone get sea sick?"


Ty didn't know about himself, but
was willing to guess the answer was no. He didn't really feel sick very often
at all and never had. Rupert raised his right hand, looking a bit sheepish. No
one else did or said anything on the topic.


"Me. I have to go anyway.
Family."


Which was the word of the day.
That, or community. It was why Tyler was headed there, even though he'd
only met Vivian the one time. To his surprise, Rupert kept talking, looking at
him, mainly.


"Viv. She... Might try to
attack, out of anger. That happens a lot with Shifters. She hasn't been there
long, so maybe not. I'll go first, since she might not come at me as hard.
Then... I think you should go in, behind me, Mr. Gartner. If you will I mean?
The rest of us might not be that welcome. She'll have to figure that the Alede
came to kill her. I... Have you?" It was a bit blunt, but Valerie turned
to look at him, shocked.


It really seemed like a genuine
thing, too. Real, and like the thought had never even occurred to her. Which it
probably hadn't. She was, by nature, a lover, not a fighter.


"Why would we do that?
Over a tiny knock to the head? I admit, I was worked up when I set the
sentence. I shouldn't have allowed it to happen. We could have talked it out,
or allowed her to work for redemption some other way. It's why Kyle and Robert
insisted on coming. To protect me from her wrath, for letting this happen to
her. I deserve it. Two weeks. All alone. She'll be half mad or more.
Probably suicidal, too." Then, as if it were the right thing to do, she
started crying.


It wasn't a loud or sobbing
thing, just damp tracks, visible on the side of her face when she turned to
Rupert, to apologize. The Bear looked completely baffled. For once though, Ty
thought he had it worked out. It was even a think that he'd made notes on, in
his book.


"So, let me see here. To the
Alede being left alone, without contact like that, would be both starvation,
and a kind of torture? Sensory deprivation, at the very least?" The very
pretty blonde woman nodded. It looked like she was wearing makeup, but nothing
ran.


"Yes." She sounded
miserable. Robert reached out to touch her hand, and turned to the left,
showing that he was crying too.


Made miserable by the pain of the
woman that had beaten his boss into unconsciousness.


Tyler went on then, his face
still, looking at Rupert.


"Shifters don't see it that
way, do they? She was left with enough food? So it's, what, just camping for
her? Probably not even long enough to seem like a real punishment? No worse
than some kind of military survival exercise that she's done before, right?
Which is why she'll be scared. She'll see Kyle and Rob here and have to
think that this is the real punishment. After all, she went after an
Ambassador. Death probably isn't out of the picture in her mind right now."


That got a snort from the front,
from his Bat friend.


"No shit, right? I mean, I
know that Val wouldn't set that up, but Vivian isn't a diplomat. To her she screwed
up so big that... Well, she might have offed herself already. Just to prevent a
war. I know, no one is scared of the Alede, but think about it. Val has at
least two Greater Demons she can call up for things like that. Maybe
more. Vampires as buddies, and she could probably get Jahn Samson to do what
she wanted, in order to make this right. It wasn't enough of a punishment.
We'll need to fix that somehow." She drove for a bit as that sank in.
Then, after a while, she glanced over at Ang for half a second. "Beat her
when we pick her up? If we shoot her in the knees first, we can pull that off
without too much trouble."


The Dragon man nodded.


"I'll do it. She doesn't
know me, and probably won't hold a grudge that way. She might, but I'm not
really worried about her coming for me later. It wouldn't be a fair
fight." He spoke calmly, as if they were going over what people wanted on
their pizza later. Which sounded good suddenly.


Valerie made a sound that was
nearly a gulp, and Ty managed a chuckle, keeping anyone else from speaking.


"Nope. We'll put her
in helping someone at Westfield so we can watch her for a while, but that's all.
I know, she can work with Lisa, the Mage Ambassador? That way none of you will
rough her up or anything. I'd get her in with the Vampires, but they have lots
of help already. Lisa's people seem to be pretty lazy when it comes to
community service, and won't do much for her. Can Vivian get along with her, do
you think?" He looked at her brother, who furrowed his brow, but nodded,
as if that was a fine enough idea.


"Yeah. I hadn't thought
about that. I mean, Shifters and Mages aren't enemies or anything, but we don't
normally try to put spies in their offices either. We don't need to really. We,
you know, just stand back and listen, for the most part. The only one we have
infiltrating there is Madeline. Calley's Aunt? She'll be working with you, I
think, in a few days. Not that I know the schedule there. She's really
nice." The man spoke innocently enough that it was strange when Ang turned
to glare at him for it.


Ty just smiled, since it would be
good to have more help that didn't need constant sex. Even if he had to
cuddle with her on the sales floor occasionally to keep her happy.


"Sounds good. I really
wasn't thinking infiltration. More running the store front so that the place
can be kept up. Light paperwork. Getting coffee. Things like that. Lisa needs
help, and it's close enough to the kind of thing that the Coalition should be
doing that I figured it would be all right. I'll get in touch with her and
check, if that sounds good to everyone?" He got a nod from the Bear
woman's brother, though he also shrugged.


"Viv has a job too. Working
for central. She does training facilities coordination. So you'll need to get
with them to make sure she won't be needed."


That took calling, but he had his
phone, and to his amazement, it worked. The thing had a really good coverage
area, it seemed. Then, they were closing on a city, so of course they
had cell towers. His first move was to get with Jahn Samson, since the man
should be kept in the loop if they were making up plans for his people. That
meant lending his phone to Val, so the two could talk for about ten minutes,
going over how they both hoped this event wouldn't strain relations between
them.


The guy, being cool like he was,
did agree that Vivian would be allowed to work for the Mage's if they wanted
her, as long as it wouldn't cost anything. That just meant calling Lisa, and
working the rest of it out.


She sounded annoyed when she
picked up.


"Candles and More. What do
you want?" It was a tonality thing, thankfully. It would have been hard
not to laugh if she'd spoke the words it felt like should be there.


"Hi Lisa. I have a full time
worker lined up for your store. A very nice lady, Vivian. She's a Shifter? She
won't be there to spy or anything, but you can use her for paperwork if you
want. She has some experience in that kind of thing, I think? Training
facilities coordination, but that sounds paperwork heavy to me, so I bet she
can hang that way. You'll need to pay her. Call it twenty dollars an
hour?" It was more than he made, but Lisa was in a bind, work person wise.
That meant she'd need to be willing to deal.


She still didn't miss a beat.


"Full time, and she get's
ten dollar per hour, for the first two weeks. If she sticks around after that,
and does good work, then she get's twenty. I didn't know you were
looking out for me. Did Eve put you up to it? I really won't pay out in sexual
favors for it, regardless of what she told you."


That got attention from everyone
else in the van.


"Yeah, she mentioned
you were still being a bit of a prude that way, only liking women and all that.
Thankfully Calley said she'd do that part for you. She really wants you
to see just how much the Shifters are backing their Mage buddies. You know, in
case they ever need anything?"


There was silence, even as
everyone in the van, except Ang, fought to keep from laughing. Even Rupert went
this time. Probably feeling a bit of relief, since his sister was being well
taken care of, and not shot in the knees. He'd relaxed a lot anyway.


"She did? Really? That's...
I'll have to get something for her. I know I need to move past things, but I
can't yet. The thing with Warren is too fresh. Then... Everything else."


Calley, managing to fight her
face into control called out, loud enough to be heard over the phone.


"Don't worry Lisa, we've got
your back." She didn't mention that part where they lived together, he
noticed.


Which was a good plan, after a
fashion.


"So, we can have her in
later today? Or would you rather she start in the morning?"


The woman on the cell phone took
a deep breath.


"I could use the help,
whenever she's ready. Thanks Mr. Gartner. I was just about to lose it
here."


"Tyler. Or Ty. Good, so you
need what, two more people? You have one, right?"


"Todd? Yes, but he managed
to get in on an internship. With Maddy Morse, our leader? It was too good to
pass up, so I had to let him do it, but it's been hard. Nearly constant twelve
hour days, except Zack. He has a business, too now. I should have never fired
him. I was being a stupid bigot."


That sounded like a story, but he
wasn't going to ask in front of everyone. It probably involved demands for
kinky sex. The woman was cute enough for it, after all. A little old for him,
maybe, but he could see Zack liking her that way.


"Okay. I'll try to find
people, if I can. Same deal for wages? Full time, ten, then twenty when they
prove out in two weeks?"


"That seems fair. I can get
the budget for it. Really, I have it already. It's been building up for a long
time."


"Nifty. I'm on it. Let me
see who I can find?"


It was probably a lot easier, if
you weren't all that picky about it being a Mage in particular which he wasn't.
He had to wonder though, why it was so hard for them to get anyone to work
there. Lisa clearly wasn't a bitch all the time. If anything she made
you feel like you should run off and protect her innocent personhood. So it
wasn't that one.


After they hung up, he
re-pocketed the device, and looked up to see they were stopping at a dock, by
the edge of an expanse of water that he hadn't really been ready for.


Feeling cheesy, and like a moron,
he gasped.


"Okay, that's
impressive. I've never seen the ocean before." He really hadn't, but
expected people to call him on it. It was just that he'd never really traveled
anywhere before. He'd only ever been on one plane flight, for instance. If he
hadn't seen a lot of television in his time he would have thought that those
always came with a free beating. So this was kind of a big deal for him.


There was just a general shuffle
as people got out of the vehicle, instead of going on about how sheltered he'd
been all his life. Calley started looking around, but fixed on an older looking
man in front of her. He was grizzled, with about a week's worth of white beard
growth. Also dingy white slacks, a sturdy blue shirt to keep the chill off, and
a dorky looking, old style, captain's hat. 


The Bat girl waved to him happily
and with a lot of energy.


"Yo, Tom! You ready? We have
people with us, so be on your best manners. Important ones." She
had to fight a giggle while she said it, and pushed her thick glasses up to
cover her face.


The man spat, or pretended to,
since nothing seemed to come out.


"I hate it when you bring
important people. How the fuck can I carry on a conversation with them? Censoring
myself never worked too good for me. Anyway, which of these bitches is the
important one? The Bear?" He said it like that was really probably right.


For one of the first times that
day Ang cracked a smile.


"That too. The blonde lady
is the local node Ambassador for the Alede. The gentleman here is the head of
the Coalition of Nations. This is the big time, Tom. Rupert is
Vivian's brother, so good call there, for the day. Shall we get loaded? We have
some gear. Food and clothing."


The sea Captain, if that's what
he was bowed toward first Val, then Ty. Awkwardly enough that it felt put on.


"Your majesties. Yeah then,
get your asses on board. We have about ten minutes to get out, or we'll miss
the tide on the island side. That's the trick. So hurry."


Ty jumped out, running to the
back, and grabbing the three remaining food boxes, as well as the bags that
Valerie had brought, then jogged to the gangplank of the tiny boat. It wasn't
really little, but seemed to be the kind used for catching fish, not pleasure
cruises. It even smelled like fish to him.


Which was more pleasant than he
would have figured.


Seeing him do that the others all
scurried too, and were on the deck not a minute later, with Tom removing the
lines, along with a guy that was a lot younger than he was. He had the same
hard and grizzled look though, but with black hair on his face and head, and no
silly cap. Lines were drawn in and untied efficiently, and the Captain jogged
into a little room on the deck. They could see him still, since there was a lot
of windows.


The other man got life jackets
for them all. Bright orange things that were old and didn't seem all that
trustworthy. Still, he put the food and clothing down on a green chest that
seemed to be connected to the wooden deck, and put his on immediately, since
they were moving out.


The deckhand waved at the others.
Calley had hers going into place, as did Kyle.


"Get those on please. If you
go overboard they'll help, even if you can swim. I take it that you can all
shift into fish?" It was a joke, but Calley actually covered it for him.
Like he needed to know the score, just in case.


"Three Succubi. The hot ones
there." She grimaced a bit, when she looked at Tyler, but it was just the
truth. They were the attractive people. Always. "Dragon. Land, not water,
Bear, Bat and um..." She waved at him, not having a clue what he was
supposed to be called.


There probably wasn't a real name
for it.


He didn't know what to say
either, so smiled at the guy.


"Dead man. I don't know if I
float or not." That was an interesting thing, since he'd never learned to
swim really. Even when he'd been in school and they had classes, he'd missed
them for some reason. It was a thing he couldn't remember. Not why it
had happened, at any rate. The other kids in fourth grade had simply loaded
onto busses for an hour a day for several weeks, and he didn't go with them. No
one had said why really. He was going to take that as his mother not wanting
him to be in the water like that. What it really meant, he just didn't know.


He was lean though, and that
probably meant he'd just sink to the bottom, if he wasn't careful.


The guy just nodded.


"So, no one will argue about
wearing the life preservers? I mean, I can change into a dolphin in a
pinch, but the rest of you..."


It was a good thought, so they
all agreed, even if they weren't the sexiest pieces of clothing in the world.
The food was stowed away, along with the clothing to keep it dry. The rest of
them just stood there as they got underway, watching the waves. It would be a
while but there weren't a lot of places to sit down.


As it turned out, he didn't get
sea sick at all, though Robert did. Rupert too, but he just tossed his cookies
over the side and didn't moan about it. The Alede man turned a color near to
true green, if a pale shade, and sounded like he was dying. Quietly. Kyle went
to him and patted his back the whole time.


When they got to the island they
had a bit of a time limit it seemed. He knew that because the Captain came out
of his little house, and waved him and Calley over. It was a bit odd, but for
some reason he seemed to think they were the ones to talk to.


"We don't have long. The
dock here won't let us approach much longer, and it will be a good eight hours,
or longer, before we can get back in. Prisoner pick-ups can be hard that way.
If she gets difficult, or needs to transform, this won't work. I can give you
twenty minutes, then we'll need to pull back and try again later."


It was nature working there,
which meant they had to just go along with it, and do their best, so he just
nodded.


"It won't be a big deal.
I'll go with Rupert to get her. The rest of you stay here, with no weapons
showing? We should get the food and clothing ready." That would give the
others something to do while he and the large Bear fellow tried to coax Vivian
onto the boat.


It turned out that they still had
to dock, which took a few minutes, and the boat was really low in the water
already, next to the wooden structure. They had to use a ladder to get up, to
it. The thing was slippery, even though made of wood too, and strong. On the
good side the island really wasn't that large, so Vivian came out to meet them
from the tree line about two hundred feet back. Armed with a long stick.


She didn't rush them though, so
he waved both hands in the air.


"Vivian! Over here! We're
here to get you home. We brought food and clothes for you." He made
himself sound happy, worried that the woman would be scared or upset. That, or
dead, like Calley had mentioned.


She just walked over, buck naked.
That was a normal thing though, since when they were dropped off, they weren't
left with clothing for some reason.


"Rupert? Is it safe?"
She sounded a bit hesitant, but her brother nodded when she got close enough.


"Yep. Tyler came to make
sure you knew you were loved. So did some Alede..."


The woman winced, but Tyler just
made a silly face at her.


"They just came to
cuddle you. For real. To them this was a hell sentence. Two weeks alone would
probably take one of them out. They were all crying about it earlier. Calley
and Ang decided that it wasn't enough of a punishment, so you have to put out
for Val whenever she wants. Oh, I also got you a new job. It's cleared with
your people. It pays okay and everything. Working with the Mages? Just doing
shop stuff probably, but whatever they need that way. Light paperwork or
whatever."


The woman froze, but didn't cover
herself. That was both nice and kind of a shame. The nice part was that
she was cute without clothing. A bit muscular, showing abs, but only a hint of
them with a layer of flesh over that. Her nipples were dark, and her skin a bit
pale. She had nice breasts too, that were bigger than he would have assumed
from when he'd seen her last. Her hips were nicely curvy to round the whole
thing out.


The bad part was that he was
getting aroused, and her brother was right there. Her face was a bit plain, but
not that bad, so he stared at that, trying not to be a total pervert.


"Anyway, hurry, the boat
can't get out if we stay too long. We have clothes for you. Valerie brought
them."


The woman came then, a bit
downcast, but not violent. Her lank hair was shoulder length, and a medium to
dark brown. So was her pubic hair, which he tried not to stare at. It was
interesting though, since she clearly shaved it all off most of the time. She
had two weeks of growth, but it wasn't that bad.


Also not meant as a show for him,
so he tried not to look at her too much, as she got into place.


She was rushed as soon as they
were on the deck, with Val hugging her closely, and kissing her like a lover.
It didn't seem to hurt her feelings at least. Then she was hugged by the guys.
Even Ang took a turn. So did the Dolphin deck hand. In fact he took the
longest, and came away with an erection in his pants. No one commented on it. 


Calley noticed. That was pretty
clear from her lingering look at the man's pants and her wistful expression.


Then, so had he, so it wasn't
exactly some kind of dating crime. She'd told him that her kind weren't
really into monogamy. Also that she didn't expect that from him, either. So
they could both hit the Dolphin guy up for sex.


Not that they were going to have
time for that sort of thing just then.


Vivian looked around, and shook
her head.


"I'd sort of expected a
death squad. I mean, only two weeks..."


Calley moved in and passed her
the bag of clothing.


"Well, everyone is being really
understanding. It will be harder than it seems, working with Lisa. I mean, Jahn
Samson signed off on that, so it's official, which is a big deal. That isn't
punishment. Really, you're getting off easy, so don't fuck it up, you
understand? I don't want to be that mean person, hitting you with reality
before you even get off the boat, but instead of kicking your ass like they
should, everyone is pretty much kissing it. Including the President. You won't
get that kind of treatment again. No one can afford to let that happen. In
fact, if anyone asks, you were tortured for two weeks. Got it? I mean
that. We had you on a rack and beat you constantly. Electroshock up the hoo-ha
and all that good stuff."


The larger woman nodded, and
started to unpack the clothing. She didn't seem self-conscious about the
nudity, but it was kind of chilly it seemed. Not that he was feeling it,
himself.


She glanced at the fashions in
the bag and then started to dress.


"These are really nice. From
your place at the mall? Pretty Plus: Passions. I'd always thought it was a sex
shop. Lingerie and all that?"


Valerie lit up a little at the
praise.


"That too. I have a great
bustier for you in here. Let me see..."


They dressed her up on the deck,
in front of everyone, and then capped the whole thing with a life jacket,
ruining the effect. She did look nice though at the end. In the middle too,
since the underclothing was kind of hot on her. That was the point, though
Tyler didn't think real women dressed like that most days. It would be kind of
uncomfortable to lounge in he bet. Especially the thong panties that had been
put on the Bear woman.


Trying to ignore all that, he
made sure she got to eat. She'd been mainly fishing for her food, as it turned
out.


"Which worked, but it's been
a little light on sweets. This is really, really good. Thanks." Her look
went to her brother, who pointed at him.


"Mr. Gartner brought the
food. Given that you beat him up too, I think that means he's claiming you as
his new girl. That will make mom happy anyway. She was never that keen on the
whole lesbian thing." He looked at the others and then down at his hands.
"She wants grandkids."


Tyler nodded then, and looked at
Vivian who was blushing at him pretty hard, embarrassed by the whole thing.


"Parents, right?"


Ang chuckled a bit, agreeing.


"Besides, I'm nearly certain
that she didn't actually win, Rupert. Tyler handled himself pretty well, and talked
a Bear in a rage down. After taking her weapon away. Still, that is
something to consider, Vivian. How do you plan to pay him back? He isn't
an Alede, so sex isn't the answer, I don't think. From what I hear, he gets it
where he wants, and isn't even a player. That's the right term? Player?"
That was addressed to Calley.


"Uh-huh. True, too. Everyone
wants a piece of Ty. I know, you can work as the coalition rep for us Shifters.
In your spare time. You won't be paid for it. That works, right?"


It kind of did, so he nodded.


"That... Actually sounds
good, if you want to try it? I'll keep things light for the time being though,
if I can. You can type right? And use computers?"


That got a conversation going
that didn't make him sound like a ladies' man, which he really wasn't. Not that
he was going to shout about how he never got any either. There were a lot of
opportunities, and he was, he knew, being kind of picky. Really pretty girls
left him feeling shy and uneasy still, so he kind of ignored them that way. It
was a lot easier to deal with them when he knew he wasn't going to be having
sex. As it was he'd kind of slipped Viv into that mental file too, in order to
handle the fact that she was as cute as she had been when naked. Plain in a lot
of ways too, but still enough to get him going.


Though it did occur to him
that Calley and Ang had pushed Vivian into being his assistant or whatever.
Probably so she could do some of that spying that they'd talked about earlier.
Since he was running the  whole thing as being perfectly open so far, she could
probably do a really good job at it. Now he only needed about ten more and
they'd be set.


By the time they were back in
Vancouver it was nearly five in the afternoon. They hadn't dawdled a lot, but had
stopped at the same little shop, and talked with the Swan that ran it. She was
about sixty, had snow white hair and eyebrows and looked both tiny and
delicate. Like the bird she was. She'd also been very sweet to them all. That
meant they'd stayed longer than they should have to talk to her about things.


Then once they got back, being an
asshole, he took Vivian by the hand, as soon as they got into the back of Brand
Village. Pulling her along a little not asking if she needed anything first,
like a shower, he delivered her to Lisa.


It took a moment for the tired
looking blonde woman to come from the back. Today she was in a sweater that was
also a dress somehow, with a silver and turquoise belt, with white hose peeking
out at the bottom.


"Hey Lisa. This is Vivian.
Your new front person here. Also my assistant, from the Coalition, so if
anything comes up you can get her to handle that part of things. Mainly
by calling me so you don't have to. Now, if this is good for you both, I need
to head in to work and bother a Demon."


Lisa wrinkled her nose at him.


"You're pushy, aren't
you?" It wasn't unfriendly.


Nodding he started to walk out.


"Kind of. Still, if you
don't like it, you can just say no. You just shouldn't."


She glared at him a bit and then
looked over at Vivian.


"Greater Demons. So, Zack is
in for it now? At least there's that."


Ty stopped, getting what she
meant, and then rolling his eyes.


"Right, like I would have
said it that way if Zack was the one on tap? I have to call up Tarsus,
who's basically the Greater Demon boss. I'm sure it will go over wonderfully.
Wish me luck?"


He wasn't certain, but as he got
out the front door, he thought, possibly imagined, that two voices actually
did.










Chapter six





 


Zack wasn't in when Tyler got in
to work. It wasn't a day off for him, but he didn't need to be there until a
bit later, since it was a Sunday. Ben was there, and working away like someone
was going to beat him if he didn't. That wasn't really on the table for him,
just being a regular Human and no one caring that much, but it was nice to see someone
else trying that hard for once.


Tyler smiled, waved at the
slightly heavy guy, who was on the plush side of normal, but not bad at all,
and moved to see to things himself. On the good side Kait wasn't there, working
the side rooms. After all, Ben was her boyfriend, and unless he liked to see
his lady doing all comers, that had to be hard for him. Even if he was all
right with her nature. It wasn't like she could change it. Plus, last he'd seen
her, the woman had been a dude.


It wasn't a stock night, and the
store didn't look bad at all, so he was able to get to work, and take turns
with Ben making sure the reading rooms were tidy and smelled like something
other than sex parlors. It wasn't that easy to get done, since they were in
close to constant use. At about seven it got really bad that way, so he started
a list again, with paying book buyers getting on it first. Then he called for
help from Pretty Plus across the way. It got three new helpers coming over
quickly, looking like it was another holiday. Sally was one of them, too.


The strange Alede that didn't
even work at the other place.


She waved at him.


"Hi! I was going to ask if I
could work in over here. I'm new to the area, so I haven't really set up a lot
of friends yet. I have a couple, but they are all off with their families for
the weekend." She spoke boldly about it and looked at Ben with a big
smile. "Is your friend on the menu? I know you aren't. Kaitlyn is being
all territorial there, which isn't fair. It isn't like we can't share. She's
getting all that energy every single day, while I starve."


Ty looked at the extra hot woman
and shook his head, not even bothering to crack a smile.


"It isn't perfect for you
that way. Ben is her boyfriend, as in an actual thing. I'm... Kind of a zombie.
You know, undead?" He didn't want to go into the whole thing, but instead
of playing twenty questions the woman just nodded at him.


"I'd heard about that. Well,
that's less than fun. You can have sex though? We could still have a good time...
After I gather some energy for the day. I'm a little tapped right now."


"Nope. I don't have sex with
Alede. You're a bit too intense for a young guy like me. That said, I bet
we can find you some friends." He didn't mean it in a bad way but the
young looking woman, nearly a girl, frowned at him like he was horrible in some
ineffable fashion that no one had ever noticed before.


"So, you're a racist?"
Her face was almost mean when the words came out.


As a knee jerk reaction he nearly
denied it, but it was kind of true. Thinking about it for a moment, he had to
start nodding then. That didn't make her seem happier.


"I suppose so. I mean, I
like most of you, except that I keep thinking of you all as being lazy, as a
group, which is racism. I'm not budging on the sex thing, because that
one is about avoiding your super powers, to stay mentally free, but the rest I
need to work on. Thanks for pointing that out. I'll try to fix it." Then
he wrote her name on the list, and started finding people for her. It meant the
back room would be busy for a while, but that was the cost of having all those
extra succubi around.


Sally glared for a bit, and
finally sighed and looked away.


"That's actually probably
smart. Not the racist parts, but the one where you don't have sex with us. It
can ruin men. We're addictive. All women are, but most don't really know it. We
do, and are a higher powered version of a good thing for men. Women too.
Not that I love not having that control over you. How am I supposed to get you
to do things for me?"


"Ask? I'll generally trade
for things. Work is a good one, too. What is it you need?"


"Just sex right now. Which
you're already helping with. Okay. Well, if I think of anything else I'll let
you know."


Then she found the man that had
signed in under her name, and even though she was dressed in tight yoga pants,
had sandals on and a tight white shirt that made her look a little common
place, the guy, who was about fifty or so, seemed pretty pleased when she
called his name.


For the second time since he'd
been there things suddenly and without reason, got very intense. This time they
had to actually tell people to go away for a few hours, to let the girls there
rest. It was so bad that women and men walked right up to Ben and him, more
than once and asked if they'd be available to do something.


They weren't. It kept going, with
random Alede being called in from the area, including a person that looked
about seventeen, and came in as a boy named Ken. Roberta winced, but didn't
send the kid away.


"Shift form if you're going
to be here, and be careful. If you go rogue on us, then Tyler here will
kill you. Understood? He's the head of the Coalition of Nations, so it's his
job in part to protect regular Humans from us. That's a real thing." It
wasn't a great seeming threat, and really he kind of expected Ken to laugh
about it, but the kid eyed him for a few seconds, then gave a single, sexy nod.


"I hear you. I can do it.
Thanks for letting me try, sir."


It wasn't until the boy walked
away, to change it looked like, though his clothing was no worse than some of
them there, that Roberta explained it for Ben and Ty.


"He's going to shift form.
To Kendra. A little cutie, but really too young to be here. Twelve, I think. Illegal
for a Human, but right at the age where Alede need to start feeding on their
own. It's been hard for him, since he's an orphan, and kind of gets bounced
around. For years he's mainly been feeding off of a stable of pedophiles. He's
starting to look to old for that now, so someone has to teach him the ropes."
The woman, who was familiar, dark haired and alluring enough to be distracting,
even if he had been a man earlier, or possibly because of that, sighed.
"This isn't about foolish Human laws. Kids that age, the Alede ones,
aren't Human. They have to eat, and trying to play by your rules that
way is insane. It's dangerous though, too. They have to eat, but can go
rogue and start orgy cycles. Those can be deadly to regular people. If it
starts to happen, you really will need to end it. Just knock her out, if
you can? It can be hard to resist taking part, but if anyone can do it, you
can. I've never met a Human male that had as much will power as you do when it
comes to resisting my kind."


Tyler felt really uneasy, but
then shrugged. That one was a cultural difference that he couldn't afford to
allow to influence him. Alede were good people, and had their own biological
needs. Telling them that his Human way was the only one they were allowed was
basically saying they had to starve and die. That wasn't a thing he was willing
to do.


Especially right after his
conversation with Sally. She hadn't been wrong, even if the reason she'd spoken
up had to do with sex and not being willing, at first, to let him be himself.
In a way it was the reverse idea really. She was being racist against Human
men, thinking they should all be her virtual, or not so make believe,
slave.


At about two in the morning
things died down, the Alede all left, which was a first as far as he knew,
other than the holiday, and people dried up totally. Ben shrugged, stretching,
and moved to slap him on the back.


"Good sales night. We made a
bundle. Well, the store did. If this keeps up we'll have to ask for
raises."


It was just idle talk, but Ty
nodded, since it had been pretty good work.


Then because it was time for both
of them to leave, the other man took off. The problem there was that whoever
was supposed to be there to take over just wasn't. There had been a name on the
schedule, but nothing happened. After straitening things up, redoing the
floors, the back room and the side spaces, as well as the front of the cafe, he
had to wonder what was going on. Jogging into the back again he glanced at the
schedule, and saw that the person that was supposed to be there was Zack.


Which could have made him mad,
being left there like that again, but he didn't let that happen, just moving
behind the front desk. He didn't need sleep, and while it was kind of boring,
it still paid.


That was what he was doing,
lounging, when Eve walked in, her face a bit sarcastic, even before she spoke.


"Heavy looking counter
there. Do you need help holding it up?"


Instead of letting that get to
him, he nodded.


"Yep. I was supposed to be
done here an hour and a half ago. Zack isn't in yet. I could just leave,
but that feels like a cop out. Still, everything is done, so if he wants me to
guard his place for him, he can handle a bit of leaning, don't you think?"
It didn't sound right, as soon as he said it, seeming whiny and lazy.


The attractive Vampire woman
tilted her head at him.


"Sounds fair to me. It
sounded like things were busy earlier. Anyway, Ginger asked me to come and see
if you were ever getting off shift. Do you need something to eat? I can get
something from the food court, or a yogurt?" It seemed nice of her to say,
but it was a little fishy. She wasn't mean, but she'd never volunteered to do
things for him before either. Other than practice fighting.


Not getting him food, or acting
nice like this. It was suspicious.


"I see. So, what do you
want, Eve? A discount on books? I think I can do that. I bet Zack would let you
read them for free even, if you're careful?" It was an actual rule, and
the girl worked there part time. Mainly on stocking nights, doing the hard work
no one wanted to.


There was a stillness then, a
telling thing that was really out of place for the Vampire. He'd never seen it
on her before, though a few times on Ginger, who wasn't any younger than she
was, but for some reason was a bit less capable. Then again, even given that,
she was a Master Vampire after six years of being undead. Able to stay up all
day, and go out in the sun without screaming.


Eve was younger than that, but
more, somehow.


A Greater Demon, or close enough
to that for going on with.


She was still taken aback for
some reason. After about ten seconds she started breathing again, gasping a
bit, which was just loud enough for him to notice. Focusing on her he smiled,
but waited for her to speak. A denial was likely, but it didn't come.


"Right. I kind of want you
to spend your next days off working at a Yoghurt World. The place is a fucking
disaster area right now. It was trashed in a gang fight about two weeks ago,
and then I had to go in and... Well, they don't have a Vampire staff anymore.
Only two of them survived. One is coming, but Bey asked me to go and act as
their temporary Ambassador. The thing is, I don't get a real staff. I can do
the work, but just having someone there to make some treats and do the
scrubbing will help a lot. So, what do you say?"


He nearly asked what she was
going to pay him for it, then did. It was a big deal, and while it might
be important, to her, it also was going to eat up his free time, doing what was
essentially fast food work. It was one of the things that he personally tried
to avoid. Not that it wasn't honest employment. That was silly. It was often
hard, backbreaking and looked down on by the very people coming in for service.
People might not exactly think highly of him working in a bookstore, but they
didn't ridicule him for it, or make fun of him for being there all the time to
make ends meet.


He'd seen how people that worked
in restaurants and fast food were treated. Mistreated, more often than
not. That wasn't a fun way to spend his time off, was it?


"So, what are you offering
for it?"


She gave him a look that was a
little closer than he would have liked.


"What do you want? I can
blow you? Or do other things? Money? Flowers? I'm running out of things here.
What's the going rate?"


He shrugged, and smiled a little,
acting like he was feeling sly. That wasn't the truth. He didn't really have
anything he wanted at the moment. Cash was king, since it was useful for other
things later, but it was only fast food work. It sounded like she was planning
to be there the whole time too.


"Well, I worked last night,
and Zack gave me three free full node trips. Two ways for each, to anywhere I
want. A computer, and backup for non-coalition work. It was a holiday,
but still..."


She grinned.


"Yeah, but he's also a Greater
Demon. That skews thing. They always charge each other vast sums like that."


Taking a risk, he nodded,
wondering just how hard to kill he really was.


"And you aren't one? I heard
from Tarsus that you were so close to being one that it was pretty much a real
thing. Speaking of which, he also said that he'd like to meet with you, but
doesn't care about that part of things. You just aren't a real threat to him,
if I have that right. Still, he seems to hold you in pretty high esteem. I mean
you made a list of people that only had Greater Demons on it, and he wasn't
being ironic."


The girl took a deep, obviously
fake, breath, and then slowly nodded.


"Fuck. When was this?"


"Last night. He asked me to
set that up. First I'm trying to check and make certain it was really him. He
said it was something about Gregor, The Cleric? It sounded like he was having
some problems, and needs help. So, I wouldn't jump in just yet. My
guess is that it's The Storm, because who else would come to me for that? He
also wants The Mistress of Souls, and Lyn Hartley there."


"Ahhhh. Okay. That... I'm
pretty sure I don't want to risk something like that. Not that he has it out
for me. I can see that one. After all, I'd be dead already if that was the
case. It could be a trick. He was in on a plan to try and kill Keels not too
long ago, which would probably be the real point of this. Get me and Lyn in at
the same time, so she feels better about it. I don't know if you can get
her to trust that it isn't an attack." There was a sigh then, but she kept
going. "So, I'll give you twenty-fives dollar an hour. You'll earn it, so
don't think of it as a favor. Also, I can back you up on things. Like Zack
said? Not against Greater Demons, but if you need help with muggers or
something, I have your back, Batman."


That was harkening back to the
first time they'd met, not long before. A Vampire had asked who he was, and
he'd said that, in a gravely movie style voice. Now it was kind of obvious to
him that the man had been asking what he was. Probably what kind of
Vampire. Not that he could ask, because the guy was dead. Beheaded and in a
hole in the forest. Buried by Ginger and him.


"Okay. We can do that. I'll
back you up too, to reasonable degrees. You have to help me get there. I need a
plane ticket or a car. Also, we probably need to go and talk to the prosecutor,
about that whole little thing we had with the cult the other day. Blythe's
group. Plus the thing I have here, with the feminists that shot me."


She nodded at that one, but
didn't add anything, not knowing what the issue was really. He'd have to call.
Later though, when it was daylight.


"I can get you there. Back
here too, if I lock up for a bit. Or... It's in California, so not that far.
Ginger might be able to bring you in? It would take too long for you to run it
yourself. You should really work on that. Get some super speed going?"


"Sounds good. So, you aren't
going to cover the Greater Demon thing are you?"


That got a smile, and a leaning
glare.


"Nope. It would be best if
you didn't think about it anymore. I can't kill you, but I could drop
you into the ocean. How's your swimming?"


He bluffed, not wanting that to
happen. It really could keep him gone for a long time, if done right. Maybe
longer than he could imagine.


"Perfect. I'd be back in no
more than a week. I can try not to give you away, but if Demons are going
around telling store clerks things like that you might not have a very
good secret going on."


It seemed it was a point, so she
stuck her tongue out, which was very cute. Too much so, considering he had a
perfectly good Vampire already at home.


"So, is there a book or
something? For the frozen yogurt, I mean?"


That got her to run out, coming
back a few minutes later at a Human level trot. Carrying a slender notebook.


"Here. Memorize this. If you
can do that, you'll be halfway to being a master of the subject. It's Lenore
Hawthorne's personal guidebook to Yoghurt World. Good thinking. I can show you
what to do here, as soon as someone comes in to relieve you. It will be fun. I
promise."


"Oh? So you can lie. Well, I
kind of suspected that one, but good to know that it's a thing for you. I'd
hate to think you had a handicap."


For some reason that got her to
laugh, and hard, but she didn't explain, just walking out, and calling to him
over her shoulder. Trying to look all pale and cool, like Vampires always did.


"Read that, if you get a
chance. It's supposed to hold the mysteries of the frozen yogurt ages."


There was nothing else to do,
even as Palma came in to open her cafe, so he did just that. The whole thing
was hand written, but the penmanship was good. A lot better than his. Like
whoever had written the thing had practiced for a long time, and been picky
about it too. Lenore.


He'd met her once. At his
eighteenth birthday party. It was a thought that made him feel old, even though
it had only been about two weeks back. Less than that even. The Vampire was in
charge of the Western States, which was an important sounding job. It was hard
to keep in mind, given how young she looked, but the woman was old enough to
have moved up in a world that pretty much insisted you be over a hundred years
dead to even have a seat at the grown up table. She looked about nineteen or
so. If he hadn't been dating Ginger, her daughter, he could have seen himself
going out with her. Instead Zack was doing it. Given how scared everyone was of
Greater Demons that had to mean she was hard to the core. Enough so that she
was probably both deadly and important beyond what he'd thought at the time,
when she was delicately suggesting that being dead wasn't that big of a deal.


Which, now that he'd had a few
days to consider things since finding out, he had to agree with. His entire
life he'd been dead, and hadn't even known it. True, he'd kind of been
brainwashed by Lucy not to realize that, but now that he could there were
some good parts to it.


One of them being that he didn't
get tired, so his head was clear and fresh, even after working for days on end.
The little notebook was also very clear, and technically interesting. It even
went into the perfect amount of swirls to use in a large cup of frozen yogurt
and how to make it. From scratch. It was kind of clear that the details were
going to require him to actually memorize the whole thing, but he just
read through it first.


The whole thing with the
Librarian kept niggling at him however. Like a worm that had burrowed into the
back of his head. Making him feel lazy every moment he wasn't actively working
to get it done. That had to be some kind of demon trick. The thing there was
that he was nearly certain that it was something his mom, The Rotted, had left
there for him. Probably forcing him do a good job when Greater Demons asked
something of him, so he wouldn't be killed.


Which reminded him to fill in
everything he'd learned in the last days in his notebook. That had been
suggested by Darla, The Technician. After a fashion she was kind of a friend of
his. Having spoken twice now. So was The Mistress of Souls. She'd even given
him his cell phone and was paying the bill on it. Which meant her number was in
it already. 


Sighing, he hit the buttons, even
though it was insanely early to be calling anyone like that. She answered on
the first ring.


"Hello?"


"Um, hi? Mistress of Souls?
This is Tyler Gartner? We met at Zack's bookstore? The Line Walker?"


"Sure. What can I do for you
Tyler? Did you call to ask me out? That would be nice. No one does that. It's
all 'please don't eat my soul' day in, day out." There was humor to the
whole thing, which he took to be a good sign.


"Um, nope? We could,
of course. I just hadn't thought about it. I was wondering if I could, um, get
you to give me huge amounts of cash and prizes?" It was a funny way to say
it, since he'd just called for her phone number, but remembered The Rotted, who
he was enslaved to, suggesting that he bargain harder once.


Now his mouth was working on its
own to get that done. Ty didn't really get a choice in the matter.


"Possibly. What do you need
it for?"


"Really? Just so I can kind
of take you to the cleaners for the information I have. All you have to do is
pretend to be a regular Human girl and come help me fix a yogurt shop. In
California? You don't get paid for it, but Eve will be there, and she
claimed it would be fun." That was even true, as far as it went.


The phone practically purred in
his hand then, a thing he didn't know was possible for it.


"Oh? That does sound fun,
actually. I can do that. If the information is good enough. If not, I'll take
you as my personal slave, deal?"


He snorted.


"Fuck no. Thank you.
I'm already the slave of one Greater Demon and it's too much. Worse, she's
what's keeping me alive, so I don't think I can even get out of it. Anyway, if
you're in on the info for work part?"


"Yep. Tell me what the great
secret is." She sounded a little bit dark and annoyed with him, for some
reason. Probably because he'd cleverly thwarted her plan to make him a slave.
If that was even a thing that could happen with him. If it did, he was willing
to bet it would have killed him when the energy ran out from The Rotted.


"I was approached by a man,
he was old, dressed as a Catholic Priest and acted like one. He wanted me to
set up a meeting for you, Eve, and Lyn Hartley. Then he mentioned that he was
Tarsus, The Librarian. He told me that you three probably wouldn't want to go
and see him, for some reason. I let him think that I'd set that up, or at least
try, so that I wouldn't be killed out of hand. He also said that Eve was a
Greater Demon, or nearly so." Since telling her that might be a big enough
secret to be worth her while. "Lyn Hartley is too. The Changling. Everyone
knows that though, except Lisa down at the Mage Embassy. I don't really know
why."


The phone made a sound that was
gusty and longer than was really possible for a Human to pull off. When that
ended, the girl spoke, her voice calm, and warmer than it was.


"That's not bad info. All
right. It's worth the work. When do we go?"


"In a day or so? I'll call
with that. Anyway, I was wondering, can I get The Librarian's number? I kind of
wanted to make sure it was really him and not some other Greater Demon trying
to mess with me."


"One sec... Here it is. I
have it memorized, but had to call it up." It was rolled off easily, and
was a lot longer than it should have been, being severely overseas. "If it
is him... Well, I can see how he might think that. Maybe if you arranged
for us to meet on Skype? Did he say what it was about?"


"Gregor, The Cleric, seems
to be in some kind of trouble? That's who he told me he looked like when he
came in, which I didn't understand."


There was a noise, and then she
seemed to be walking. If so, it wasn't hard for her.


"Take care of that for us?
Then we can talk. I'll look into it from my end. Oh, do you want Lyn's number?
I have that, too."


It took about three minutes to
get everything written down, but at the end of it the woman on the phone just
hung up, leaving empty air. There had been a scream first, and it wasn't from
her, unless she was a lot more manly than he'd taken her to be when they'd met
before.


It was tempting to put off the
call overseas, to Greece, which should get him in touch with The Librarian. He
didn't give into it though, since he also kind of wanted to know.


This time it took six rings,
before a rather dry, but very male, voice picked up. It spoke in a foreign
language he didn't know.


"Um, hello? Librarian? This
is Tyler Gartner."


"Oh? Have you managed to set
up that meeting then already? I'd figured that it would take several weeks, to
be truthful." The tone kind of said that he didn't think anything had been
done yet.


The words said that it really had
been him setting it up. That was kind of a shock. He'd really figured it was
going to be The Storm.


"The Mistress of Souls
suggested that you all do that by Skype. Is that something you can
accept?"


There was a pause, but then a
soft chuckle.


"Well, she is my
granddaughter, isn't she? Yes, that will serve. The others are willing on those
terms as well?"


"Not that I know of. I think
that The Snowflake will be, but I haven't spoken to The Changling yet. I'm
planning to do that next. The meeting should be set for when? Tonight?" He
didn't know, but that seemed right if it was a big enough emergency to have him
in on it.


"Would six in the evening
your time be good? If you can bring it together in time. If not, call and let
me know. I'll send you the information for it. Do you have an e-mail
account?"


It was funny, since he didn't,
but that wasn't a huge problem. The man could just use the others, as soon as
they agreed to talk to him. Greater Demons seemed to all be up on things like
that, which was interesting to find out.


So far it hadn't seemed worth
having him do. Ty didn't say that, but it really seemed to be the case.


The man on the phone was very polite
to him though, and got off of it gently, suggesting they get together and go
fishing sometime. That was strange, but also friendly enough, as long as he
wasn't going to be the bait. That got a laugh.


Then he had to call Lyn. He got a
man however, who answered the phone a bit abruptly.


"Brad Hartley. Is there an
emergency?" 


Looking at the clock, Ty saw how
early it was, and winced.


"Nothing too major. This is
Ty Gartner, from the Coalition of Nations? I was asked to set up a meeting
between The Changling and The Librarian, along with some others. The Mistress
of Souls, and The Snowflake. They're doing it over the computer, so it isn't a
real meeting. More like a phone call? So, not a vast thing to worry over,
still, he seemed to think it was pretty important. I don't know why he thought
that really, since I'm just the middle man."


"I... Let me run that by
her? Honey?" The man went off, but a woman's voice came after some
mumbling on the other end for a while.


Lyn sounded normal. Like anyone
would on the phone.


"We might be able to arrange
that, Mr. Gartner. I take it all is well there? I've heard some troubling
things."


That started a longer
conversation, but when it was over he felt better informed. At least if she
wasn't lying to him.












Chapter seven





 


The good, possibly the best,
thing about dealing with Greater Demons was that they didn't really seem to
think that he was responsible for them. Eve didn't either, once he got
back in touch with her to set things up, by phone. Zack still wasn't in. It was
a bit worrying, since he also wasn't answering his cell. There was just an
eerie silence that way.


No one else was concerned, so he
tried not to be either. The man was an adult, and had hinted that he was
dealing with something big. Starting at seven-thirty several of the Alede came
in, led by Kait, who seemed to think that she was actually capable of running
the place for some reason.


"Well, I am the
co-manager. It's kind of in the job description. If I can get away to have sex
a couple of times first thing I'm good for the day. It's always tempting to run
off and entertain here, because, you know. Sex is more fun than work. One of my
favorite things. I'm not some kind of..." She stopped her voice sounding
annoyed and her face looking a bit bitchy. She wasn't making eye contact with
him though, and the fake glasses she was wearing really helped to make her seem
more normal that day.


Still incredibly hot, but like a
movie nerd girl, instead of the star of the show. She was also tamping down her
natural allure, hard. It was plain to him, since Ty noticed, his pants weren't
trying to come off on their own.


So he nodded.


"It must be tough. You are
the best Alede worker I've seen so far though, so of course you can handle it.
That was never a question." It really had been, in his head, but if she
needed him to lie to her in order to help her become what she wanted, then he
would. That was part of his job, after a fashion.


It also felt like the right thing
to do, because after a few moments she relaxed a lot and smiled at him.


"Thanks. I want to impress
you, if I can." She made that sound like it was an actual thing and not a
sarcastic comment.


Tyler didn't get it in the
slightest. Why in hell would this woman, who was his boss, as it turned out,
want to even bother with him, other than to tell him to get back to work?


She didn't make him ask, clearly
being nice that way. It was worse than if she was just sexy and mean, he
decided. More powerfully distracting, at least in potential. A thing designed
to keep him from doing his job well.


"I was wondering if I could
work with you on the Coalition? I know that it might not seem like a great
idea, but Alede are more than just their need to feed, or the ability to fill
out a pair of slacks well. I have a Bachelor's degree in Business Management,
with a minor in Political Science. I know that isn't some huge feat or
anything, but I didn't major in partying at school, or just get my grades by
sleeping with my professors. That was really hard to pull off too, because trust
me it was tempting. I did the work though, to make something of myself."


From the look on her face it
seemed like she figured he was going to say no. That was insane, of course,
being that it was free help. Still, Tyler also noticed that she really was
keeping herself from using her looks or whatever psychic abilities she had from
just making him do what she wanted. Her body was mainly turned away, and her
arms closed over the top of her chest, crossing to block her breasts
from view, rather than framing them to make them seem larger like most of her
kind did as a casual default.


Her clothing was good too. Blue
jeans, which were clean and form fitting, but no more than a nerd girl might be
wearing, and a funny shirt that had three quarter length sleeves. Those were
blue, but the body of her shirt was a rather plain gray.


Even thinking that he might tell
her that she wasn't good enough to work with him, or whatever it was she was
thinking, the woman wasn't forcing him to do anything. Just asking. It
was still a bit unfair, given how good looking she was, but he could see the
effort going into it, and tried to ignore that part of himself.


"All right. For today can
you check in on Vivian at the Mage embassy a few times? Make sure she has what
she needs and knows to really work. There may be more if something comes up.
Most days it really doesn't, but it could. After you get things handled, energy
wise, I mean. I'll stick it out here for a bit so you can do that, if anyone
comes in?" He didn't know how that really worked, since the Alede seemed
to try and have sex constantly, so he finally just spread his hands. "How
much, I mean, how many times do you need to do that a day, really?" He
felt awkward, but it was a good question. If she needed to have sex every few
hours it was going to make it a lot harder to work with her on anything
important.


The woman, her hair back in a
loose ponytail, brushed at it a bit. An artful looking wisp of hair was pushed
from the side of her face, already out of the way.


"Twice. That means two solid
energy harvests, so I can really do it at one time, if my partners are fresh.
More than that is nice, fun and all that, and I can collect energy from it for
later, to do things with. Shifting into Kyle for instance. Or influencing
people. We're actually really efficient that way. Better than Vampires. I mean,
if I bite someone, they want it." She grinned, actually
speaking past him, to a woman who was standing there, looking at them.
Hungrily.


She was very short, being just
about five feet tall, and had rust red hair, very pale skin with freckles, and
an African American nose. Her eyes were behind heavy glasses, distorted by the
thick lenses. In short, she looked a lot like Calley did. Enough so that she
pretty much had to be a relative, or at least a Bat shifter.


Her clothing was pretty plain,
being black slacks and a button down blue and white striped shirt. It gapped
just enough between the two top buttons to see that she had a pale cream
colored bra on. Though, like Calley, she was small that way. Enough so that the
thing was probably about being polite and professional, rather than needed to
keep herself from the effects of gravity.


Kait moved around the front
counter, seeming pleased, and hugged the woman like a long lost lover. Given
how the lady responded, that was probably just the case.


"Madeline! Back from
vacation then? I saw you were scheduled, but I didn't know if Zack had called
you in yet." Then she kissed the woman long and hard. Enough so that Tyler
had to look away, even if it was entertaining. He made himself smile. A wave of
lust came from them both, and the other woman locked her gaze on Kaitlyn so
hard that it seemed like she was mesmerized.


"I'm back! Fresh from four
weeks of living in the woods, eating berries and voles, and spending my nights
running operations to make sure I haven't lost all my training. What have you
been up to? More to the point, who have you been up to? I leave for a
month and you replace me with a hunk..." She looked over at him then,
still seeming like she wanted to have sex, even as she locked eyes with Tyler,
still in Kait's arms.


Calley had said that Bat's liked
sex, and had even mentioned they weren't that picky all the time. Men, women,
hot, or not. This woman seemed a bit more into that at the moment than Calley
normally did. Then, if she'd been out training for a month, it might have been
simple deprivation.


He waved at her, and tried to
keep that in mind.


"Tyler. I can hold the desk
here, if you two want to, um..." Adults didn't blush like he was, he bet.
Then he sighed, since it was clear that he wasn't either.


His face didn't infuse with
blood, he just imagined that it did. Meaning that all those times he'd
thought he was embarrassing himself that way, everyone else in the world had
probably thought he was cool as a cucumber. So, not missing much of a beat, he
went on.


"If you want to go use one
of the side rooms?" He thought that Shifters counted for sexual energy
that way, and if not the woman would be a bit more relaxed he bet. Like Calley,
she was in constant motion, twitching and flapping around, her face going
bright at the mention of her getting some like that.


She took Kait by the hand and
started to walk off, muttering softly.


"The new guy seems nice! I
haven't gotten any in weeks..." There was more talking but they were both
out of earshot for him after a few seconds.


So he got the place ready for the
day, working constantly for half an hour, waiting for things to change. The
thing that did was Zack coming back, marching out of the owl room with wide
eyes.


"Tyler! Sorry, I got hung up
doing some work. You've been here all night?"


"Yep. I'm charging you extra
for it, too. On top of my pay I mean. Normally it would have just been that,
but you didn't even manage to drop a note and I worried about you. So you get
me, you must be punished."


Zack winced.


"I see. So, spanking, or
time out?"


It occurred to Tyler that his
cute boss could be blackmailed, but he sighed and shook his head. He
could also be fired after all, and while it was one thing to think he
was sweet looking, it was another to insist he put out if he didn't want to.


"Eve wants me to go and help
her with a Yoghurt World renovation in California. Right now the plan seems for
her to carry me down, but it would be nicer if you got us there? Faster and not
me being carried like a baby for what seems like weeks. It's a really odd
effect, traveling with Vampires that way."


That got a slow nod.


"That can be arranged. I
heard about that situation. A gang of Humans pretty much tore the store down,
during the day. They don't have a Master Vampire working there, so it was just
Human staff members. One was put in the hospital. It wasn't even a hate group,
just scared people not realizing that the guy working there on mornings was
just a person like they were. It's a good idea, you going. You can talk to the
local police and make sure the attackers are found, and handled using the law,
rather than just killed."


No one had mentioned the whole
thing to him before, but that did seem like the kind of thing he should have
been brought in on. So he nodded.


"That won't be for a few
days. I'm not going until I have time off here. I got some help. The Mistress
of Souls?" Without even waiting to act casual the Greater Demon, looking
at least half Japanese, took his hand. Then he nodded and stepped back, so that
Tyler wouldn't hit him to test his reflexes. He'd done that once, to see if he
could get past the mind reading thing that way, but hadn't planned on it at the
moment.


Then, for it to work, he couldn't
plan things out. That was the point. He'd have to respond after the contact
was made, and do it so fast that the demon didn't have a chance to realize he
was moving.


Instead of hacking his arm off
for being too trusting, Zack smiled.


"That's not a bad catch. She
has the time right now anyway. Decent worker. So, Madeline is in. She isn't
always like that. Wanting sex at that level? Honestly she's one of the best
workers we have here. A spy sent in by the Shifters to watch me. You too now, I
bet. Coolness. Why don't you go and get with Eve? You really should make
a point of memorizing Lenore's notebook. I'll get some copies made of it, actually.
You'll need to be careful with it. It's one of her prized possessions. If you
lose it, I'll have to rewrite it from memory. That would cost you, trust me."


As if he were dismissed, Zack
made motions with his hand and nearly ran to the cafe. The idea was clear, he
needed food, but also didn't think that Tyler was going to be needed. It wasn't
until he was out of the store, about ten minutes later, having clocked out and
taken his larger notebook with him, leaving the other one for those copies to
be made, that he realized a simple fact.


Zack had to know that he
liked him.


It was kind of embarrassing, and
made better only by the fact that he sort of liked nearly everyone. That didn't
mean he wanted to sleep with them all, and, as the man himself had pointed out,
he couldn't afford to be trusting of Greater Demons. So really, he had
to stop thinking that kind of thing. It could give Zack a point of leverage to
use over him, if he wasn't careful. Just because he'd been nice so far, and
even helped set him up with an important side job, running the Coalition, that
didn't mean he might not be planning to trick him later.


Inside the Yoghurt World there
were two people. One of them was Eve, who was behind the counter, wearing an
apron that was green and white, which didn't go with the rest of the place at
all, and a dark skinned man who wasn't familiar.


The man turned to him, and stuck
a hand out.


"Mr. Gartner? I'm Ridley. I
run the Fun Zone, on the other side of the mall?"


Tyler nodded, having seen the
place before. The man was a bit taller than he was, so about six feet and a bit
of change, and had short, well groomed hair, as well as a shirt on that told
Tyler that the man was from that location. He'd at least stolen a shirt from
there, and liked to wear it, since it didn't seem new.


"Hey! We haven't met. I'm
still kind of new. Did you come to get free treats? Or a date with Eve?"
He didn't know why he was questioning the man like that, but something about
him had set the words flowing. Like he couldn't help himself. Not in some small
way either, but like the universe was commanding him to say the words.


Ridley smiled, a big and toothy
thing that fairly gleamed it was so bright.


"The first one. I wouldn't
want to get in the way of her relationship with Ben and Kait. Also, I was
trying to get her to come and watch my place for me, later today. It will just
be a few hours, but she's claiming that she's busy. I'd tisk at her and
shake my head, but she pretty much does nothing but work, like you."


Eve gave him a nod, and waved him
around the counter.


"Did you read any of the
notebook? For that matter, where is it? You didn't lose it, did you?"
Genuine panic seemed to come over her then.


Like he'd lose a book?


"I left it with Zack, so he
can make copies of it. He told me to memorize it. I read over it once, but
haven't gotten every word absorbed yet."


She started him in on making
things for Ridley, who wanted the hardest thing to make on the menu, naturally.
It was still just a frozen yogurt though, and while he had to make it three
times before it barely looked good enough for even a free treat, Eve seemed
pleased enough with him.


"I think you might be a
natural at this. Good. We have harder stuff to get past. I don't suppose you'd
be happy doing that for a few hours, then going and helping Ridley out? He
really does work most of the time, too. Seven days a week..."


It was tempting to say that he
wanted a break, having worked pretty much for days straight,


 If he counted beatings on a
plane as work, and helping out at the Fort, but then he shrugged.


"Okay. I've never done that
before." He was going to ask if he got paid for it, but Ridley didn't let
him speak.


"Perfect! Thanks Ty. It
won't be long. Between two and four? I'll even trade you for it...
Here..." It took a bit, but he moved to the front counter, where his
notebook had been left sitting, and opened it to a blank page and wrote a
number down, with a name. "Call him at ten-fifteen." Then he left, as
if that made any sense.


As soon as the man was gone, Eve
took a deep breath and sighed like it was a drama class and she was trying to
get a good grade.


"Ridley is a Trickster.
Dangerous to be around, especially if you don't do what they want. The best
plan is to go with it, like you just did. They aren't assholes, but I think
they have to keep the universe in balance, and if you get in their way, or
won't do your part they will hand you your ass. The only people that get
to ignore them are pretty much the Greater Demons. Even Zack normally just does
what Ridley wants, so I figured we should take a clue. I really have
other things to get to later, so it's a good thing you came along."


Then, being that she was there
for a reason, and so was he, they drilled. It went fast, and he learned a lot
more than he thought he could in that short of a time. At ten she waved at his
notebook.


"Ridley said call, so you
should. Use the back room."


No one was there, which was a bit
odd, he thought. Normally Edom was there during the day. It was kind of like
everyone was off on vacation. That, or there was an emergency that no one was
telling the new guy about. That could be it, he knew. Then, he hadn't asked. If
people needed him, or the Coalition of Nations to be involved, they knew to get
in touch. He had his cell with him, after all.


Dialing the number blind, having
nothing but an extension, which he put in, and a name, he didn't know what to
expect.


"Greg Former, how can I help
you today?"


That caught him out a bit.


"Hello. I'm Tyler Gartner. I
was given this number..." He was about to explain Tricksters, or what
little he knew, when the man made a happy sound.


"Oh? I was just about to try
and call you. This works better. You're calling about the attack at...
Westfield Mall? You were shot three times. It looks like a pretty open and shut
case. Can I do some fact checking with you? We have the grand jury coming up in
a few months, but staying on top of things never hurts."


That was the feminist attack
group thing. It wasn't that hard to remember, so he covered the whole thing for
the man, moving fast and letting him record it all.


"I see here that you, and
the others didn't press charges for the vandalism? Why is that? I just have a
notification here that says you worked that out with Althea Sims. I should have
been brought into the loop on that a bit more. As District Attorney that really
should have been my call, not hers. There can be leverage involved in small
charges like that."


He nodded, and then just told the
truth, since he didn't have anything else.


"Congressman Richard Swerlin
called and asked a favor, since one of the women involved has a mother that
actually loves her and got him to do it. To keep things fair we ended up having
to let them all go. They had to work with Zack Hartley to fix his store. The
book one? He's a Greater Demon, so it was pretty terrifying for them. We had a
Lesser Demon, Balthias, in to watch them work. He's not exactly inside the
legal system here, so... Well, let me just say that wetting yourself isn't that
bad of an option if you ever meet him? Great guy. Scariest being I ever dealt
with at the same time. He's called the Fear Demon, and it fits... Really
well."


No one had complained. Not that
Greg knew about. They were probably too terrified that Balthias would come back
for them, like he'd said, and take them as his rape slaves, if they tried it.
The man laughed when he told him all about it, which was a bit cruel sounding,
and then made a considering noise when he found out that Ty had drafted the
being into working with the Coalition. Part time, but it was a good point. He
needed to get with the demon and make sure he was doing all right.


Even better, the man had been
contacted, rather obliquely, by the prosecutor in Arizona that Tyler needed to
talk to about the cult busting that he, Eve and Bey had done. It meant talking
for over an hour and a half, on the land line the whole time, but a lot of
little things came together quickly enough for him. Paperwork stuff, which as
it turned out, he didn't really have a big part of.


Not until he had to go to court
for various things, to be a witness.


It left him with a little bit of
time, before he had to go and take over at the Fun Zone. So they drilled again,
making dozens of large frosty treats. Half of them were dumped, not being
professional enough for Eve. The other half got put in carrying containers, and
at just before two he was sent off with them.


"Power lifting gym. Run
though, so you won't be late. If I see Ginger, or Calley, I'll send them past
there? You've been the world's worst boyfriend so far, you know that? Have you
even seen either of them in three days?"


He didn't actually know at first.


"Yeah. I spent yesterday
with Calley. I get what you mean. Kind of an asshole really. I haven't even
given either of them a real hug in days. Then, we aren't really going out, are
we? The relationship stuff is pretty different for each of us. Calley wants
everyone, and flat out said monogamy wasn't happening with her, and Ginger... I
don't think she likes sex. I mean she offers, but I always feel a bit like
she's saying that she'll take a turn doing the dishes. You know?"


Eve smiled at him, and made
gestures like she was pushing him to pick up the carrying containers of treats.


"I do know, first
hand. Ben is pretty much in the same bind as you. Think about it. Calley
doesn't need you for sex, so that means she just likes you. She can take
care of her own needs, so you aren't really leaving her in a lurch. Ginger
doesn't need you that way in general. No sex drive. So for her to offer means
she sees something in you too. Now, go, before those melt, or you're
late."


He walked, but did it quickly,
trying to balance his notebook, and the treats at the same time, and dropped
them on the front desk of the Gym, where Hildegard sat, looking heavy browed
and a bit slow. She wasn't. Trollienkeine were smarter than Humans as a
rule.


"Oohhh. Presents? For
me?" She smiled at him happy.


"Probably to share, but yes.
I need to go. Working the Fun Zone today. Hey... Do you want to get together
some time? Hang out? You can come over and watch a movie with me." It
sounded fun, and the girl was just the right proportion of exotic and friendly
to make that seem fun, without being all about sex.


"That would be nice."
She had an accent, which was a little Germanic, and heavy fang like teeth in
her mouth, which she mainly kept closed. "We can do that this night? Or is
that too soon. I never know with Humans, what they mean."


"Tonight is good, except
that I have to work, I think. Speaking of which, I need to get home and shower
first. I've been going non-stop for a while now."


That got her to smile, flashing
her teeth at him a bit.


"This is a known thing,
Tyler of the Humans. We have watched you battle to save first those stolen
children that were harmed, and then protect the insane female that struck out
at you at the celebration of Independence. It is a good story. Now you seek to
help Riley, The Trickster. It is an epic thing, isn't it?"


He nodded, since it sounded
pretty good, the way she said it.


"Hopefully it will all be
epic sweeping the floor and the heroic making of change, or whatever it is I'm
supposed to do. I should get to that." Then he tiled his head. "Hey,
I know, can you come to the Cafe for dinner tonight? It's free, so I'll claim
it's my treat?"


That got her to grin.


"Ah! That would be good. We
were told by our leaders not to stress the goodwill of The Line Walker, but I
think perhaps an invitation from the Chief of the Coalition of Nations will be
allowed. Thank you. When should I be there?"


They agreed that five would work,
as long as Riley wasn't late. If he was, then things would be a bit messed up.


The trick, if it was one, with
watching the Fun Zone wasn't anything that hard to manage. He did need to
sweep, and keep things clean, as well as hand out two prizes, and make a lot of
bills turn into quarters. That was all. The place was decently busy, but that
still only meant about a dozen people in the two hours he was there. Then the
Trickster came back, smiling.


"There! Thanks, Tyler. I had
to buy a house for a woman. Otherwise the world would have ended in six months.
It's a bit of a chain reaction kind of thing. Can I call on you to help out
some other time? I don't have anything for the time being, but it can come
up."


The man was relaxed, and seemed
happy that the world wasn't going to be ending, at least. If that wasn't a
trick.


"Sure? I don't know if I can
always help, but I'll try, if you need me. I can count on you to help out with
the coalition stuff in return?"


"Oh, yeah. That's
just about brilliant, that club you have going. Half my work over the last few
weeks has been taken care of by you, without me even having to say
anything. I don't know if that's what the Greater Demons have in mind for you.
More of a work project to let you get ahead, actually. Not the most civic
minded people directly, Greater Demons. It's doing the job , so I won't be
complaining."


He nodded, getting the idea,
having been told that several times so far.


"I wonder why though? I
mean, Zack pretty much just made up a job for me, when I showed up. I'm no one
special." It had kind of been bugging him, to tell the truth. On a deep
level, but there the whole time. Why would Zack, The Technician, and The
Mistress of Souls do anything to help him, or anyone else, out like that?


Riley winked at him.


"That would be due to the
fact that The Line Walker is dating The Rotted. Practically married for
their kind. You know, you should talk to your mother more." There was a
grin, and he leaned in, his brown eyes looking suddenly huge. "Normally
I'd go for the laugh here, but you were good today, standing up for the
world without being a pain like most are. The Alede, Sally? She's actually The
Rotted. Spying on you, and trying to act like she's not. It's why the crowds
keep growing on the nights she shows up. She advertises first, so no one will
question her being there. Honestly, you should look into doing that too, after
you get settled a bit here."


It... Made more than a little bit
of sense. Rolling his eyes he recalled the last time they'd been together.


"She called me a
racist."


 The Trickster didn't smile then,
just nodding.


"And you learned from
it, instead of making it into a problem. If I didn't know better, I'd say she
actually cared about you. She also didn't use being Sally as a trick to get you
into bed. Trust me, Greater Demons think nothing in particular about
having relations with an adopted child like that. Their own biological kids,
too. For her to not do that means that you're pretty special to her, I
think."


That was nice to know. On a lot
of levels. After all, nothing would end his ability to hang out with Lucy
faster than having slept with her. Even in some other form.


Thanking whatever gods might
exist, he left, finally getting to go home and get cleaned up.












Chapter nine





 


The idea that his mom, Lucy, the
woman that had cared for him for most of his life, had been spying on him
rather than just coming to visit like anyone else would have done bothered him
a bit. Not for the reason that he would have suspected either.


No, if someone had told him that
Lucy was going to be a bit overprotective, he might have bought that one. It
didn't seem to fit with the idea of being a Greater Demon, but that wasn't how
he'd known her. She'd been there for him, and been the only parent that
he'd ever known. So that part of things kind of seemed to fit pretty nicely. Of
course she'd be a bit helicopter like. After all, her kid had gone out into the
world on his own finally.


As it stood, he was kind of worried
about her. Not that having him around had been any kind of help to her really.
He'd vacuumed and tried to keep the dishes done up, but that wasn't some vast
service on his part.


Thinking about everything that
had taken place in the last few weeks as he got back into the store, just in
time to meet Hildegard for dinner, he understood that it was about more than
him. Lucy wasn't there to make sure he ate his veggies after all. He didn't
need to eat. 


So it was about The Storm, if not
some other Greater Demon. Maybe even a totally different threat than that.
After all, she was ancient. Thousands of years old, from what he'd heard. Not
that they'd really talked a lot, since she'd finally admitted to him that he
was an animated corpse and not a real boy.


Just thinking about that left him
starving suddenly. Except that it wasn't a real thing. A hunger for the flesh
of the girl next to him. She was large and healthy looking. Dorky looking too,
from a distance. Like a girl that wasn't all that bright, and didn't bother
with makeup.


She looked delicious however. Not
as much as a Human would have, he didn't think, which was kind of interesting
to realize. Instead of letting his mind linger on that thought, he grabbed her
hand lightly, letting it go after a few seconds.


"Hey! You made it. Let's get
some food?"


It was a cafe, but there were a
decent amount of choices to be had and Palma, who was always there it seemed,
at least during the day, took their orders as they stood at the front counter.


"I'll bring those out,
dears. Why don't you both have a seat? It won't be but a moment." The
orders were mainly sandwiches, though he'd ordered onion rings with his. Hildegard
settled into one of the iron chairs comfortably, looking around for a bit.


"This is a good place. It
smells nice. Clean, and like food. We should come and use it more, but the
Chief doesn't want us to be too close to Zack. He's a friend of mine. I used to
help him, before he became a demon." Her eyes held his for a moment, and
then closed slowly. "He was a Greater Demon all along, but at first
he didn't know it. I can't see the difference. He's not an evil man. Even when
he killed that boy, it was only to keep the peace and make sure that justice
came with a firm hand. It is hard to think of him as being a warrior, being so
tiny like he is."


She went silent, since the guy
was a bit bigger than he was. Ty got that one and smiled.


"I'm not a warrior. I just
sell books and make phone calls."


The woman nodded. She didn't seem
too old, but it was hard to tell age, what with her being so different.


"True. A good being that has
fought to protect his own. Those of many Nations, as you call us. Lars has
written the ballad of Tyler the Human. It tells of how you fought the dead, and
living, without thought for who they were. It might be one of the lesson songs
of my people some day. The story of what it means to be as you are. We don't
have a name for it in my language. A hero that acts for all." She sounded
almost proud about that.


He shrugged.


"So, no pressure to live up
to that for you? Is that what you're telling me?"


That one didn't have to be
explained. She understood his meaning.


"Much pressing. That
is the point of such songs and tales. To push people to be more than they are.
Isn't that the Human way as well? You load your lives with examples of how to
live, and watch them daily, in your homes. Television. It is filled with
wisdom, if you are willing to see it. I did not get that at first, since it is
a Human thing, but over time I have found it there. The trick was seeing how
you people work in negative so often. Showing what not to do, or how to live,
rather than only focusing on the right way."


They chatted about that for a
bit, until, sooner than he would have figured, Palma had the table loaded with
food. It was mainly for his new friend, since he didn't need to eat really. He
would have to go to the bathroom though, part way through his shift if he had
too much. By being a bit more modest with the portions he'd be able to wait.


It was wonderful. Everything was
perfect.


When they were done the large
girl looked at the side rooms wistfully and shook her big head.


"We should go and have sex.
That is what you do at the end of a date, isn't it?" She looked at him
frankly enough that he could tell she wasn't kidding.


For a half second, he nearly
panicked, not really having been thinking that way, but then he nodded. They
had about half an hour until his shift started after all. Plus, how often did
you get to have sex with what was essentially a really well groomed Bigfoot?


"That's right. You don't have
to, but we could. In fact, I think there's a room left open?"


She stood, walking that way
quickly enough that it was kind of obvious. Being a gentleman, as well as
curious, he followed along behind her.


It was, he realized, interesting.
She didn't kiss a lot, keeping herself to other things mainly, which were
different in pattern than what a Human woman would have liked. She wasn't
brutal, but not too gentle either, which meant they both managed to have fun by
the time he had to go and actually get some things done. At the end she held
him for a minute.


"This was a good date. We
must do this again. Perhaps in a few weeks? Sooner than that and it will be
dating, which means marriage? I don't want to marry a Human. It would be too
hard to explain back home. Sex is easier." Then she patted him on the
back, hard enough to rock him a bit, and left. Leaving him to clean up. Not
that they'd made a mess, but there was an aesthetic to the whole thing.


When he came out he found
Madeline standing there, smiling at him like a comic book villain.


"Ooohhh. Lucky. I've been
wanting to try one of them out for years. What was it like? Details, I want to
know."


Instead of answering he laughed a
little and went to clock in. Then he started working on the store. It was
Monday night, so no order was coming in, which meant the new Bat was there when
he was done. Not that he was telling her anything.


On the fun side, Ginger finally
showed up, just walking into the place, seeming pleased.


"There you are! Eve told me
that you've been roped into fixing California for us? That's going to be
fun. Hi!" She didn't seem to really know Madeline, or at least didn't run
over to hug her or anything like that. In fact he was the one hugged. The girl
sniffed him though, and then sighed.


"Someone was getting
lucky."


Madeline smiled then, nodding
hugely.


"Hildegard, the
Trollienkeine? She doesn't want to date him. I think she was setting up
a booty call arrangement. So, what happened in Cali? I was out of the loop for
a few weeks."


Ginger didn't seem upset about
him having sex with another girl, which given what Eve had said kind of made
sense. She didn't care about sex at all, for herself. Why should she be
concerned about what he did with other people, as long as it didn't impact
their relationship?


"A monumental fuck up, is
what happened. It was a Christian protest group, going after the Vampires,
because so far we've left them all alive and unharmed when they've done things
like that. It wasn't even really them, since an anarchist group joined
them for the thing, and started beating a cashier. That doesn't even make sense,
does it? I mean, those groups don't run in the same circles, most days."


It was a point that jumped out at
him too. Why would they even be talking? Christians could be judgmental, and
even violent, if they were fringe cult types. Most of them were just like
anyone else. Deluded into thinking they were right and everyone else was wrong.


Not that he wasn't the
same way, but his ideas were his, which made him blind to the idea of being
that incorrect from a totally different direction. Lucy had taught him that
lesson a long time before, while he was in school.


It suddenly occurred to him that
she might have mentioned a few things that most parents didn't really go over
with their kids.


Ginger went on, her face looking
a bit upset. Like she was going to rip someone a new asshole, to be honest. Her
eyes were normal, a light color that wasn't exactly blue, or green, more of a
mix of both. Her fangs were still put away too. She still looked pissed, just
like a normal girl.


"So the Council is sending
Eve in to find who did it. That, and fix the place up. The Vampires there were
screwing things up big time, and got in with organized crime. She killed most
of them, but that means there really isn't anyone there that can fix things. We
don't have a Master Vampire that can go and stay there. Not full time.
We're, Eve and I, are too young for it. Even Barb is. She's been a Vampire for
over fifty years, but that's young for one of us. Oh... Speaking of
youthful charm, Tyler..." She stopped talking, and looked between him and
Maddy.


After a bit he smiled at her, and
gave her hand a squeeze.


That got her to go on.


"I... Lenore is coming into
town, next week. We're meeting with my parents? I sort of told them that you'd
be there. My boyfriend, so..." She seemed nervous about that.


"Cool. Not nerve wracking at
all, either. Not in the slightest. Nope. I'm perfectly fine." He tried to
look like he was about to wet himself in fear, but didn't really feel it. He
wouldn't, until he walked up to their front door. Then it would come he bet.


"You'll come? I wasn't sure.
I know we said we were going out, but then I've barely seen you. Work, for both
of us, but it isn't like there aren't a lot of women around here."


The Bat in front of him nodded.


"That's a point. This is
work time. For you. So I'll just have to take your girlfriend
into the back and... I have a break..." She looked at Ginger longingly,
but the Vampire shook her head.


"Sorry. Some other time? I
have to get to Yoghurt World. It's just Eve and I right now, since everyone
else has been called into an emergency session. There's a bit of a problem in
Mexico. I guess one of the cartels has been taken over by a bunch of us and the
Mexican government decided that means the Vampires were always behind all their
problems? It's a bit of a mess, but it will work out." Then, leaning in
and going up on tiptoe a bit the girl kissed him. Gently, and on the lips, but
well enough the Shifter next to them sighed.


"I need to find
someone full time. Calley is lucky, having you two. I'd get in on that too, but
you know, Aunt. That would be gross."


Which was correct. He was open
minded, but that kind of thing seemed a little off to him still. Sort of like
how it would be wrong for Sally to sleep with him, since she was actually Lucy
in disguise. If that was right and the Trickster wasn't just being
tricky, which, given the name, could be possible.


After Ginger left he and Madeline
worked the main floor, which did start to pick up after a bit, like it had on
the other occasions when Sally showed up. Sure enough, an hour in, the hot
soccer mom with red hair was there, looking ready to do her part as far as
entertaining went. For a moment he felt bad about that. His mom, Lucy, had
never even had a date as far as he'd known.


Now she was smutting it up, just
to watch him. Then, after a moment he shrugged. There had to be a thousand ways
she could have done the same thing, so maybe she was just trying to enjoy
herself? That was fair. It wasn't like he hadn't been doing the same thing. If
with fewer people.


When she walked up he waved.


"Hey mom. Come to watch me
again?"


He was behind the counter, but
looked right at her. Really, even if it wasn't a trick he kind of thought she
might pretend not to know what he meant. Instead she waved at the paper in
front of him. His sex extortion list.


"Zack told on me? He said he
wouldn't. Or was it The Technician? That bitch is... Well, not that bad,
all things being told, but it's a bit inconvenient. I just worry, that's all.
Are you feeling well? Everything is going all right?" Her pretty face
didn't change, but the mannerisms did. Suddenly she became Lucy. The one that
he'd always know.


Even if she did look totally
different the whole time.


"Riley, The Trickster. I
picked up a shift for him earlier, so he could buy a house. For someone else. It
saved the world. Not that he mentioned that part until after. Still, it
turns out that running the Fun Zone isn't that hard. He just told me about what
you were doing, since I didn't need to be tricked into things. Part of my
payment?"


Instead of getting mad, which
Lucy almost never did, she seemed impressed.


"Really now? Few can
navigate that sort well. So, since you found out, I can get in on one of the
good rooms? You wouldn't want your mom screwing strange men on the hard
backroom floor tile, would you?" She tried to make herself seem pitiful
and abused over the whole thing. Complete with big eyes and a sad face.


Put that way it was true enough,
but he shook his head. His initial impulse was to demand she go away, and not
do that kind of thing. The place was packed, and it left him feeling uneasy,
because most of the men and women that had come in wanted to fuck her. Then,
even if she wasn't an Alede, she wasn't Human either. Trying to make her
play by those rules wasn't going to work very well.


"First come, first serve. If
you want one of the good rooms you should come and make an arrangement ahead of
time. Rent the space out for the night? Bribes and bargains woman. Bribes and
bargains!" That would have to be with Zack, but saying it got a laugh.


"I'm very proud of you,
Tyler. You know that, right?"


A man, who was standing behind
her reached out and grabbed her ass then. He held it too. She didn't jump, but
did turn and give him an annoyed look.


"Seriously? You can't
wait your turn? I'm on the list. Sally. Now, take your hands off my backside,
or I'll make you eat them." It was said gently, not screamed or even
blurted, but the guy didn't seem to be getting the idea.


"I just want you to be proud
of me, too. Is that too much to ask?" He said it like an asshole might,
mocking and making fun of Ty. It got him to stare at the guy, who was, he
realized, one of the football players from his old school.


Rick.


If he had a last name, Ty didn't
know it. The guy was cute, but like that all the time. A major prick.


Tyler just nodded, looked at the
hands on his mom's behind, and tried to relax. It wasn't his place to tell
people what, or who, to do. It was really annoying however, which Zack and
Hiram both seemed to understand when they came out to help with the sales desk.
Hiram looked ready to fight, just watching what was happening, which was
strange. People felt up the Alede all day long. Heck, Hiram did it. They
liked it.


Still the instant that Sally had
indicated she wasn't wild about the contact for some reason, the mood of the
room shifted. In fact, it was about to become violent, he noticed.


Tyler also understood that
nothing he did in particular was going to stop it from happening. Rick was,
always and possibly foremost in his life, a jerk. If Ty tried to save him, the
guy wouldn't have pulled back and listened to him. Honestly, the only
thing he could think of to save the guy was to attack him well enough that the
others didn't have to.


He nearly did it, walking around
the counter. Then... Stopped. It just wasn't his job to save a person that didn't
want the help. Especially if it meant going up against Greater Demons.


Plus the fucker was still feeling
up his mother. Sure, it was easy to see how a person not related to her might
think of that as fun, but it wasn't a thing he wanted to defend. When he got to
the man, Tyler just shrugged.


"Get out. Don't come back.
If you don't leave, right now, we'll call the police. She asked you not
to touch her right now, and you're still doing it. So... Which do you want? To
leave, or sit the night out in a cell?" Not that he'd get to live that
long.


Rather than turn to hit him, or
threaten to fight. He let go of Sally and smiled.


"Hey, I was just playing. I didn't
mean anything by it."


Ty shook his head.


"Fine. You still have to
leave and not come back. You aren't wanted here. Go."


"Fuck you." The kid,
his own age, more or less, did try to bluster, puffing up his muscular chest
and stretching upward in an almost comical fashion. As if they were going to
decide this by seeing who was bigger. It was funny, so he laughed, and pointed
at the front of the store.


"You have ten seconds to be
gone. I'm not warning you again." He tried to look steely and tough, but
probably didn't get there.


Rick flipped him off. Then left.


Sally smiled at him, and patted
his arm. Collecting all the information that he'd ever had.


"See, I have good reason to
be proud. Thank you, dear. Now, let's get back to the fun part of the
evening?"


It took work to ignore her for
the rest of the night. Mainly because she kept stopping to chat with him
between visits with her new friends. Even worse, that got all the other Alede
to do the same, and since Kait wasn't around, being off work already, they were
all spraying the room with lust. That meant he was awkwardly trying to think of
anything except that every twenty minutes when Sally walked over to him.


Finally, after six hours of that,
people cleared out. It was only midnight, but the flow of bodies cut off like a
tap, with only a few stragglers being left. At first he didn't get it, until
Rupert and Vivian ran in, both with heavy and complicated looking firearms in
their hands. Things large enough to require both hands to carry.


Rupert called out what was
happening, in a strange stage whisper.


"We got a call that said an
attack is possibly incoming. Bomb threat. We're evacuating. The police are on
their way, but we need to get the customers out of here." He looked uneasy
about that, but Ty just nodded and clapped his hands.


"All right, everyone that
isn't immortal get out of here! Bomb threat. Be careful and head out now. Come
on, everyone move!"


Zack added his voice to the
suggestion. After a bit, Sally came over, her face more plain and normal now.
Younger looking too. Instead of early twenties soccer mom, she looked like a
fourteen year old Asian schoolgirl. Dressed the same way as before though, if
shorter by a good bit.


"Goody. I was about to get
bored. Who do you think called that in?"


She was speaking to him, but Zack
was the one that answered. His voice was playful and almost happy sounding.


"It could be anyone. Midgets
that are upset with everyone looking down on them? Only, no, because Little
People tend to be awesome. Our people could have done it, but that seems
a bit heavy handed. My best guess? A certain feminist group. Probably just a
call too, because if you're going to actually attack you just do it, you don't
make threats first. I don't suppose we could get a copy of that threat? What
was said exactly? Who took the call? Who did it come in to?"


Rupert searched the room
carefully, his eyes scraping everything for bits of information or possible
threat.


"Valerie, over at Pretty
Plus. It came in about fifteen minutes ago. We heard it. Calley knows more than
I do, since it was kind of far away for me. Viv suggested we go store to store
and spread the word, which is a good plan." He spoke like he needed to
defend his sister.


She was probably right given the
situation there, so Ty headed out too, only to have Sally take his arm.


"You should look for
bombs. Start at Pretty Plus. Be really careful, and try to find anything
unusual. Focus really intently and don't miss anything."


The words made more than sense to
him, and he moved to get that done, running fast. If there was anything, then
odds were it would either be just outside the back door since that was the
easiest target, which ended up being perfectly clean when he checked the area,
or in the front. In places where a person off the street could walk in, say
carrying a bag, and not be noticed.


There were a lot of places to
hide things like that in a clothing store. It still didn't take him long to
locate the likely bomb. It did surprise him that anything was there, because
Zack had been right. You didn't call something in like that if you wanted dead
bodies all over the place. In the center of a circular clothing rack, in the
shielded ring made by rather tame looking dresses and skirts, all in black, sat
a paper shopping bag. He didn't touch it, just looking down into the top of the
thing.


"Hmmm. Well, this does
look like a bomb to me. Wires, an electronic timer, something that looks like
modeling clay in blocks."


He spoke the words out loud,
which got several people to run toward him. One of them was the girl that his
mother had changed into.


"Good work. You should keep
looking. Here first, then go store to store. I'll mark this one."


It took a bit for him to actually
go from one place to the next, but that was the only explosive device. After
about half an hour a Police officer came and started to tell him to evacuate
the building. That was silly of course. He wasn't done checking it yet.


After explaining that, he went
back to work, only to have the officer try to push him around on the topic. The
man even pulled his gun, which was ignored. Normally that would have been a big
deal to him, but at the moment he had important searching to do.


"Look, I'm working here. You
need to get and stay, out of my way." The man wasn't thrilled to
hear that, but finally another cop came over and sent him away. A useful one.


Robertson.


The Coalition of Nations local
liaison. His partner wasn't there at the moment, but the older man actually
just asked what he was doing. That was kind of why he had the job he did. The
guy was brilliant, and actually bothered to try to be reasonable, even if
something strange was happening.


Ty didn't stop searching for even
a second.


"I found the first bomb. I
need to go over the whole building... Um, I can't die. I can go into
that more later, if you want, but for the time being, don't you think that you
should leave? If I get blown up it will be messy and inconvenient for a week or
two. That's all. Can you say the same?"


"No, I can't. I'll pass the
word. The world is sure a strange place anymore."


It really was.


The explosives unit did their
job, well away from him, and he didn't find anything else. Even as he
went into each store, since they were all still open, and checked them
individually. One at a time. It took a long while, but by the time he finished,
almost everyone was gone. It was also morning, or close enough that it was
daylight outside when he went to see where everyone had gotten to. There was a
large collection of people in the parking lot, but when Ty moved in that
direction he realized that he didn't know any of them.


Almost none of them.


Several of them were kind
of familiar, having been part of the feminist attack on the bookstore a few
weeks back. Looking around he noticed that Will was there standing with them,
if a bit to the side. The feminist guy that had helped to wrestle the gun away
from the would be killer that had targeted Alex.


Instead of waving though, the man
pointed at him, and yelled.


"There
he is! There he is! That's the one!" His look was a bit blank and vapid,
and several women


turned
toward him, and started running.


Then they attacked. Mainly with
weak slaps, which didn't hurt, and hair pulling. That part did close to
nothing, since there wasn't a lot up top for them to hang on to, which he could
have told them, if they would have stopped freaking out at him like they were.
Then several of them picked him up, bodily, even though he wasn't moving. At
first he didn't get it, but when the van pulled up next to him, an SUV, with lots
of windows, Tyler worked it out. He was smart that way.


He was being kidnapped. Again.
Only this time it was a bit more serious in intent, and more comical in execution.


"Um, hey... You probably
don't want to do this. You can get in real trouble for kidnapping."


That got a rather homely woman to
punch him in the face.


"Shut up, cis scum!" A
little chant went up then, as he was tossed into the back of the red vehicle.
It was a nice burgundy color, actually, with a bit of metallic sheen that was
visible in the very early morning light.


Rather than fight, since these
people honestly weren't ready for that kind of thing, he called out, wondering
if anyone would be able to hear him.


"Hey! This is Ty Gartner.
I'm being kidnapped. By the people that attacked the bookstore. Red SUV, in the
parking lot. A little help, please? They're mainly women, and I don't want to
hurt them."


The unattractive woman, who was
heavy, square shouldered and who had a slightly better beard growth going than
he could manage himself, started hitting him again. Poorly.


"Quiet, you male
oppressor!"


"Um, I'm not oppressing you.
You're committing a crime, and literally hitting me! That makes you the
oppressor here. You want to not be doing that. Stop and let me go.
Now."


Another of the women, who seemed
a bit rabid, screeched in his direction. Her hair was fuzzy, and she probably
would have been cute, if it weren't for the deep frown lines on her face.
Flecks of spittle flew from her face as she yelled.


"You! You threatened to rape
our friends. You won't get away with that!"


That was news to him.


"I... What the hell are you
talking about? I didn't do that." No, he'd let Balthias do that. It was a very
different thing.


That got incoherent ranting, the
message of which basically told him that the woman had nothing to go on in
particular. She just started saying words, which while catchy, didn't cover why
he was being taken. Her reasoning seemed to be about the Patriarchy, which,
when he asked to have that really explained got three different responses from
four different women. The only good part of the whole thing was that they
started fighting among themselves about it, which meant there was screaming
when the doors were ripped off the vehicle. It was a booming and screeching
thing, that involved sounds Tyler was nearly willing to bet would do some
hearing damage.


To those others, who didn't just
soak that kind of thing and grow teeth back like he did.


Strangely, even though he'd
expected Eve, or maybe Ginger, to get there first, or possibly Zack, or
his mom, it wasn't any of them there. No, the Vampire that was kicking some
behind rather handily was one that he didn't recognize.


Only that wasn't true. When he
saw her slightly nerdy face, and focused he got it. He'd met her, twice.
She'd lent Eve her car to give him a ride once in fact, which had been ultra
cool of her.


"Hi Maggie. Thanks for the
rescue. Please be careful not to hurt them. I think they might be... I don't
know. Kind of deluded? I'd say slow, but that isn't right. I don't want
to insult people with learning disabilities, so this has to be something
else. They might have been tricked, or brainwashed into it, so we should be
careful."


The last of the women, the heavy
one that had screamed first was tossed into the parking lot. The Vampire looked
like a bit of a hippie to him, and a tiny bit like a nerd. She was also
kind of adorable, while she was saving his life like that.


"Fanatics are always
a pain in the rump. I was just going to come in and see if I could get the word
on what's going on at the meeting. I heard you, so figured you might
know?"


"Nope? I bet we can find out,
if we try. There was a bomb threat. Probably these people. We should, I
don't know, call the police?"


She nodded, and pulled a cell
phone, which meant that they got very prompt service. The cops were still
there, and she was known as the daughter of Chief Sims. They didn't even
shoot him first this time before arresting the actual bad guys. Bad gals, he
reminded himself, not wanting to get that part wrong. They didn't even spray
his face with anything or try to taser him, either. In all, it was a
good day.












Chapter ten





 


It still took hours for him to
get out of there. The police kept asking him the same six or so questions, over
and over again, and generally were acting like he was making up being
kidnapped, even with Maggie Sims backing him up on the topic.


It was bad enough that the woman
finally lost her cool a bit and growled at some of the men.


"Look, this isn't hard. Look
at the video from those cameras?" She pointed, frustration in her voice.


It was a good point, and while
they did get with the plant manager for the mall, and the footage was both
delivered and very clear, he was still hassled for a long time, as if he were
making things up.


In the end it was Robertson that
explained the whole thing to him. The cop looked exhausted, his mustache kind
of messed up, which Tyler had never even thought of as being a thing that could
happen.


"They know that you've taken
out Vampires, unarmed. One more than one occasion. There's no way a bunch of
regular women could take you against your will." Even as he spoke he was
skeptical sounding.


Ty nodded.


"Sure. I could have
kicked their asses. Then you'd be taking me to prison right now, wouldn't you?
Hell, I was stabbed the other day and the cops attacked me for it. Are
you really going to tell me that I had a legal right to self-defense given
that? If I even pushed them away so I could run I'd be open to arrest now,
right?"


That got the cop to look baffled
for a moment, but after a while he laughed, just a little. A dry chuckle that
seemed nearly miserable under the surface level.


"True. It's a trap for all
men. Even cops have to deal with it from time to time. I saw a case recently
where a woman came up behind an officer who was working on a computer and
slashed his throat, trying to kill him. She got probation for it. Probation.
He lived, but there was an investigation into his use of force, wresting
the knife from her. He didn't even punch her."


That was kind of shocking, but it
also made sense at the same time, from what he'd seen.


Still, that being pointed out did
get the other cops to pull back a bit, question wise. They got part of it, if
nothing else. He hadn't been being a wimp, being taken like that, he'd been
being diplomatic. Luckily Maggie, the Chief's daughter had been there to help
him out.


It was funny, but not one of the
cops put two and two together to come to the conclusion that she was a Vampire.
Not even with the vehicle damage. Ty suspected mind control on her part, but he
didn't see it happening. There were no particularly lingering stares or verbal
commands telling them what to do. Not that he could tell.


It was nine in the morning by the
time he was allowed to go home, and for once he actually got to. After all, it
was an order day, which meant the new books were coming in later that night.
That meant he was able to find a place and just sit. It had been a while since
he'd been able to do that. At least without anyone trying to hit him at the
same time.


His chosen place was Calley's
sofa. It was warm and soft, letting him sink into it. There was a nice and
rather large television in front of him, but he left it off, just breathing for
a while. A thing that he eventually realized he didn't need to do. On the good
side, even with his life being kind of bad at the moment, he also didn't think
he was capable of depression. That was kind of cool, actually. No one
needed that kind of thing, if they didn't have to feel like that.


After about half an hour of that,
just when he was going to get incredibly bored, Calley came in, through the
front door. She looked pretty exhausted. The real kind that gave her dark
circles under her eyes, like a real person.


"Tyler! You still live
here?" She hopped over the arm of the couch and slid in beside him,
cuddling in to his side.


"I know. How are
things going for you? I'd share first, but the fact is I have no clue about my
life. I mean, you'd think I'd know, having lived it, but no... Not so much."
That seemed fair to him.


"Catherine is freaking out.
We're seeing attacks at a level that pretty much means someone is setting them
up, but she doesn't know who it is, or why they'd bother. I mean, feminists?
They aren't normally bombing kidnappers, are they? Even the extremists tend to
be more about talk than action. That pretty much means someone is trying to
line things up for some reason. Then there's the thing with Vivian. I mean,
she's Rupert's sister. Sent after Catherine personally?" There was
a rapid settling of her body, almost vibrating against his side.


After thinking for a few seconds,
that being a thing that he liked to do occasionally, Ty could see that as
strange.


"Yeah. My guess is Greater
Demons. Zack pretty much told me that if I trusted any of them he'd cut off my
arm and eat it in front of me. I like my hands, so... Yep. I'm blaming them
irrationally. Probably The Storm, since I know she's going after my mom."


Hopping up the Bat girl scurried
to the kitchen.


"Pancakes! You want?"


He did. It actually sounded
pretty good, given everything.


"Sure. I should help."
Not that he was the best cook in the world, but he could do a few things in the
kitchen. More than just that, actually. Really, he was good at it. His mom had
taught him how, so he could make his own dinners when she was working. Now he
had to wonder what she'd really been doing all that time. Demon stuff,
no doubt. 


He had other kitchen skills too
however. Washing dishes and standing there, mainly. Opening cans was a talent
of his as well, and he could mix a mean pitcher of frozen orange juice
concentrate. If they weren't going to use fresh oranges. Most of the
time they hadn't done that either, since Ty had grown up poor, but he'd been
shown how, so that he'd have the skill. 


They had several cans too, so he
worked near the sink, trying to stay out of the way.


That almost didn't matter, since
the girl kept moving toward him, even as he shuffled over to give her room to
work. That kept him moving around the space until Calley set up an electric
griddle on the counter, pulling it from below that.


Then she stopped pursuing him
like she had been, clearly not getting that she'd been doing it. As the batter
was poured and started to make little noises at it cooked, the girl set up some
eggs on the stove in a pan. She glanced at him, but he waved those away. They
smelled wonderful, but that wasn't a good thing at the moment. He was feeling
kind of hungry, which was mainly a psychological thing for him.


Eating was just for fun.


Kind of like sex.


That could have been sad and
might be someday, if he ever wanted kids, but at eighteen he was feeling all
right with that kind of thing. He couldn't get a girl pregnant? Wonderful. That
was one less thing to worry about.


As she worked, standing like a
warrior in front of the griddle, holding a long handled spatula, Calley glanced
over at him.


"Ohhh, will you pour me a
glass of OJ?"


He got her one, the heavy
pitcher, which was made of clear glass, feeling about room temperature to him.
There was a bit of condensation on the outside of it, meaning it was cool. So
was he though, naturally.


"I keep forgetting that I'm
cold all the time. I know why I didn't realize it for years, but it's shocking
that no one mentioned it to me." Only, of course, they had. People had
mentioned him having cold hands several times, Ty just hadn't touched people a
lot.


Now that he thought about it,
Lucy had always hinted that he should avoid that, so he wouldn't catch their
germs. An awful lot of what he'd done had been about not being noticed as a
dead person, now that he was able to see his own life clearly.


Before the first batch of crispy
smelling golden brown cakes were put on a plate, a soft knock came from the
front door. It was late enough in the day that it didn't seem impossible,
though he used the peep hole, and was a bit shocked to see who was there, on
the other side of the thing.


Cracking the door, he let his
head pop out, and tried to seem skeptical.


"Are you here to tell me
about our Lord, Jesus Christ?"


The Mistress of Souls snorted a
bit, and then let her head tilt from side to side.


"Not exactly. So, let
me in anyway? I mainly just came to check on you, since I hear you've had a
rough few days. I'm good like that. Practically your best friend, when you come
down to it. I mean, who else comes from out of state just to make sure their
pal is all right?" Her face was smiling and friendly. Also a bit too good
looking. Like she wasn't exactly real.


Perfect on a level that was too
hard to ignore. Like the Alede were. Only without blasts of lust coming off of
her, which was nice, now that he noticed it.


"Um, okay, but no sex or
tricks. I mean, tricking me or my friends. If you want to do stupid Demon
tricks to amuse us, that would be cool."


That got a nod, but no words.


Then she pushed her way in, and
sniffed.


"Hey, can you set me up with
a plate too? Those smell marvelous." She called it out, clearly speaking
to Calley, even though she didn't raise her voice that much. It got the Bat
girl to walk over, her face a tiny bit scared. She had a gun in her hand, which
meant that it had been hidden in the kitchen someplace. It certainly didn't
look like it could have fit in the back of her skirt.


It should have been really tense,
but Keeley just waved at her, smiling.


"Calley Hale. Zack's
mentioned you. He thinks you're cute. I can see it. Still, I'm just here to
visit, so, we can fight if you want, but that seems further away from pancakes
to me... Oh, eggs too?" She seemed hopeful, and the gun was pointed
downward.


"Are you here to hurt Ty? I
won't let you. I mean, I can't stop you, but..." She seemed confused and
frightened, but Keeley shook her head.


"Nope. I wouldn't, even if I
could. Which isn't impossible, but would be pretty hard to pull off. Really, he
set me up for some work the other day, so I came to make sure I know the
timing of things. Before you ask, yes, he worked me around, not the
other way. Hopping to the word of the dead man. I'd complain about slipping,
but he's pretty cool, don't you think?"


The conversation seemed to be a
bit strained, but the Bat girl sighed and moved back, like the Grater Demon
couldn't have just lied.


"How many eggs?"


"What you have left? I'll
leave some cash for them. Not that I'm offering to pay you for it.
There's a subtle difference there. Neither of you is a Greater Demon. I just
don't want you to dread me coming to visit. We should hang out. I'm really
pretty nice, I hear."


Tyler didn't know if that was
true or not, so smiled at the girl. Her face was designed to manipulate men, he
realized. He didn't feel it, even though he did when he looked over at Calley.
His girlfriend. Logically he should have been very responsive to the new girl,
being prettier and trying to use that against him, but he just didn't.


"I wonder if it's about
being a slave already?"


The girl moved toward him and
patted his arm, then winked at him.


"I see. That's... Yes? I
think you actually have programming to protect you from Greater Demons, which
The Rotted put into play. Smart of her. Once you know what we are, you won't
feel like that for us. Other than Zack... Which is darned specific, but I can
see it. He's pretty much the only one of us you can trust. Not that you get a
choice with Lucy."


Calley seemed not to get it all,
so he smiled at her.


"I was wondering why I
didn't feel any attraction to her. Good to know I'm not gay? Not that there's
anything wrong with that." It was meant to be a joke, but no one even
smiled at it. Probably because he was close enough that way.


As if she was reading his mind,
The Mistress of Souls just started talking about him.


"You were raised by a
Greater Demon, as both her slave and child. That means you're going to
reflect her morals pretty solidly, I bet. The Rotted is insane, for one of us.
That probably suggests that you won't be well balanced in some ways. In others
you'll do better. Like being bi-sexual. Greater Demons just don't care about
things like that, so it makes sense you wouldn't. I bet you don't care if you
kill people either, do you?" She was saying it for Calley, who'd gone back
to the other room.


"Um... You know, I haven't
really so far, but I do tend to avoid it. I find the idea of eating people
really gross. And alluring, at the same time, which is sickening to me."


"Exactly. A thing that Anne,
your mom, put into place so you could pass as Human. She did a pretty good job,
really. We should set the table." With that, it was clear that her input
as far as his nature was over for the time being. It wasn't subtle, so he got
it pretty clearly.


The meal itself was nice, and
they spoke of nothing all that important the whole time. After that, Keeley
sent Calley off to bed, since the Bat girl had been up all night, and being a
living being needed to sleep. Not that she got a lot, since she needed to be
back at work at four. Even that was missing half a day for the girl.


She yawned, stretched and shook
her head a bit.


"I can stay up. I don't want
to leave you two alone." It was kind of blunt, but didn't sound mean. More
like she didn't want to abandon her guest. Rather than thinking that Keeley
would kidnap him, or take his head off and hide it so that he couldn't do
anything.


For a horrible moment he had to
wonder if that was a thing that would work. Most people, if you cut their head
off, would be dead. Being dead already, would that do anything to him? Or, and
he was kind of worried that this was the truth, would he just sit there, unable
to speak or move, but still being alive the whole time. It was a freaky idea
that he didn't want to mention out loud, just in case it was real.


Keeley started to clean up the
remains of the food.


"Don't worry. I won't be
here long. I just need to work out a schedule with the boss here. Go ahead.
He'll be fine, I promise."


The Bat got out of the room then,
looking back, and seeming like she didn't trust the Greater Demon in her kitchen.
Still, Keeley was cleaning, and not complaining about it. Free labor was a good
thing, after all.


When they were alone, with Calley
listening from her own room, no doubt, a thing that everyone knew, Keels sighed
at him.


"I get it, but it isn't
needed. I really won't hurt you. Either of you. It would mean war with Zack and
Anne. Possibly Darla, too. I don't think that your friend here understands just
how protected she really is. Seriously, just having Troy Lopez come after me
would be annoying enough to leave her alone." She sounded really serious,
but smiled, not letting it come into her voice.


Like it was a real thing, as far
as Calley went, but for him, on his side, it was a joke. A complicated double
message, meant to influence two separate people in different ways. That was
probably why she got to be a Greater Demon, and he didn't. The idea should have
made his head hurt.


Touching his arm, she locked eyes
with him.


"So, what's the plan? We're
heading out after you get off work tomorrow? Friday morning, I mean? It's a
little slow off the mark, but we're just going to set up a shop and do some
renovations? I can do that. You're really doing all right however?"


It was a complex thing, so he
nodded. She already knew all the answers after all.


"That soul reading thing you
all do is handy, isn't it?"


"Ooohh. That's a good name
for it. Soul reading. Mind if I use that? To answer your question, yes. It's
incredibly useful. Also a pain in the rear, all the time. I mean, how well do
you ever really want to know someone? Most people are kind of gross, if you
examine them too closely. Sure, I know what your secret plans are, but
also how often you pick your nose and eat it, as well as what you think about
while masturbating. Not that I judge, but really, there's a lot of that I could
do without. Not that you, personally are that bad. No nose work going on, for
instance. Or handling yourself in freaky ways. Vacuum cleaner love is way
more common than you would think."


He could see that. All of it. In
a way it was good to know. Not just how it worked, but that he wasn't all that
horrible inside.


No one wanted to be the worst
person ever.


"Can you meet me at
two-thirty Friday morning at Hartley and Co.? Zack is supposed to take us to
the Yoghurt World, so I don't have to be carried like a baby the whole
way."


That got a nod, and a touch that
was probably not needed. There was a kiss, on the cheek, after that.


"Sounds good. Efficient too,
getting that part set up. It makes it seem like you're actually someone
important. Not everyone could have pulled that off.  I'll see you then."


Then she left directly, using the
front door.


That left him kind of hanging, he
realized. Not that anyone owed him constant entertainment, but he wasn't tired,
and no computer had magically shown up in his room. That being the case, he
thought about cleaning the house up. For about half a second. Then it occurred
to him that a certain Bat girl might just be bothered by that kind of
thing while she tried to nap. Even moving around could be enough to do that.


So, he changed into running
clothes, and went out for a jog. He didn't push things, but covered a lot of
ground. It didn't feel like anything, but it did let him think for a while. The
steady thrum of his own feet against the pavement and cement of the sidewalk
was calming. Normal, and a thing that he was so experienced with that it didn't
require thought on his part.


Leaving time to consider things.


The thing there was that he
didn't have anything he really needed to go over. It was a shock to him. Oh,
someone was coming after the people around him, but he was probably safe enough
that way. Even most of them were, really. Yes, things had taken place,
but everyone he cared about was still alive.


Unharmed even.


So, all he needed to do for that
was make sure he did his part. That being the case, he decided that what he
really needed to focus on was getting laid more often. Oh, sure, he'd been with
three women in the last three weeks, which was the entirety of his sexual
history, and really looking up given that factor. Still, he was eighteen,
living away from home and kind of in a polyamorous relationship. For him to not
take that chance to experience things would be stupid.


That being the case, he wondered
who he should ask out next. Also, when he was going to get the time for it. No
one really came to mind, so after a few hours of running around, he went back
home, showered quickly and dressed for work. Then, even though it was way too
early for that kind of thing, he went to the mall. This time though, Ty headed
to the other end of the place. Where the Mage embassy was.


He still was supposed to try and
find some more workers for the place. When he went in, Vivian was busy
cleaning, her blocky form not holding still at any point.


"Hey Viv. Need help?"
It was sad, but he was so bored that sweeping a candle shop was better than
what he had been doing, which wasn't much.


"Mr. Gartner? I suppose...
What do you want to do? I was going to check the inventory..." It was
leading, but a thing to do, and neither of them had a real clue how to do it,
so it was pretty funny, by the time they were done. The counting was
monotonous, but not hard really. The place just wasn't that big, so it was
mainly done by the time Lisa came out of the back, near six.


"Tyler? I didn't know you
were coming in. Did Eve send you?"


"Nope. I'm just fun that
way. I got bored. Don't worry, you can pay me for it. Trade something."
Given the Eve centric conversations and what she'd suggested that payment be,
he shrugged. "Spells, or something? I need to learn about what you Mages
can do really. Just for my other job."


Rather than act like he was going
to hold her down and have his way with her in exchange for inventory, which
he'd kind of feared would be her reaction, she smiled.


"We can do that. I have some
books that might help. At my place. I can bring them in tomorrow?"


"Thanks! I need to get going
now. Order night. Part one. I think we get more help this week, so that part is
cool. Anyway, I'm still trying to find people for you. I had been going
to suggest Will, but he sort of helped kidnap me this morning. I hate
that, as a rule. Plus, I try not to suggest that evil people be given jobs with
my friends."


Vivian made a face, and looked
down at the front counter, which she'd moved behind.


"So, you don't think I'm
evil? Good to know."


He smiled at her.


"Of course you
aren't. I didn't think Will was. Maybe he isn't. I just kind of expected him
not to help the same people that caused problems before. He might just be
locked in place, mentally, and not be able to see the right way to go yet. I
don't know. I should probably talk to him, and see what the hell is going on
there. I guess if he isn't that bad, I can suggest him to you? If nothing else
you two can beat him up if he gives me anymore problems." That was fair.


Though, really it wasn't. Vivian
would be able to kill the man without even trying, and while Lisa was kind of
thin, Will probably couldn't bring himself to hit her back, so it wouldn't be a
good thing that way either. Funny though, and given he wasn't that pleased with
the Human guy he was willing to have it done for him.


On the other hand, talking to
people was one of the first things to do, if you wanted to fix problems. Given
that it was part of his job, he sighed, and wondered how to set that up. Not
just with Will, but all of those people that had tried to hurt his friends.


Calley was right there. Feminists
didn't generally go around attacking people with bombs and guns. Not that he
knew of. Oh, a few probably did, but was that what they were looking at here?
Then again, most problems that hate groups had were probably just the actions
of a few. It only took one man in a white sheet to get a whole group labeled as
a hate organization.


Should feminists get a free ride
that way?


More to the real point, should
he, Tyler, make a big effort to reach out to the people that had attacked him.
It didn't seem fair, since it was probably going to be a bit like an African
American having to face down the Aryan Nation. Except for the part where
everyone in the world would think that a black guy doing that was badass and
hard as nails, and he'd be looked at as being mean.


That was enough to get him to
back away from the topic, actually. It was simply true that he, being male,
wasn't going to be allowed to fix things, since the people that had attacked
him were going to be seen as women first. Not criminals.


A man that had stabbed him, or
tried to kidnap him, or even better done the same to a woman, would be seen for
what they had done first and foremost. Ty was willing to bet that the women
that had tried to kidnap him would be treated as a joke. Even the cops had kind
of thought that. Even while admitting that had he fought for his freedom, he'd
be going off to jail, at least for the day. Given that, why should he even
bother to try?


That night was, thankfully, very
quiet. In fact the next one was as well. The books came in, and everyone showed
up to work, including the Alede, who after making sure they had enough energy
to keep going, actually turned people away. More or less. They weren't perfect
about it, but it was so much better than normal that Tyler nearly wanted to
cry, seeing them try that hard.


Kait was leading them to it, and
there was a bit of peer pressure being used to get it done. Possibly with
disapproving looks from the curly headed woman. It worked though, and each
night they were able to get everything done between ten and midnight. In fact,
he was able to get the whole place looking clean and straight by two in the
morning, when he got off work on the second day.


Zack, being what he was, knew
that he was on tap to get everyone into place, and had made a point of going to
check things out for them. Just to look for attacks or ambush first. Eve was
already there, having left the day before, but had waited for him to get there
before getting on with her own tasks.


At two-twenty Keeley rolled
through the door, holding a suitcase in her left hand and wearing a back pack.
It was rugged looking, and seemed kind of like it would be good for camping.
Her clothing had that kind of feeling to it too. That was a good point.


Tyler had just kind of assumed
that he'd be working full time, so he'd packed a few changes of clothing, and
some toiletries. Zack never seemed to sleep, but Tyler didn't know that
he didn't. Maybe the other Greater Demon was different, or had other plans. She
waved at him with her free hand, and smiled at Zack warmly.


"Line Walker. Clerk."
It was a joke, after a fashion, but the woman looked at him when she said it.


So he answered the same way.


"Mistress of Souls. I think
we have a few minutes. I'm excited, aren't you? Constant work, in a strange
place... It seems thrilling, doesn't it?" He faked a bit of excitement,
and got the same in return.


"It does! There will be
singing, dancing... Cleaning, and making treats. It will be awesome. Like a
sleepover, with no sleeping."


Of course.


Zack smiled at the byplay, and
gestured toward the owl room door.


"Let's leave through here.
I'll go through first again, and if it's safe come back for you both. Not that
I think there will be a problem. Not with Eve on the other side."


It really wasn't, it seemed,
since once in the other room Zack walked into the node, or at least the center
of the room where there was a circle inlaid into the floor. There were strange
sigils or writing all the way around the outer edge of the thing. The Line
Walker vanished, then came back about ten seconds later.


"All clear. Who's
first?"


Keeley walked forward, as the
node started to glow. It was a soft purple color, and Zack spoke softly to her
first, as she approached.


"Don't fight it. I'll do the
work."


Then he made a face as she went
into the light. After a second he made a disgruntled noise.


"Aaand she fought it.
I hate transferring demons. Greater ones anyway. It never comes up with Lesser
Demons. Now there are some people that do their own work. It won't be a
problem for you. You'll come out in front of the right place."


Tyler nodded, holding his little
bag, his old school knapsack, in his right hand. The trip was instant, and didn't
feel like anything. He'd been worried about that, he realized. On a deep level
he was kind of panicked, since it was moving so far away from where he was used
to.


It didn't really feel that
different. The place he came out was just a mall, and while it did look
a little strange, it was pretty normal seeming. Closed down it seemed, being
night time, but the Yoghurt World was lit up.


Inside there were four people
already.


Eve was one of them, and she was
hugging Keeley, so he walked in too. It seemed like the right thing to
do, given he was being paid for it.


The two men there stared at him
though, fangs coming out with audible pops, at least for one of them. The pale
man on the right came for him instantly, his eyes solid red in color. That was always
a great  sign, when dealing with the dead.












Chapter eleven





 


Luckily, Tyler didn't feel pain,
or the crunching sound his spine made when he was picked up and carried into
the metal support near the front door would have probably stunned him. The
injury was bad enough that his legs weren't working, which was interesting,
after a fashion. Before that moment he hadn't realized for certain that he
needed a spine to keep moving. To hold him upright, well, that part just made
sense. Everyone needed that, if magic wasn't going to do the trick for them
somehow.


The fight wasn't over though, and
like always Eve just stood there, watching impassively. It could have been that
she didn't want to get involved in his business, of course, but this one time
it seemed a bit more like it was a different reason calling to her. So, with a
broken back, and unable to stand on his own, Ty got to the business at hand. 


Vampire butt kicking.


It was an interesting and very
different battle than the ones he'd had before. This time, instead of taking a
well covered stance, with his fists held high, so he could guard his delicate
throat, he had to grapple and eye gauge through the whole thing. It was hairy a
few times, too. With his right arm wrapped around the undead neck of his new BFF,
he had to use his other hand to try and strike the right points. It took a
while, and there was much screaming to be had when he got it right.


One of them felt pain, it seemed.


Then, after he had the other man
blind, streamers of blood running from where his eyes had been, Tyler got half
on top of his wriggling form and started striking with his right hand, over and
again. To the face, neck and throat. Eventually, and it really did take a
while, the other fellow went limp.


Just in time for his legs to start
working again, if not perfectly yet.


Standing up, a bit shakily, he
glanced over at the other man, who looked a bit smaller than the first had.
Hispanic, if very pale now. The other man had been too, but younger and taller
looking. Not that it meant anything. It was, he realized, why anyone in the
other communities listened to him really. They couldn't tell at a glance how
old people from other groups were, and that passed on to him too. These men
were both older than eighteen, and had been when they'd died.


He nearly thought that they were
older, one of them being truly and finally gone now, but he stirred on the
ground, making feeble and pained noises. His eyes still weren't back though,
and Ty was ready for him now, so the next fight would go a bit more smoothly.
In fact, he looked around, saw a mop in the corner, and picked it up, ready to
beat the downed Vampire with it, when he got up. He didn't break the head of it
off, since it wasn't his to damage, but it probably wouldn't last the battle to
come.


Strangely both Keeley and Eve
were smiling. Standing there like this kind of thing was perfectly normal.


"As I was saying, Julio,
this is Tyler Gartner, who's agreed to help us for the next few days.
He'll be in charge." She looked at the man, who was about her size, but
seemed like he was pushing fifty. It got a nod from him. Then, only after that,
did she go on. "During the times that you and Martinez can't be
awake. I get that your boy here didn't want to lose his position, but he really
should have let me finish speaking first. I mean, a whole sentence isn't that
much to ask for, is it? Ty is the head of the Coalition of Nations. Not
a Vampire, and not staying. I trust that this won't be a
problem?" She kicked the man on the ground a little, who was already
rallying.


"No, Senora." It was a
bit mumbled, but seemed heartfelt.


"Good! Because trust me, if
you hadn't taken him by surprise you'd probably be dead right now. The bad kind
you can't come back from. Apologize, and we can get to cleaning this place up.
It's a stupid time to have dominance struggles, and from now on we aren't doing
it this way. You pay attention to orders, or I'll replace you." She
sounded all bitchy, but the man on the ground, struggling to sit up, mumbled
again.


"Forgive me, Mr. Gartner. I
acted in haste." His words sounded old fashioned. A lot more than fifty
years would have allowed for.


Closer to several hundred.


"I'm sure it won't be an
issue. Like Eve said, I'm not staying. I just came to help..." Looking
around, he noticed the place, which was not in good repair. Sure, they'd been
fighting, and there was a single piece of bent metal, where his back had
broken near the front door. It was painted blue, but the whole place was a
thousand different colors, none of them particularly purposeful looking. The
seats on the booths were cracked vinyl, and the table tops had more drawings on
them than empty space. There was a large metal frozen yogurt machine, but it
wasn't, he noticed, turned on. That probably meant it wasn't normally in use.


The tile floor was thrashed too,
and seemed to have seen better days. In the forties, perhaps. The thing there
was that it looked like it had once been very high quality. Dark slate, instead
of something cheesy and newer. Over time it had been scraped and broken, under
feet, moving desks and large pieces of equipment, and probably hundreds of
other things he couldn't imagine.


The feeling of the place was that
of never having been a real shop. It had just enough trappings to fool...
Really, it probably didn't fool anyone. The Police would have just thought it
was a front for drug dealing.


Locking eyes with Eve he sighed.


"What kind of a budget do we
get for this?"


She smiled at him and shrugged.
Then glanced at Keels and the older looking Vampire, Julio.


"We have new equipment
coming, which took about half of it. On the good side we won't have to worry
about that part of things. New flooring too. That leaves about sixty thousand
for the rest of the place. Do you think you can work with that?" The words
were directed to Keeley, not him, he noticed. Then, she was the one that
probably had experience with things like that.


He hoped so, given that he had no
clue at all what would be enough.


The hot girl nodded.


"Barely, but we'll make do.
If we do the work ourselves, that will cut costs. We need tools. Julio, since
your friend is out of commission for the time being, could you help us out that
way? We could use some pry bars, sledge hammers and a nice general use set of
things, if possible?"


The man grumbled at her, his face
vicious looking.


"Don't order me around,
chica. I'm not your slave." It was said fiercely, and more than a little
angrily.


That, it turned out, was a
mistake.


Because Keeley snapped her
fingers. It looked cute, and playful, but the Vampire went still. Actually, so
did Eve.


"Damn. I forgot. Well, we
can fix that. You are now. So, go get me those tools, as quickly as you safely
can? By the way, you can't struggle against me, lie to me, or do anything to
seek your freedom. Understood?"


The Vampire nodded, a slightly
absent thing. His face was blank.


"Si, Mistress." Then he
ran from the store, like he was on fire. To go get those tools, no doubt.


Eve glared at the Greater Demon
and then shook her head.


"Jesus Keeley. I hate it
when you do that. I keep waiting for the day you forget I'm your friend and do
that to me."


Tyler could see that one. It
probably didn't apply to him, since he'd die without being attached to his mom
like he was. Stop moving and rot, or something similar, at least. He was already
dead. That meant he could call a certain demon on her bullshit though, and not
worry too much about what would happen to him.


"Um, you're supposed to be
pretending to be a Human, aren't you?" The words were polite and calm
sounding, but she made a face at him, like she'd been slapped.


"Fuck. You're right.
That was the agreement. I'd reframed it in my head, over the last few days. I
don't suppose you'd be good with me starting now?" There was a winsome and
hopeful expression then. One meant to play on the idea that he could get lucky
with her, possibly.


That wasn't happening, so he was
in a position of power that she might not be ready for.


"Sure. No do-overs though,
starting... Now. Though, clearly, you can protect yourself, or me, if something
starts. Other than that, you is da Humanz." That bit of funny talking got
a grin going, from Eve, though Keeley just sighed and shook her head.


"So, I need to go and sleep.
I can camp out." She waved at her gear, which made sense to him, but Eve
made a face.


"Rules lawyer. You forgot
when it came to taking my people as slaves, but you remembered to bring a tent?
Fine, you can set up out back. I'll clear it with security."


That got a giggle from the
Greater Demon, but she didn't back down, or change her mind about sleeping.


When Julio came back, at a run,
he was loaded with tools, some of them electric. Without waiting they all
started in on breaking the place apart. It went pretty fast, really. They had
several people with super powers, and Martinez, looking like he should be
selling drugs, rather than running an embassy, pitched in as soon as he rebuilt
his eyes enough.


Eve had to help him with that
part, which got the man to go very quiet around her after that. Keeley smiled
at him, and whispered why that was.


"Only one Master Vampire has
that kind of healing ability. The Snowflake. Really, by rights she should have
vaporized his head when he attacked you, but I think she wanted to see how you
were going to win. Now, since I'm a helpless Human girl, help me rip these
booths out?" That took using a ratchet set, and a sledge hammer, but by
the time the other two Vampires left for the day, at a little past four, the
place was pretty close to empty inside.


That meant a hundred trips
carrying things out to the special dumpster that Eve had hired for the job, but
Keeley didn't actually run off to get that sleep. It meant that she wasn't
working very hard to pretend to be Human, but that wasn't a big deal to him.
The help was more important.


Then, slowly, things started to
come in. The first thing they did was strip the walls patch things and then
paint. Eve, for her part waited until noon, then came and gave each of them a
hug.


"I'm out of here for a
while. My real job is in finding who set up the attack on our people. Speaking
of which we have a few of them coming in... That will be at two. Feel free to
set them to work. The ones that refused to help were fired. This place hasn't
been running well for a long time." Then, without waiting for him to ask
questions, she took off.


Vanishing like she did. Moving so
fast that he couldn't see her doing it.


His part in the whole thing was
work. At the moment that meant getting the first coat of paint in place. The
fumes were probably headache inducing for others, but he was fine with it. He
could get the scent, he realized, but there was no real reaction to it. The
paint was bright, a cheery yellow. That wasn't what he would have picked for
the place, but it did match the Yoghurt World in Vancouver. Even with the floor
being torn up the place looked better by the time the two men and one woman
came in, a bit before they absolutely had to be there.


Keeley nudged him.


"This is your show. You had
to fight for it, after all."


"Ohhh, true. Hi everyone!
I'm Ty and this is Keeley. Eve Benson, the new boss here for the time being,
asked us to help you get this place in order. We need to get another coat of
paint up, and then start on the flooring. The tables and new booths won't be in
until tomorrow, but if we work hard we'll be ready. The new front counter will
need to be done at the same time." He liked the way he sounded, but the
woman, who looked about thirty, and was whiter than he was, made a face.


"I hate to be a pain, but do
we get paid for this? The lady on the phone basically said that I had to get my
ass in here if I wanted to keep working, and not ask too many questions. I know
that Vampires might not play by the rules, but I have to make my rent."


Ty didn't have an answer, so
lied.


"Yeah. In fact you, the ones
that showed up, get raises. The amounts of those will vary, but the
harder you work now, the longer the hours and the more effort you put in, the
more you get paid." Hopefully Eve would back him up on that. They all
seemed pretty pleased with that however, and Keels nodded along, like it was a
thing that had been spoken about.


It only took a little bit of
prompting to get the others to work at near the same speed that he was. Keeley
stopped after a while though, and looked at him meaningfully.


"I need to get something to
eat."


For her that was probably a big
deal too, not just a hamburger or two. At least Zack ate constantly, and he'd
kind of let Keeley go hungry for half a day now.


"I can give you some money.
Can you pick something up for everyone?" That seemed about right, since he
was in charge at the moment. The girl seemed happy with that, and took what
cash he had on him, which wasn't a lot.


Still, she left the rest of them
working, which was going pretty well. By the time she was back, about an hour
later, holding bags of things to eat from a place that seemed to have Mexican
food, they were starting on the floors. The tile was a heavy ceramic, and had
two colors, though one of them was clearly just enough for a border around the
place. It was a rust red and deep black. Neither of them were shiny.


With five people doing the work
they had it down in a few hours, even having taken time off to eat.


In fact, by nine they had it
done, and were cleaning up from it. The walls weren't dried yet, so that left
assembling the new front counter area. It was precut, thankfully, which meant
there wouldn't be any sawdust to get on the walls. They did have to wipe
everything down however. Eve came back just in time for the thing to be all the
way up, at eleven, followed by the two men from the night before.


Julio glared at him, but
managed a polite smile for the others, including Keeley. Martinez just looked
scared the whole time. His words were polite however.


"Great job, everyone. I've
never seen this place look so fresh and clean. At this rate we might even fool
people into thinking it's an actual business." He seemed to think that was
a joke, but Eve smiled at him, and patted his arm. It was a friendly thing, but
given they were both Vampires it probably meant she was treating him like a dog.


He ate it. After all, one
of them was a Master Vampire that had a real name, and the other was a guy that
had gotten his behind handed to him by a Human the night before. Ty had sparred
with Eve, and knew that she could kill the other Vampires if she wanted. It
wouldn't even be a question.


The others got that part, it
seemed.


"Nope. This place is going
to be a real shop. Starting tomorrow we're going to have machines in here and
everything will be made from scratch. There will be lessons on that. Who wants
to be in charge of that?"


She glanced at everyone, but he
was leaving, and Keeley didn't really have to stay either. Not past the next
day. That was the agreement they had. One of the men raised his hand, a bit
tentatively.


"I can do that? I was a cook,
in the Marines. A long time ago, but..." He was older. Probably too much
so to be working a fast food job, but the economy was what it was. You did what
you had to in order to survive.


"Perfect! I'd like you three
to work out a shift rotation, and to make sure we have twenty-four hour a day
coverage. We're also selling blood. You all get the whole Vampire thing,
right?" The other man, the Human that had been working all day, shook his
head.


"That isn't real. I mean
I've never met any." He laughed a bit, but it was strained and
uncomfortable.


Eve didn't really try to correct
him, which probably meant she didn't really care. In fact, she just looked at
the others then, dismissing the man that couldn't adapt.


"This is the Vampire embassy
for the area. In a few days Lenore Hawthorne, the Western States ruler for our
people will be here to examine things. We'll fail the inspection, of course,
because she's a bitch that way. I'd like to have this place up to specs by next
month however, which means we have... Twenty-three days to get that to happen.
For now, you three should get on home and rest. Tyler, you have the place
here?"


He nodded, "there isn't a
lot to do left, until the new machines get in tomorrow morning. About eleven, I
think."


Eve got the others to leave, and
headed to the back with her Vampire friends. That left him up front, just
sitting there with Keels.


She winked at him, and watched
the paint dry for a while.


"It's amazing what you can
get done when you don't need to sleep, isn't it? You don't have to stop.
Really, you need to get some hobbies going. You play music, right? Keyboard,
and singing?"


It was true and he was better
than decent at both. Not that he had a keyboard at the moment. His old one had
died a few months back, and hadn't been replaced yet. That could be fixed
though, as soon as he had the funds for it.


"Yep. Why, want to start a
band?"


To his surprise the girl nodded.


"In a manner of speaking. I
have a friend, a slave of mine, who's a gifted guitarist. Steve York. I was
thinking that it would be a good time for him to get into something like that.
If you want, I can set that up? I have a few other people too. Rebekah, from
the All Vampire Band needs something to do. Her group is taking a break for a
few years. Breaking up, probably. The gimmick was a great one before everyone
knew they were real, but now there are several of her kind making the rounds. I
do think we can get her old drummer too however. A Bat shifter who became a
Vampire. He needs too much blood not to align himself with her."


Tyler thought for a second, and
then nodded. He did love music.


"Can they come to Vancouver
for the first part? I have a job there."


She smiled and shook her head at
him.


"No. The Coalition is
important, and you should keep that work up, but you don't have to work
at a bookstore all the time. That's just a job, after all. Music is a calling
for you. It will be a few months, before the album can be produced and
delivered to the public, and I'll want you to meet the others first, but you're
all nice people. You'll get along. I'll host you all, in Nevada, at one of my
houses there. Near Sparks. That's my territory. You all still have to prove
out, as a group, but I own a record label, so that barrier to entry isn't too
high for you. Each of you is highly skilled, as well. You and Steve especially.
You're both slaves that weren't given a choice but to be good. I already
chatted with The Rotted about it. She's leaving the whole thing up to you.
Being a rock star isn't a sure thing, but I do know some tricks that might help
you make it."


She probably did. It was, he
realized, kind of a cool idea. Really he'd figured that his music career would
end up being him playing late at night, alone in his room. Actually getting to
make music, possibly being a star someday, or at least in a band that made it
big, was better than that.


"It won't work though, will
it? That kind of thing really doesn't, for most people."


She shrugged.


"You have some things going
for you that most don't. Like me on your side. Also, you'll get a fair hearing
if Rebekah and Scotty sign on. That's a given. Plus, if it doesn't work, then
in a few years you can go back to the bookstore. Really, if you keep the
Coalition going you should be able to move into that eventually. That you
haven't been making money off of it makes you look pretty good, so far, but I
doubt anyone would begrudge you a sensible salary for the work. You have Kait
and Vivian working for you already?"


Those words had been said, but he
hadn't really done anything that way yet.


"That's the plan."


"So, you have a staff.
That's a good start. You should leave Kaitlyn at the bookstore. Zack is too
valuable to not use as a resource, and even if he won't admit it, she has him
wrapped around her little finger. That just leaves your girlfriends. Normally
I'd just tell you that there were plenty of other fish in the sea and that you
should cut them loose. You know that one, I mean, you've only been dating for a
few weeks. Normally that wouldn't be too big of a loss in time investment.
Calley and Ginger are, however, both rather special. You should see if you can
have them moved to Sparks, too. Calley should be in charge of a region by now.
Yes, she basically runs Washington for her people, but she isn't getting the
credit for it. Ginger is a Master Vampire, and we only have one of those so far
in Sparks. I wager she could get in as second in command there."


Tyler looked at her and then
rolled his eyes.


"Wait, is this whole thing
about getting me to set that up for you? Like a bribe?"


She smiled, and then shook her
head firmly.


"No. I just have multiple
plans, ones that tie together. The truth is that I need good people. Ones that
I can count on to do their jobs. Slaves are certain, but if anything ever
happens to me, say death, then they all fall by the wayside. Even if I survive.
That kind of thing isn't always permanent. It's happened before, so there's
actual risk to it. I need people that can get things done, regardless of what
happens with me, personally. Besides, I own a record label, and don't have a
starring act right now to get sales going. It makes sense to recycle Rebekah
and Scotty, but they need something fresh to showcase their talents. So, are
you in?" She didn't put a time limit on the whole thing, but then, it
wasn't really a hard choice.


"You know, I think I am. I'm
not just bailing on my current job, so I need at least two weeks. That way they
can replace me. I also want, you know, room and board on the ground there. I
can't promise anyone else will come. I guess I can run the idea past their
people though? The Shifters and Vampires. That won't mean they want to come.
We're dating, but... You know, that hasn't been a big thing yet and it's still
new, like you said. I wouldn't ask them to move for me or anything."


She shrugged.


"I truly do hear that one.
Still, even if they don't want you, which they both do, setting them up with
promotions is a good thing. Look, I can do it. I could just go and order it
done, for that matter. The part where you go and see about it is what
will make it real. On the good side, you know all the right people already for
this. Jahn Samson, and Lenore. Well, you could ask Bey, but Ginger is still
pretty young, and her mother putting her in someplace will make a lot more
sense to everyone than the Killer of the Council doing it. He would,
since he actually is very impressed with Ginger, but it will be easier to
explain to my people there this way. I'm glad to hear that you're in. I should
probably talk to the others too. Rebekah first. It will be harder to put together
if she doesn't want to do it."


That was probably just true. She
was famous enough that he'd heard of her, even if he didn't follow
popular culture that closely.


Eve walked out of the back
office, alone, as Keeley dialed her cell phone. It was a pretty thing, done in
pink, with shiny blue sparkles on it. Really, it looked too young for her, and
like a toy phone, not something to do the business of a Greater Demon on. That
was probably the point.


The Vampire woman, The Snowflake,
glared at Keeley, and then smiled at him.


"That's... Not a horrible
idea. Ginger is ready. Nearly. You can work with her on fighting? She's gotten
better, but should be practicing each day. She'll need to run up on Monday's
for the training sessions, but she can do that. Sparks isn't that far.
Enough so we can time her, and make sure she's keeping up with her speed work.
Use it or lose it." Looking at him, she reached out and touched his arm.
"She helps to train the Humans that want to cross over. It will be a few
years before the new batch is ready, but like I said, it won't be that big of a
deal. More work for her, but making sure she runs someplace at least twice a
week is just good for her."


In the background Keeley, The
Mistress of Souls, was setting up a new band the hard way. By just suggesting
it. When you could just make people into slaves with a word, if it even took
that for her, it was a lot for her to go through.


"Hey Rebekah. I know that
you're between projects, music wise. I have some people that I'd like you to
meet. You and Scotty. Steve York, you've met him. Hally's little brother?
Right, with the red hair. Also Ty Gartner. Keyboards and vocals. I can go into
that part later. Essentially Human. We can get you together... Next week?
Wonderful. Now I just have to get Scott on board. Oh? He's there? Smart of
him!"


It took her about ten minutes to
get everyone ready to meet, which would, it seemed, be happening at the place
they were supposed to share, if they like each other. Why they weren't getting
their own places, he didn't know, to be honest. Probably to save on costs.


Then, because it was late, Keeley
took off to get more food, and he ended up carefully sanding and wiping down
the underside of the front counter. It wouldn't help to have splinters in it.
There wasn't a lot to do, until the next morning, when the machines got there.
To his surprise, even though Keeley didn't show back up, all the Human workers
did, before eleven. Even if they hadn't been told to. Even the man that didn't
buy that Vampires were real.


He wasn't being asked to make
Vampires though, just frosty frozen yogurt dishes. It was a full day's work,
but by the time night came around, they were able to start getting food based
supplies in. Eve would have to work with them on that part, and teach them how
to make everything correctly. Because, at two-thirty, on the nose, Zack came to
take him back to the bookstore.


He had to grab his little bag,
but as soon as they were though the line, Zack taking his arm this time, even
though it was clear he didn't need to, except for the whole soul reading thing,
the Greater Demon shook his head.


"Damn. You're my best worker
too. I can't match that really. A chance at being a music star? That's pretty
big. Even if it doesn't really work out. I can call you in though, part time?
On order nights?" He seemed hopeful about that. Since those were mainly on
Tuesday and Wednesday nights, he nodded. After all, no one held concerts then,
did they?


"Probably. I'll need to be
picked up though, and taken back, I bet. I can still count on you for Coalition
stuff? I was kind of worried that you'd be mad at me. I just started
here."


"Eh, well, the bookstore is mainly
a hobby of mine. A way of making me seem more Human than I really am. If you
have something better to be off doing, I can't stop you. I mean, I could, but I
won't. Be careful. Keeley isn't the worst Greater Demon ever, but she'll
use you without thinking about it."


"Won't everyone?" He
managed not to sound sarcastic when he said that part. Ty was pretty proud of
that.


"Yeah. They really will.
Most of them won't even know when they're doing it. Even your friends and loved
ones, in the end. It doesn't make them bad, all the time, but keep your eyes
open. Especially with my people. Remember, you always have a right to set the
conditions on things, but no one will tell you that. Sit down with
Keeley and hammer out exactly what you and the others working with you want
first. She'll hold to it then."


Without looking back at him, he
walked out, using the owl door.


Leaving Ty all alone.












Chapter twelve 





 


It was, he realized as soon as he
got home, a much bigger deal than Keeley had painted the whole thing. When you
got down to it, there was nearly no way for it to all work out. He was supposed
to call up Ginger's Vampire mom and get her to let her little daughter go off
to a different state with him.


Then call the President of all
the Shifters and suggest that they needed a new embassy in a place where they didn't
already have one.


"Oh, also, don't forget to
put my girlfriend in that position so I can keep fucking her, sir." That
would go over well.


Calley stumbled out of her room,
squinting and without her glasses on, which made her look very different.
Younger and more vulnerable. She smiled at him.


"Did you want to have sex?
It's early, but if you let me brush my teeth first, maybe catch a
shower..."


He nearly said no, then realized
that would be insane.


"We can shower together?
I've never done that, but I've been working for two days straight. To answer
the question though, yes. Sex would be good. Very much so. I missed you."
That was only sort of true, but sounded like the right thing to say.


She got a dreamy look then.


"My favorite way to wake up.
Come on."


The whole thing started in the
shower and ended in his bed, which got a little damp from their clean bodies.
His Bat friend was solid, energetic and had good endurance. He didn't get
tired, and probably met the other criteria as well, though he didn't move
around as much. Plus he was shower water temperature, more or less. Calley didn't
seem to mind that part. After they finished, she rolled over and held him with
one arm.


"So, what's up for today?
You work, right?"


That was true. He was on the
schedule to start at ten that morning, but planned to go in earlier than that.


"Yep. I have some calls to
make first, if I can. I..." He sighed, and then nearly blurted out the
plan. Part of it, anyway. "I was offered a place, in a band. Keyboards and
singing? It will mean moving. Um, you know the All Vampire Band?" He didn't
know if she would, but got a nod.


"They're good. I heard they
broke up."


"Kind of like that. Anyway,
their lead singer and drummer, and this other guy wanted to start something.
It's kind of Keeley putting it all together. So I'd have to move to her
territory, in Nevada?"


Calley pouted a little bit and
seemed upset.


"Oh. I can see you wanting
to take that. I know you play. You're that good?" She looked away then,
hiding her eyes from him.


"I should be humble and
claim that I'm not, but yeah. I guess so. I used to practice a lot. Sometimes
ten hours a day. I get that my mom encouraged me now. You know the whole slave
to a Greater Demon thing? At the time it just seemed like the best thing ever.
I learned to fight the same way."


"You have to take it then,
don't you?" She was so sorrowful that it kind of hurt for a second, until
he remembered the rest of it.


"Soooo, Keeley
suggested that I put in a word that she was looking to set up an embassy there.
I was going to call Jahn Samson later today. She asked for you, specifically.
Actually, she wants you for it even if you dump me. Ginger has been
offered a place as the second in command there, so I don't have to call the
leader of the Vampires for that part. Just her cute and scary mom. I... It's
all right if you don't want to go. Or if you do, but don't want me to be part
of it." Tyler would be fine after all, if that was the case. Hurt, and
probably lonely, but that was all. He'd live.


After a fashion.


Calley seemed to relax a lot then
and snuggled into him.


"Really? That's nice of her.
I wonder if it will happen? Well, you can do that for me, right? I know that
Jahn always takes my calls, personally." There was enough sarcasm to her
voice on that point that he knew it wasn't real. It probably didn't come up
that often. 


Ty shrugged.


"Like he's the one
I'm worried about? He's a great man. If it can be done, he'll make it happen, I
bet. Even if it's just to not piss off The Mistress of Souls. I need to get
with Ginger though, too. And then make it all happen. I..." He stopped,
then just stood up, got some pants and a shirt and pulled them on.


Putting that part off wasn't
going to help and it was still before sunrise strictly speaking. If he wanted
to sweet talk Lenore Hawthorn, there was literally no better time than the present.
Before the sun got hot enough to rip at her soul all day.


Her number wasn't that hard to
find, being right there in his cell phone, put there by the lady herself.
Dialing with a few deft taps, he stopped breathing, not knowing what to say in
particular.


"Hello? This is Lenore
Hawthorn, how may I help you?" She sounded sweetly polite and very
youthful. 


He tried for the same.


"Hi Lenore. Tyler Gartner
here. I was hoping to talk to you? Is this a good time?"


"It is! Is it about marrying
Ginger? There have been a few Vampire weddings now, so I think that
would be safe, but you're both very young, given the age we live in. Perhaps
you should wait a bit?" She was playing with him. Teasing.


"Our love can't be denied.
You understand. I was thinking of taking her to Nevada, and eloping."


That got the woman to stop. It
was a sudden thing, one that nearly made a click, the quiet slapping his ear.


"Wait. You aren't serious,
are you? That wouldn't work for me. I'm too young to be a grandmother. I hate
to be that kind of parent, but you know, I'll have to put my foot down."


Tyler took a deep breath then,
his stomach a knot he bet. Even if he couldn't feel it.


"How about a compromise
then? I take her off to Nevada, but there won't be a wedding, just a job
as second in command there? She's a Master Vampire, and probably too new to it
for a full time gig where she's in charge, but I have to move, and it would
be a good one for her." He didn't mention the rest of it, but worked out
lots on her own after a few minutes.


"So, you wish her to be put
in place in Sparks? That has the Mistress of Souls written all over it. I
suppose it could be worse, all things considered. Let me make some calls. Have
you mentioned this to her yet?" Meaning Ginger, it was obvious.


"Nope. I didn't want to get
her hopes up. I think that we're also setting up an embassy there. No node, if
I have that right, but with different groups? I'm making the suggestion to the
shifters today, if that means anything to you?"


There was silence for a bit, then
a soft sound that seemed pleasant. Like a half purr.


"So, you want to set my
daughter up as the Assistant Ambassador? I suppose that means placing Felicia
in the prime spot. That... Well, I think she can handle it. Let me see to this?
I need to speak to some people."


It was still a bit early to call
Jahn Samson yet.


Calley, still without her
glasses, called him back to bed.


"So half of its done now? Or
at least looking good. This is kind of exciting! Even if it doesn't work for
me, at least my buds are getting things set up. That's enough." As sad as
she'd been about it before, she seemed better then. Either thinking that it
would work out in the end, or trying to put on a brave face so as to not spoil
a good thing for Ginger and him.


Either was good for him, in the
moment. He spent some time just kissing her, and cuddling in his slightly damp
bed, until it was time for him to get off to work. Well, hours early, but that
was part of his plan for the day. Before he went she got dressed, and walked
over with him.


"I have to be there
anyway. Sixteen hour days for the time being, in case another attack comes up.
Not all the feminists were arrested after all."


"Which reminds me. I need to
talk to them, and see what the hell they were thinking. How angry are they at
the Alede anyway? I get it, I guess. I mean they're kind of the ultimate pretty
girls, and boys, but why go after them? They pretty much just sit back and have
sex, otherwise minding their own business. Feminists are supposed to be about
equal rights, or at least special rights for women and girls. I don't see the
overlap there, do you?"


His girlfriend moved along side
of him, shaking her head.


"Nope. Shifters are
different that way. We've had real equality for a long time. Everyone works,
fights and raises the kids together. I can't understand that part of the Human
world, you know? I mean, we have males and females, and we're just as different
as you that way, but no one gets up in a twist over it. I mean, it varies, but
if some construction workers cat called me, I'd just offer them hand jobs. If
they did that to Catherine, she'd be in their faces, yelling at them to shut
the fuck up. I can't think of anyone I grew up with just feeling afraid of
positive attention and walking off, cowering."


"I don't get that one
either. Clearly they do, which means it's probably real from their perspective,
regardless. Then, I guess I don't have to. I just need to work out how
to get them not to go after the Alede. I mean, that's my actual job. The one that
no one pays me for?"


They walked along holding hands,
until they got to the mall itself, since that might not be professional. At the
bookstore she left him, looking a bit wistful, but not explaining why. As she
walked away, her skirt shifting a bit as she did, he felt a bit scared. He
couldn't control what Jahn Samson did, after all. What if he lost Calley?
Before it hadn't seemed like that big of a deal, since they hadn't dated long.
Now it really felt hard. Like it would hurt a lot to go away without her.


That meant cleaning up solidly,
and straightening the store until nine-thirty, when he went to the back room
and dialed the Shifter leader's personal line.


"Samson here." It was a
bit abrupt. Nearly terse feeling for the normally friendly guy.


"Ty Gartner. Is everything
okay there?" It was a bit of a strange thing to ask, but the man let out a
long breath of air.


"Are you calling about the
Locution problem in Canada? I wouldn't have figured the Coalition would be
involved in that, since it isn't strictly going to affect any Humans. Did they
call you in to pressure me? I suppose we can share the territory with them, but
we won't just give it to them. We've held it for nearly six centuries as a
people. For them to move in now and try to drive us out is unconscionable."
He seemed pretty firm on that one.


"This is the first I'm
hearing about it. I could make a call or two, if you want? It might not help,
but if you're willing to share, that seems fair to me. I was getting in touch
on a totally different matter." One that might not be welcome at the
moment, if he had other things to deal with like that.


"I see. What can I do for
you?"


Tyler decided that lying was the
proper course then. At least if he wanted the whole thing to work.


"I managed to leverage The
Mistress of Souls into hosting an embassy in her territory. There's no node,
but it's in Nevada, which is a good location. The Vampires already have people
there, and are bringing in a new Master Vampire just to be the assistant.
That's pretty big for them, since they'll have two day walking Vamps there,
officially. Most places don't get that." It was true, as far as that went,
as long as it didn't fall through.


"Really now?" His thick
accent made the word really sound longer and sharper than Ty could have gotten
it to be. "So, we're being offered second fiddle to them again?"


"Nope. They're just
scrambling to get up to speed. They've had about a two hour head start because
they don't sleep at night. You'll want someone good there though, since I'm
going to be working out of that area. We're spreading the Coalition of Nations
out, so that if one of us goes down the rest can still respond. I'm going for
an actual office there. Wherever we end up."


"Hmmm. All right. Do you have
anyone in mind from our side of things? The Ambassador there, Catherine, would
she do? I could put her second in command there. Hale, I think. I've worked
with her. Competent woman."


Tyler didn't love the way that
was going, not really being a big Catherine fan. She was a bit of a bigot.
Against Humans in general. Which gave him an idea.


"You might want to flip those.
Calley is better with Humans, and seems to get along with everyone in general.
She also knows the new Assistant on the Vampire side there, which can't hurt,
being the only two groups that have anyone so far. I just have a good
relationship with you, so wanted to make sure you were in from the
start."


Because lying was fun.


"I'll make the offer to her
then. Calley Hale. Yes, I have a record here. Very well. Thanks for the heads
up."


He nearly hung up, then
remembered something.


"Locutions? Do you have a
number for them?"


The man did, so that was the next
call he made, having a bit before he needed to go off to work. As it turned out
the angry old woman he spoke to was more than pleased to share the territory
with the Shifters, as long as they stopped shooting at her people.


"We live in the forest, and
that belongs to all. We planted these lands, a thousand years ago, telling us
we can't live here now..."


"All right. I'll set up a
truce then? You keep living there, and the Shifters will stop shooting at you?
You can't bring violence to them, of course. Also, who do you have set up for
the new embassy?"


"What?"


He explained the whole thing,
like it was real. They were going to need a building for it, he realized. It
meant getting with Keeley next, but the woman did allow that she had a nephew
and his wife, who might do well in that kind of position of power.


"Not our way, to the main,
being humble folk in the most part, but Hess always was one for adventure, and
seeking out beyond the edge of the woods. You get him a place?"


They had to work out that meant a
wood lot for him and his bride to live in, so he agreed to check that out with
Keeley.


It meant he ended up doing piss
poor work all day, calling people about different things. Rather than yell at
him for bringing in a new embassy filled with people, The Mistress of Souls
congratulated him on being brilliant. Which was nice of her, really. He'd been
kind of worried that she might be a tiny bit upset.


"I can have a place ready by
the end of the month. Keep in touch, as to who's sending someone?"


Then she hung up on him. Just in
time for the Shifter leader to call again.


"I just put the word in to
Ambassador Hale. Also, I hear that the Locution difficulty isn't one now? Most
amazing! I'd expected a protracted battle. This bodes well for your new
project, I think. Thank you for considering us worthy. We won't let you
down."


After the man got off the phone
he had to run and clean up a room that had been being used by Alexia. Except
that he didn't, the Alede girl already doing it when he got there.


"Hey Ty. So, um, you're
leaving us? Already? I haven't even had sex with you yet. Are you taking
Kaitlyn away with you then? I know she's your favorite."


"She is? I guess so, being
that she actually works. And yet, here you are doing that too.
Really, that isn't a bad point. I should try to get Robert and you to come
down. It won't be like here though, so you might not want to. This seems pretty
much like a play land for you." It really did too. "Kait needs to
stay here, and run the Coalition from this location. We're going to need Zack,
so it makes sense, right? I know, you can come with us, and bring that Ken kid.
Teach him the ropes and all that?" From what he'd heard the boy was kind
of floating from place to place.


If he could learn to work, that
wouldn't be a bad thing. He knew Robert as well.


"I'll see about setting that
up? That way I can put myself in as the Assistant Ambassador there. It's real
work. Do you think I can handle that?" She waved at him with some damp
paper towel that she was drying the chair she'd just scrubbed with.


"It's possible? I'll take
over here, and you can go do that now?"


Because it made sense to him.
When he came out there was a rather annoyed Kait at the front desk, ringing a
middle aged woman up. At first he thought it was about her being cut out of the
sweet embassy job, but it wasn't that. The woman was just being a bitch to her.
Not in a little way, considering that they'd had two attacks at the mall in the
last month that fit the subject matter.


"If it wasn't for feminism
you wouldn't have the right to work, or vote. You're just an ungrateful
little cunt." She sounded upset too, but Kait just looked at her evenly.


"I don't really have the
right to vote. Not yet. I'm not Human. We aren't really in your system."


That got him to look at her,
amazed by the idea.


"You aren't? Wow. I hadn't
thought about that. I mean you were born here, so you should be. Anyway, do you
want me to finish this up for you? I'd actually like to talk to this
lady."


She frowned at him, hard.


"Well I don't need to
talk to you, you oppressive pig."


He nodded at her, and then spoke.
Oppressively he didn't doubt, even though he wasn't trying to.


"That's true, you don't have
to. If you have a moment though? We've been having problems with some feminists,
and can't figure out why. I mean, I can see them coming after me, being
male and them being an anti-male hate group, at least the ones that have been
attacking us, but why would they go after succubi? Can you see that one? If so,
please let me in on it? I've been wrestling with the idea for weeks."


The woman looked away, outrage on
her face. Probably at being linked to a hate group, but once you started to
even threaten bombings that one was hard to dodge. Actually doing it was
kind of the next step up.


"Well, they're a threat to
all we've worked for, aren't they?" She glared at him, her face turning
slightly red. With rage, rather than embarrassment.


Kaitlyn finished making the sale,
then rather wisely pulled back, about ten feet, toward the far end of the
counter. In case shooting started.


The lady was heavyset, but no
worse than most, and a bit unkempt. No makeup on, or attempt to do anything
other than the bare minimum. That was fair enough. She didn't smell bad or
anything, and he certainly wasn't putting makeup on either. Other women
did, which left her looking a bit poor by comparison, but she wasn't trying to
impress him. Or anyone. That was kind of powerful, as long as she really meant
it.


Telling the world she didn't care
what they thought of her was solid.


He tried to look questioning, but
not mean.


"I... Don't understand that.
How would Alede just being themselves damage you? I can't see that it would
affect you."


The woman made a hard face then,
and shook her head.


"They're undermining
us. If men can just come to a place like this and be serviced at any time, then
why should they listen to us at all? All our freedom will be stolen away, if
this keeps going."


Tyler shook his head then, not
able to help himself.


"Um, no. It really won't. No
one will keep you from voting, or having free speech. No one even wants that.
Well, I mean, anti-feminists probably do, but even they just kind of say you
should shut up, right? And you know, if they do that, just kind of flip them
off and go on your way, because they can't actually stop you from speaking. No
one is trying to take anything away legally."


That got her to slap at his arm,
which meant leaning across the counter to do it. Ty took a step back, not
needing to be abused that day.


"You can't even see how hard
we have it, can you? You live in a male dominated world, and don't understand
how easy it would be for men to wake up one day and take it all back. That's
what we mean by oppression. If we don't fight constantly, if one piece
shifts in the puzzle, then we're going to be left holding the bag. If these
whores can service all the men in town, then we're going to be left with no one
listening to us. Men only see us as valuable for our bodies, and once that
goes, we're nothing to them!" She was upset, but at least she kind of made
sense.


Tyler looked over at Kaitlyn
then, and nodded.


"Thanks. I see it now. I
mean, you're wrong, and can't see that fact, but at least I can get what you
mean. You're afraid to lose the power you have over men. You really won't. Not
unless you push them all away. Men cherish women. They always have.
Really, they can't help it. I suppose you can claim that men only want women
for their bodies, but think about it this way. If a man and an old woman are on
the road, being attacked, who do all the other men run to defend first? It
won't be the man. He's supposed to deal with things himself. She doesn't have
any merit though, body wise, but it will still happen, without a doubt. The
value of women might be for sex to men, to start with, but it doesn't end
there."


She did not seem
convinced.


Not at first. Tyler went over
examples though, and didn't stop for a long time. Finally she just looked
troubled.


"But men are pigs."


Kaitlyn spoke from the side, her
voice soft.


"Do you really think
that? I mean, that leaves out a whole lot, doesn't it? Yeah, they like sex, but
that isn't a crime or anything, is it? Men are the ones that protected you, and
built the world you stand in. The ones that are there for you when you need
help. The ones that grow the food, and keep the power on. More likely than not
they built the car you came here in, and did most of the road work that lets you
travel. Sure, men do like sex, but they ask for one thing from
women, and give them everything in return. Does that make them pigs
though? Or just different kinds of people? Even when you can't, or won't,
deliver that one thing they want, they're always there for you. Every single
time. I can't see that as being bad. Not perfect, but who is?"


In the end it was kind of clear
that this woman wasn't going to think that men were great. Tyler could live
with that. She didn't have to. All he needed from her was a lack of
bombings, shootings, and possibly putting a good word in for the Alede. Who, as
he pointed out, had to survive like they did, regardless.


"That one isn't about
choice. They harvest sexual energy, or die."


That got waved away, the slightly
older lady flapping her hands again. Annoyed with him.


"All of that is conditioned.
Just like men are. They could learn not to be like that. If they weren't
trained that way from the time they were a child they wouldn't need to have sex
all the time." She seemed very certain of that, but even with his high
school education it sounded wrong.


"I think that having
different biology is, well, kind of a real thing. Alede aren't Human.
They aren't just attractive people that enjoy lots of sex."


The woman snorted at him.


"Of course they are.
Everyone knows that! Look at her, standing there looking all slutty. She wants
it, and that's a choice. You don't see me in tons of makeup, trying to
get men to notice me like that!"


Which was true.


Kaitlyn though made a face, and
then, right in the middle of the store, took her t-shirt off, and her glasses.


"Biology, not choice.
Watch." Then, closing her eyes, she started to grow. Taller first, her
facial features moving as the bones shifted under her skin.


Even her hair moved, shrinking
into the body, as solid looking abs appeared on her stomach. Kyle's middle now,
the change having taken place totally.


The young man spoke to the woman,
looking at her with his perfectly flat chest. Well, lean and nicely muscled
pecs, not really flat.


His voice was deeper and there
was no doubt that the dumbfounded lady was looking at a real man.


"You can't teach that. Not
in any way I've ever heard of. We aren't nymphos. We're Alede. We are
ourselves and have different needs, and yes, desires, than Humans do. We can't
be changed just because you rail at us. Not even if you threaten to kill us. We
don't want to, but if we did, we'd still be ourselves. Just like men are. It
isn't that hard to see. You seem like a smart woman. We're different, and it's
all right. We won't upset your apple cart. There aren't enough of us to make
that happen. Go and tell your friends that? Please?"


The woman left then, carrying the
book that she'd gotten, one about gardening, in her hand as she scurried away.


Ty looked at Kyle, and laughed a
bit.


"You look silly in those
pants. Total girl cut. Good speech. Have you been practicing it?"


The deep voiced guy actually
nodded before saying anything. Then he stroked his own stomach, which was kind
of sexy, Ty had to admit.


"In the mirror, every day
when I go home lately. I wonder if it will have any positive results?"


"Probably not. Anyway, you
nudist, you should change back. That, or get some new clothes on. We have work
to do. Setting up an embassy."


"Yeah, I heard about that.
I'd feel bad about not being invited, but I decided that a coup is in order,
and have named myself Vice Head of the Coalition of Nations." The boy
seemed serious, but a little bit scared too.


As if Tyler was going to say no.


Instead the idea got a nod.


"Good plan. We need to get
you a phone for it. From now on you can handle the things coming in. Let me get
my notebook. You should make a copy of it. There's a lot of odds and
ends." He actually got the thing out and handed it over, then called
Keeley, to see about getting a second cell phone.


That got him growled at.


"What, I'm your secretary
now?" She seemed pissed at him over it.


Ty was however, intrigued.


"That sounds good.
Thanks. Yes, you can be the secretary. High enough up to get into trouble, low
enough down to place all the blame on me. Or Kyle here, since that seems right.
So, you can do that part?"


There was a long suffering sigh
and then a chuckle.


"So I can't turn you
into my lapdog using fear? Well, it was worth a shot. Fine, then, boss. Still,
if I have to get you coffee, don't expect me to put out in the break
room."


"We get a break room? Coffee,
too? Man, are you the best secretary ever or what? I was kidding, but consider
yourself hired, for the normal rates." Since that was all he could afford,
so far.


"That being free?"


"Yep. It comes with a title.
K. That way no one will instantly realize who you are, and run away
screaming. We can get you cute little glasses like Kait wears, and you can
pretend to be a nerdy receptionist when you aren't fighting crime. Oh, a cape
too. I need to get you a cape." On her it would look cute.


There was a laugh, just before
the phone hung up on him. Hopefully that was a sign that he was charming, and not
about to be hunted to death.












Chapter thirteen





 


The scene that night in his
living room, was tense when he came in. Calley was sitting in gray colored
sweats, just lounging and trying to fight a smile from her lips. Ginger however
looked incredibly worried. Her face was tense, and since that kind of thing
was, he thought, generally fake on Vampires, it meant she was working pretty
hard to seem like she was.


"Hey all. Well, another day
in the coal mine. Except, you know, easy and filled with light chores and book
stacking, rather than manual labor and claustrophobia." That wasn't an
issue for him, but even pretending his life was all that hard was silly.


Then he passed out hugs, which
turned to kissing, since Calley was involved, which, nicely enough, turned to
other things that involved nudity and the liberal use of oil that was provided
by his glasses wearing Bat friend. It made a bit of a mess, so after they were
done he cleaned it up for them. He was the one with practice and skills in that
area, after all.


Still naked, and looking cute
doing it, Ginger swallowed and looked away, while being cuddled by Calley.


"I was given a promotion
today." She sounded gloomy about it, so he looked over at her, wondering
if she was afraid. Leaving home could be hard, after all. It was a big step,
and while she wasn't exactly living with her parents, going that far away would
be a first for her, as far as Ty knew. For him too, now that he considered the
idea.


"Really? Shift
manager?" Calley grinned about it, as if it made sense, which it kind of
did. Yoghurt World could have the kind of thing, if it wanted.


"No. I was made the
Assistant Ambassador of Nevada. It... This is really big. Gene, from the
Council, he called me himself to tell me about it. I can't say no. I mean, I
can, but this is huge. The thing is, I have to move there. The embassy
is in Sparks. I looked it up. Near Reno? I have to go next month."


She looked at him, and then
Calley, who was closer to her physically.


"What am I going to do? I just
got you both. I don't want to go alone, but... I might never get an opportunity
like this again. Not for centuries, if I don't take it now."


Calley was acting like it was a
real issue, and not letting her in on the whole thing, which was mean.


Tyler cleared his throat then.


"So, Lenore didn't tell
you about the rest of it?"


"What? No. I haven't spoken
to her. What's the rest of it?"


He took a breath, and pointed.


"Calley is the new Shifter
Ambassador for that area. Most groups are sending someone. It will have a lot
more activity than Westfield does, since it's a real set up, not a fake mall.
Even the Coalition of Nations is getting an office there. Just a little one
though, since it's only a part time thing."


It took her a second, but then
the naked girl looking woman jumped up and hugged him.


"Wait, we're all going?
Awesome!" There was kissing then, and a bit of chatter about where they
would live. He had a place, and with a single call it was worked out that they
could share his room with him. After all, two of them didn't sleep.


Keeley did suggest that they
could get their own place eventually.


After he hung up Calley bit her
lip, and reached out to touch him intimately, stroking him gently.


"As an Ambassador I should
have my own place. You too Ginger. Not as nice as mine, of course. That
wouldn't look right. Something like this. Then we can all stay at Ty's mansion
on the weekends. Rock stars, you know how they are."


The Vampire girl made a face and
then shook her head.


"I don't get that one."


"Yeah, I've been invited to
try out for a band. It's a bit more than that really, and might be a big thing.
Speaking of which, I need to go and see about getting a keyboard. I
don't suppose you want to give me a ride to Wal-Mart? I can't afford a really
top end one, but I need something to work out a few songs on, so that the other
kids will know that I can actually play. Maybe some original pieces? I have
some ideas."


Calley hopped right up, and ran
to her room, naked, her sweats in her left hand.


"I need real clothing. You
can come too, Ginger. If you want?"


It seemed to be the plan, because
by the time Ty was dressed and had his cash from his bedroom, the girls were
both waiting at the door for him. Calley danced around, her short rust colored
hair perfect already. Ginger had to fuss with hers a bit, being past shoulder
length. It was an off blonde, which was attractive on her. Really, they were
both more than good looks wise, in very different ways.


Even he did okay, he guessed. Not
like Kyle, but men that looked like that were rare, since they couldn't use
makeup to improve on what nature gave them. Both the girls in front of him had
some on, though that had been for work, so wasn't the full dress up experience.


Calley had a nice car, and the
Wal-Mart wasn't far, due to their policy of putting one next to every Starbucks
in the nation. That wasn't true, but the things were both all over the place.


As they pulled in, Ginger looked
around and sighed.


"I'm going to miss living
here. I've been in the area my whole life. What if Nevada is strange? Or the
people smell bad?"


He shook his head, knowing she
was kidding.


"They all smell like candy
and deep fried food. It's a law there. Really, we should get some Jolly
ranchers to rub all over our bodies for that before we go down."


The Bat woman moved in next to
him, and cradled his arm in hers, pressing her left breast against him lightly.
After a bit Ginger took the other side. Then they walked in. People glanced at
them, but only a few really stared. At first he figured that it was either jealousy,
him having two cute women with him, or ageism, people thinking that Ginger was
too young for him, even if she were older than that by a few years.


It wasn't until a group of ten
cross wearing individuals ran at them that he got it. Even then he wouldn't
have picked up on the whole thing if one of them weren't the woman that had
stabbed him before.


Ty took a breath and then shook
his head.


"Fuck. I nearly forgot about
them. That cult group that was torturing kids? This is them."


The person in the front, who was
a man, but seemed to be in his thirties or so, and wasn't anyone Tyler
recognized, pulled a small firearm from the pocket of his hoodie. That should
have been a sign, since it was way too warm outside for that kind of thing.


"Die, unbeliever! God will
deliver our brethren from your unholy wrath!"


Then he was targeted, not just by
that man, but three others.


It did not go well for
them. He'd never really considered it before, not in a real, this was happening
right now kind of way, but Ginger wasn't just some girl that was decent
in bed. Or well, he knew that, but when they'd fought, in practice, he'd always
won pretty easily. Because she worked slowly with him by her standards. It was
different seeing her suddenly Vamp out, going red eyed and fanged, and taking
on regular people.


The first thing she did was smart
though, and not all that violent. Calley was simply gone, and they both
vanished. Away from the bullets. Then while he was still being shot up pretty
well, the first of the weapons clicking softly to signal they were done, the
girl came back.


He tried to speak, to let her
know that they needed to leave them alive. He couldn't though, his throat
having been hit too many times for that. It didn't hurt, but he was kind of not
holding together properly, which meant he couldn't really jump in to save them
either. He did try, but the people were falling too fast for him to keep up
with them.


The ten of them had attacked, and
after a minute, the ten of them were all on the ground. At least
unconscious. He thought they were all breathing, but they weren't going
to be happy when they woke up, if that was the case. Most of them had limbs
that were at funny angles.


For his part, he just stood
there, not able to suggest dialing nine-one-one, or that Ginger get with her
people, since this was going to be a giant cluster in a few minutes.


Her eyes went back to normal
though, even after the fight, which had to be hard for any Vampire, and she
pulled her own phone, dialing with a slightly panicked expression.


"I'll call Edom. Crap. I
think I killed them. I tried not to, I swear. I was afraid for my life. They
were going to kill us all." That wasn't really true, since they'd just
gone for him, but the bullets hadn't all hit him, it seemed.


Calley came back, holding her
left arm, which was covered with blood. She could still speak, which was a cool
trick, all things considered.


"Come on! I pulled the car
up. We need to get out of here, in case of further attack." She looked at
him, her face freaking out as she did, which probably meant he looked pretty
bad. "Fuck. Ty..."


The employees rallied about then,
and several men ran over, to try and help. They at least didn't act like Ginger
or Calley were the threats. Or him, which was nice. Instead they just applied
compresses to stop the bleeding. He had some of that going on, but it was more
of an oozing in his case, and the bullets were, interestingly, pushing out of
his skin already. The ones that hadn't gone all the way through.


It was then that he had a moment
of clarity on the topic.


When he'd been shot the first
time it had taken over a day to really heal up. Part of that had been thanks to
the surgery that he'd gotten, and his denial about what was clearly taking
place.


Now it was happening much faster.
While it was possible that he was just getting better at it, or had even
imagined that he was hurt worse than he really had been before, Ty kind of
figured that it was different than that. The worse he was injured, the faster
he fixed himself. Thankfully, unlike the last time, he didn't have to imagine
the pain of it into being.


That meant he could move, and
while raspy, he had a voice now. After a fashion. He made a hissing noise as
air escaped from his chest.


"Don't forget the
keyboard." It was a stupid thing to say, but if he weren't going to be
arrested for being attacked, he still needed the thing. It was why he was there
in the first place. "Also... How the fuck did they know to be here?"


Thankfully one of the men woke up
about then. He moaned and cried in pain, having a broken leg, but Ginger moved
in and slapped him.


"Good question. How did you
know we'd be here? Answer, right now." The blows weren't too hard, but
people were acting like beating up an injured man was a big deal. The clerks
and other patrons. One of them, a large man with a big beard and a Hells Angels
jacket on even put his hand out, to stop her. From a good distance away, since
being a biker didn't mean fool, apparently.


"Little sis, maybe you
shouldn't be doing that here? The fuzz are coming, and they might not get
it."


Instead of acting like she was in
charge, the girl stood back then, and nodded.


"Right. Right. I'd still
like to know. How did you know we'd be here?"


The man on the ground, who had a
large cross out, shook his head, and gasped.


"We followed you. It
wasn't hard."


That was all he got out, before
the police came. They did try to arrest Ginger, but pulled back, when they were
informed, by the big biker fellow, that the Christian group were the shooters
and had lit the skinny fucker up. That, Ty realized, was him.


He was still healing, but the
bullets had stopped popping out, and the red oozing had pretty much stopped.
Calley was given a bandage for her arm, but waved off the paramedics when they
got there. Tyler did the same.


The Shifter explained.


"We're good. I can change
shape when I get home, and Ty will heal on his own. We have a mission here, so,
if someone can get one of your top end keyboards for us?" It wasn't like
they were going to be allowed to leave anytime soon.


This time, probably thanks to the
bullet wounds and the presence of men to blame for the crime, the cops didn't
try to attack him personally. Ginger was treated politely, and allowed to go
over her story, which involved a lot of her being in fear for her life, and for
her friend Calley. His name was in there too, but no one seemed to think he was
in any real danger, which, apparently, was the case.


He managed to dig out his money,
which had a bullet hole in it, just like his wallet did. That was handed off to
the Manager, who was a middle aged man with thin hair, glasses, and the
keyboard that Calley had requested. He didn't ask about it, just running over
to a line and having it rung up. Then he carried it back himself, and stood
there, holding the four foot long blue and white box.


"Do you play?"


It was the kind of thing that
people asked each other. Small talk, even though it wasn't really needed at the
moment.


"Yeah. I have an audition
thing, for a band, so I need to practice. My old one died a while ago. Sorry
about the mess in here. I helped take down a cult that was torturing kids a
week ago or so, and now they keep trying to kill me. Probably so I won't be
able to testify against their leader. Between them and the feminists I haven't
gotten a break in the last bit." He tried to smile, his face letting him
do that, even though it felt a little stiff.


He'd been hit in the head, but it
hadn't scrambled his thoughts too much. That was strange, but probably had to
do with magic.


Instead of asking how he'd
survived, which would have been what Tyler opened with, the man kind of started
to nod.


"It's just so hard to
believe, women doing things like that. Shooting people and bombing them? What
did you do to make them mad at you?"


He laughed then, because the
answer was interesting.


"Nothing. They seem to be
afraid that the Alede, the succubi? That they're going to undermine their
position in society, I guess. I was just nearby for the things. I don't even
really have a problem with them, except the kidnapping attempt. That targeted
me, for some reason. I guess because I didn't die correctly the first time?
It's a shame, since we could all be friends, if they'd tone it down a few
notches. I mean, I like people, in general." Which, he realized,
was true.


He didn't like what everyone did,
but if they agreed to cut that stuff out, the rest wasn't that big of a
deal. He could even forgive the things that had hurt him.


Shooting Calley wasn't allowed.
Not that he had to say much. They'd walked in, and he was shot. That was his
whole statement, and all that the police really needed from him. They
thought he was a Vampire. Thankfully Edom got there, along with Eve and David
the Vampire, which meant he had people to explain that part for him. Eve did
the honors, going over how he was dead, but in a different way, and didn't need
blood to survive.


"He's just a person.
A Human, if kind of tough. Non-violent though, not like most of you. He only
fights when attacked, and doesn't get angry or anything. There's no need for
this kind of thing. It's just a group trying to suppress justice for their
crimes." She pointed at a woman who was wide eyed and fanatical looking.
"This is the one that stabbed him the other day. I hope you make sure she
doesn't get back out to do it again? I know that people make bail, but
seriously, this should kind of invalidate that, right?"


One of the cops, who wasn't that
old, and who clearly didn't care that the hot brunette was a Vampire, moved in
and spoke to her evenly.


"We don't control that part.
She probably won't be let back out now. You might want to keep your
boyfriend safe for the time being. Witness relocation, or what have you. Do
Vampires have that kind of thing?"


She shook her head, looking at
the officer very frankly.


"No. I guess we can move
him, or get a safe house. Really, his people should do that. The thing there is
that his people is everyone. Including you guys. He's the head of the
Coalition of Nations, which means that pretty much every group is going to be
up at arms over this when they hear about it. We can keep him safe,
but..." She shook her head and looked at the people on the ground.
"It might be best if they just didn't come after him again? We'll try to
protect them, but Tyler can only beg for their lives so many times before
people stop listening to him on the matter."


Instead of taking that as a death
threat, the police all seemed to get the point and agreed with it. That didn't
leave the downed Christians happy.


The stabby woman from the Fourth
made a very hard face.


"It's your job to protect us
from the monsters!" It was an accusation, and directed at the cute younger
cop, who was looking at Eve at the moment. When he turned a bit, his face was
dark, but seemed upset, rather than angry at the words. Like he knew that, but
couldn't really carry the job out.


It was wrong, anyway.


"No. His job is to
clean up after crimes, like this." Ty was sounding a lot better, and while
covered in blood, could walk almost normally again. He still had wounds, but
they were fixing themselves, really fast. "My job is to make sure
that people get along. There are no monsters. Just people you don't know
yet. So, please stop trying to hurt people? That's all anyone is asking
for."


That started a lot of praying,
and some yelling about how Jesus would protect them. Hopefully that played out
for them, since he was kind of sure that shooting in a Wal-Mart was going to
lead to prison time, even if he and Calley could heal up from it. What if
they'd hit the nice biker dude? Or the cool keyboard getting Manager?


They might have died from it, and
then where would they be? Without a keyboard, and with one of the cult men
being kicked to death. Ty really doubted that anyone else would get that.


They ended up being there for a
while, with Edom standing right by Ginger, along with David, who seemed ready
to fight the cops if he had to. The men and women in blue didn't seem like that
was their plan for the day, so everything stayed pretty calm. Eve, for
her part, moved over by him and Calley. Then she licked her lips.


"You both smell great. Maybe
you can move off a bit? Poor David is about to go full vamp over the scent. I
like him, but he's a bit low on that kind of control yet. A wimp that way. Like
a little school girl really." She spoke softly, and still got covertly
flipped off for it from the man, who was about fifty feet away. Ginger smiled
at the interplay, and Edom ignored the whole thing. He was black, but made up
for it in the minds of the police by dressing in very nice clothing. Rich
trumped skin color, almost every time.


It shouldn't have been needed,
but that was the world they lived in, so the man worked the system to his
benefit, it was clear. Nice clothing, a friendly smile with no fangs, and
polite forms of address all the time. There was a lesson in there for him too,
Ty knew. It was a form of mind control over the masses, that no one could
really call anyone on.


Looking down he nodded.


"I need better
clothing."


Eve faked a cough.


"I get you there. Those look
a bit hard used."


"Really I was thinking
something more... I don't know, professional? Suits and ties or whatever? I
look young, and that can work against me. Maybe something like Ed? Only, you
know, cheaper?"


Rather than tell him he was being
a dweeb, the girl nodded, then she stood back for a bit, and licked her lips.


"I'd wait a bit. Feel things
out and make sure you aren't going to be shot up in a five hundred dollar set
of clothing?"


Tyler tried to smile, not really
feeling like it, but not wanting to be morose either. The blood was starting to
dry, and while it didn't make him feel funny, it was going to be hard to clean
up.


"Well, you know, dead people
problems. I'd never really thought about it before, but they're different than
the ones that living people have. I mean, everyone has to worry about being
shot in their nice clothing, but the focus is a lot different for you and me,
isn't it?" He shook his head a bit and then wrinkled his nose. "My
big concern with the feminists is that no matter what I do, or how nice I am to
them, they'll never be kind in return. Yeah, being shot sucks, but instead of
feeling bad for that, they turned around and tried to kidnap me. Then
one of them accused me of rape for some reason, even though that wasn't
a real thing. I guess it was for her? What must her world be like then, if
every action or  thought someone else has seems like that? Her world has to be
a scary place, if someone saying hello is an assault to her warped mind."


For a moment he felt pretty bad
for those women. For all their yelling and stomping around, not one of them had
ever seemed happy to him. Even the men with them all seemed to be just riding a
train to misery the whole time. He'd been at work, and trying to make a living,
but had been more contented than they'd seemed.


Eve snorted a bit, and leaned in
to him, to whisper.


"It doesn't really matter.
The world is filled with people, and some of them will always be doing things
the hard way. We don't have to. Just be nice, and let other people take
care of themselves. I wish I had some great wisdom for you, but I think that's
all there really is. Just try not to judge, and dodge the bullets a little
better next time." She waved at the front of his shirt, which was stuck to
his body in places. It was just a t-shirt, but had been green, once upon a
time.


Now it was being kind of plum
colored in places. Bits of flesh that were puckered and pink showed underneath.
The red was gone already however.


Eve was right. Even blaming
people for what they thought wasn't going to help anyone. The Christians would
still do what they did, which would seem like hate to some people, and the feminists
would do their thing. Which would also seem like hate.


Anyone speaking out against them on
the matter would probably be labeled a hater as well. It was, he decided,
enough for him just to forgive and try to get along in the world. That, and
dodge better.


"It would be so cool
to have super powers."


Eve laughed, and rolled her eyes.


"No doubt. But here we are,
stuck with the tiny bits of things that we can actually do."


The police officer that clearly
wanted to bang Eve came over, asked for her phone number, which she gave him,
and then did the same with Tyler, though that one was probably about the
case, since he looked like crap at the moment. Then they were all allowed to
leave. Eve carried the new keyboard for him, to the car. Then she looked at him
closely, and smiled.


"You should run home.
Otherwise you'll make a mess in la auto. We can hose you off in the yard.
Ginger, you can drive, right?"


That got a funny look, and rolled
eyes.


"Of course I can. You taught
me, as you know. I even have my license, Calley. I hardly ever crash
anymore. Vampire senses and reflexes. Come on." They got the keyboard into
the trunk, and closed it with a pat on the top from Eve.


Then she turned to him.


"I'll race you. Ready?
Set... Go!"


For all she claimed it was a
race, they dashed along at speeds not too much faster than before. She moved
ahead of him, and kept speeding up, but only enough to get him to try a little
harder. It didn't take long for them to get back, but the car was already parked,
and the other girls inside, when they got there.


Eve looked at him and shook her
head.


"Pitiful. Barely
thirty miles an hour. It's like you just have to be the turtle, from that
story, isn't it? Well, news flash, in real life the rabbit always wins. You
should get a car, given that. Maybe a van, so you can travel around and sleep
in the back? Or, you know, do other things back there, since you don't have to
waste time like most people anymore." She kept talking until they got
inside, to find that Calley was naked again, and not herself at the moment. In
fact, she was shorter, by at least a foot, had big pointy ears that were filled
with very short fuzz, the same color as her own head hair normally was, and had
turned nearly solid black underneath. Her nose was flat and wide, and in every
way that counted, including wings, she was a Bat.


It was impressive.


For one thing it was clear that
having changed meant her arm was all better. The bandage had been taken off
first, and was lying on the ground, near her clothing. Her legs were short and
awkward looking, but her eyes were a nice solid black color.


Ty nodded at her.


"Looking good! Give us a
twirl?" He was teasing, since it was the kind of thing that might be said
on a television show, but she did it, and then stretched her wings out, nearly
touching the walls on either side of the room before drawing them back. That
was nearly twenty feet, which was incredible really.


He clapped a bit, as she started
to stretch upward and shift back. Her skin lightened first, but the whole thing
was silent, and seemed like clay being molded, rather than the painful cracking
that some movies tried to present it as. Easy by comparison.


It was fascinating, but also a
lot faster than he would have thought. About a minute, maybe two, later, she
was standing there, looking her normal size and color. The cool ears were gone
too.


She rubbed at her middle.


"Okay, that's a secret. Most
Shifters need at least an hour between full form changes like that. I need to
eat now. I'm freaking starving."


Ty jogged to the kitchen and
started looking for something quick and easy to make. They had barbeque chips,
so he put them in a bowl and set them out for Calley, who'd gotten into her
sweats again, and settled on the sofa with the big green plastic bowl.


Ty started back out, figuring
she'd need a lot more than that. Then he stopped in the doorway.


"So, it isn't enough to be a
Bat Shifter, you're a super one? How unfair is that. All I can do is be
shot."


Ginger giggled at him, but got up
to follow him into the other room.


"Well, I hear that you can
play music, too. That's nearly as neat. Let's make some grub for our girl, and
then you can play for us? Or would that be too embarrassing?'


That got him to stick out his
tongue, which was quickly put into the Vampires mouth.


When she broke off, he nodded.


"Okay, I walked into that
one. I can do that. Play for you. I need to start working on some new things
anyway. It would be lame to go audition and have to play 'Mary Had a Little
Lamb' don't you think?"


Food had to come first though, he
knew. Or guessed, to be more exact. Shape Shifting wasn't a thing he knew how
to do, himself, so if Calley said it made her hungry, he was just going to have
to go with that idea for now.


They made pasta, with garlic
bread, and a small salad. All of it was for Calley though, even if it smelled
good. Then, before anyone mentioned it, he ran off to shower. It was the food
that reminded him, since two of the people in the house probably thought he
smelled a bit like cake at the moment.


The amazing thing there was that
he was totally healed, when he got out from under the hot water. 


For all his whining about not
having a super power, that one had to count.


Feeling pretty good about the
whole being dead thing at the moment, he got dressed and then went to set his
new keyboard up. That felt good, even with the rest of the evening having taken
place.


Like he was whole again.












Chapter fourteen





 


The rest of the night he played,
and tried to write songs. He had a good start to three different pieces, but
wanted to go into the meeting with more than that. New things that were the kind
of stuff that would be played on the radio. He wanted to play with a few
different sounds at the same time.


The point wasn't to make himself
look good however, or to push the boundaries of reality, but to be popular and
make money. They were different things, and while he had to be good, it
made sense to try and write songs that people would want to hear. That meant
being close to what people were used to, while pushing their emotional buttons
and calling to them at the same time.


For him anyway. For all he knew
that wasn't what anyone else would have in mind. The rest of the new band might
want to try Celtic Rock or something, which was pretty and would showcase
Rebekah well, but probably wouldn't sell.


The girls all stayed with him,
which was a little bit strange. Calley and Ginger lived there, and while the
schedules hadn't matched up all the time that wasn't too unusual. That Eve remained
didn't make a lot of sense. Not at first. It wasn't until he went off to work
in the morning that he got it. She was his bodyguard.


Because that was
reasonable.


Without asking if that was her
real plan for the day, he nodded at her.


"This way you can protect me
against kidnappers, errant bad guys and politically challenged individuals? Or
jump in the way of bullets, if little old ladies are going to be hit? Cause I'm
pretty sure I don't need a bodyguard in particular. Not really." Looking
down again, Ty indicated the fact that he wasn't all messed up, even after
everything. The pristine and untouched dead.


"Yep. That's the plan. Edom
suggested it. I won't be around all day, having a real job. But until we can
hide you, we need to keep someone around all the time. Honestly, we should get
you out of the area. I was thinking that I'd talk to Zack and see if he'd lend
us his summer camp. Except... There are kids there right now. I wouldn't want to
bring people down on the little ones like that. So, someplace else?"


That just got a shrug, and a head
shake.


"How much of this can we
expect to keep happening now? I don't know for a fact, but I don't think that
that cult has many more members out and about. Not that are going to be willing
to be beaten up by Vampires and go to prison for the honor of ruining my
clothing. As for the feminists... I... I don't want to be mean, but I think
that they really only took action because they figured they wouldn't get in
trouble for it. Which kind of shows that they're wrong, in the end. Scared, but
not of me, or even the police. My bet is that they aren't going to keep coming
at me, or the Alede anymore. That wasn't the best plan to start with.
You'd think they'd have figured out that all they have to do to take power is
to start doing things, as long as they don't infringe on other people too much.
No one is stopping them."


They were still walking, and Eve
was watching the world like she really expected a fight, even as they got to
the door of the mall, which she held for him, being there first.


Then she grimaced at him, and
seemed upset.


"You, Tyler G. are far too
kind to women in general. I get it, because as a group we're pretty
sweet, and smell nice, but it will end up with you being in trouble if you
aren't careful. Possibly with someone else being dead. Not you or me, so I
suppose there's that, but some innocent person that doesn't ignore bullets like
a mildly inconvenient rain storm."


They were very near where he'd
been grabbed by the van full of women, but he still stopped and stared at the
pretty Vampire for a bit. The sun was beating down, so after a few seconds,
remembering that it had to be pure torture for her kind to take, he walked
inside.


"That... I'm too nice
to women? How's that again? I just treat them like anyone else, don't I?"


"Oh, sure. But when a woman
was trying to beat down Valerie at Pretty Plus you just subdued her as
peacefully as possible and then let her go with two weeks of camping. What would
she have gotten if she'd been a man? My bet is that you would have at least
beaten him until he couldn't move anymore. But not a woman. In fact I know
it, because when a guy had a gun you did exactly that. He ended up in
the hospital." She reached out and touched his arm. It was just to get him
to stop, now that they were inside, and not flirtatious. "You keep cutting
those feminists slack, too. Okay, they're an extremist bunch, and most women
aren't like they are, but they planted bombs and tried to kidnap you. They got
that guy to try and kill one of your Alede. What do you do though? Try
to understand them, and see that they're just scared? Laudable, but too kind by
far. Because they're women."


That got him to blink. Not that
it wasn't all true, but that he'd been treating men differently than that. The
entire time, his whole life, he'd seen men as being the ones that were
responsible for themselves and their own actions, but had acted like women
needed to be handled with kid gloves. Okay, they demanded that kind of
treatment, but that didn't make it right, did it? They weren't made of glass or
anything all that fragile.


"It isn't just me though, is
it?"


"Nope. Let me tell you, it
was a giant shock to me when I started working at Yoghurt World. I mean,
I started out being hard working, and pulling my weight, even when I was a
Human, but I didn't get how much other people were doing for me before I got
there. A portion of my work was done for me without ever even noticing it
happening, and it always had been. I didn't get it until that privilege
was taken away." She smiled, her white teeth showing just a tiny bit.


Like he was supposed to
understand what she meant without her saying any more about it. Tyler didn't
though, and gave her what had to be a baffled look in return. To his mind she
was just her. Wasn't that the same for everyone else?


"I don't think I..."


She sucked in a deep breath and
looked miserable for a second.


"Right. You know that
Classic Vamps, like me, we don't have a sex drive in the main? A few do, but
it's basically a special power when it happens. Like my speed? So I went to
work at the Yoghurt World, and suddenly I was around all of these guys that
didn't cut me any slack for being a pretty girl. Most places a girl that looks
like me, or even an average one... We have men to do part of our work for us.
Constantly. No one admits it, and I think most women don't even realize it
happens, but it was a shock to the system when I noticed that I was expected to
do what the men were, all the time. It seemed like I had to do twenty-five
percent more right off the bat."


Tyler shook his head, but didn't
say it wasn't real.


"I thought that women had to
do twice as much to get the same results?"


Eve laughed then, and started
walking again. She didn't speak until they were in front of the bookstore. The
front was opened up to the public, and Madeline worked behind the counter. She
looked up and smiled at him, her eyes lingering on Eve for a bit.


"You really think that? Who
told you that? Oh, right, feminists. Ones that by and large don't even work for
a living? The world, at least the Human one, is powered by the labor of men. We
use them up, and grind them down. That's traditional though, and probably has
some biology behind it. That isn't the problem. Most guys don't even blink
about that, to be honest. The thing there is that women as a group have been
told that they're just as good as men in all ways, without being forced to
prove it. A lot of us are that good, but I've yet to meet a woman that
did twice what a man did in any given situation. Doing as much normally
gets them promoted over the guys."


He shook his head then.


"I don't know if that's
right. Wouldn't it be kind of obvious if men were doing all of that work to
cover for women?"


There was a subtle move then, and
a soft glance at Madeline.


"It is. If you bother
to see what's really going on. Like I said, it was a shock to me when it first
hit. When none of the men around me were cutting me slack because they wanted
to have sex with me. Even then, I think they kind of did. Help me out a little?
Not that I'm not hard working. I am. It's a choice for me, that I made a
long time ago. If you came in and tried to work like anyone else here,
even like Kait, Zack would have fired your butt already. True, you pull the
stops out, but no one thinks of that as special really, do they? Men are
supposed to sacrifice everything for their job like that, so they don't even
notice what you've been doing really. They will when you're gone, but then
they'll probably blame you for taking off too soon."


That got him to make a face.


"So, you're saying that
women are lazy and evil? That seems... A little over the top to me."


"No. Not that. Like I said
before, it's probably biological. It's just that men used to be honored
for all they did. It was enough to be a good and hard working man. That
got you a wife, kids, and a real shot at a happy life. Now that doesn't count
for much. If you aren't a CEO, or a rock star, most women won't even see
you. That, or the cutest guy around. You probably don't get that, since
you've kind of been riding the whole star thing the whole time you've been
here. Fighting Vampires and winning, getting in on that Coalition thing... Now
becoming a real rock star, or at least doing bubblegum pop. That isn't
normal. I  mean, Ben kind of lucked out, since both Kait and I are different,
but we aren't Human women." She sighed, and looked around, getting perhaps
that a lot of people were listening to her.


It was early still, but a Bat
Shifter was going to practically be part of the conversation, and the Alede
could hear things really well, too. Robert was right across the way, setting
Pretty Plus up for the day. Passions. The sign said both, but no one
called it that, even if it made a lot of sense given who ran the place.


Ty didn't really get her point.
While he could see that Ben, a slightly heavy, bearded and average looking guy
that worked in a bookstore had sort of gotten lucky, dating the two hot
women... Well, it really was odd. Even getting Ginger and Calley was
special. For him to have scored one of them would have been a really big deal,
he knew.


Eve went on, taking a step back,
to leave.


"Not that it matters. You still
have to work and slave away, to make the world work out right, and most women
will still not be able to see all that you do. It's both the power and curse of
being a man, I guess. The hardship though is that all that work doesn't really
count to anyone anymore. Not unless you make it to the very top of the heap.
Even then, if you ever lose your hold on things, you become nothing again,
really fast."


Then she left, not looking back.
The Bat lady behind the counter saw him and wrinkled her nose cutely. She
reminded him a lot of Calley. More than just the family resemblance of being
her Aunt, too. It was probably that they were similar beings in a lot of ways.


On the good side she didn't
insist on keeping the same, rather awkward, conversation going. Instead she had
rather normal things to say.


"Hey, can you catch the side
rooms for me? I haven't had a chance."


"Sure, let me sign in first.
We should do the whole place. Sweep and mop. Probably dust, too." He got
to work, moving quickly.


Madeline, rust haired and sort of
average in appearance stood behind the front counter, watching him as he moved
from one spot to the other. She wrote something, which reminded him that he
needed to keep up with his notebook, himself. As he finished mopping, the
yellow caution signs out, the woman, who was older than he was by over twenty
years, folded the piece of paper, and held it out to him as he walked over.


"Here you go, the secret to
life."


Unfolding the paper, which was
yellow, and had been ripped from a legal pad, he saw what it said, and made a
face.


"Thanks for doing all my
work for me." It took him a second to get that he had.


The woman danced in place then.


"And us Shifters aren't even
bad that way. Then no Shifter man would have let me do that to him. It's
something to keep in mind, for the future. You coddle your women a lot more
than they need. It's made them weak, and dependent. That's your fault. Men, I
mean. Not you in particular. Still, you should probably stop doing that, if you
can. At least get something out of it, if nothing else."


He didn't say anything, just
going to straighten the front of the store. The Bat Shifter came along with him
this time, having made her point, it seemed. In the end, it was like Eve had
said. It probably didn't really matter, since he still had to be himself, and
so did everyone else.


It gave him some things to think
about, and notice, over the next week. He didn't get full time body guards or
anything. At least not ones he noticed. Nothing happened anyway, except that he
had to go to Arizona and talk to the prosecutor there about the Blythe cultist
and what had happened with him. It was, as it turned out, funny, after a
fashion.


There was nearly constant footage
of him being beaten the whole time, which was enough to have the men doing it
locked up for years, since it counted as torture. Even if he, personally,
couldn't feel it. Most of them were going to end up walking though, it seemed.


The leader was an old man, and
his second in command was a woman. If she did a year behind bars for her
crimes, which were pretty serious, it would be a miracle. On the good side the
camp was well and truly shut down. Not that some of the abused kids weren't
just being sent off to other, similar places already. Hopefully they'd survive
them.


Most probably would. That was his
hope anyway.


Thankfully he had The Line Walker
helping him out, so he was able to get to and from all the different locations
he was needed to be at on-time. Otherwise he would have had to miss work to go
and hang out in a different state. Instead he managed to make all of his
schedule happen, and practice each day. He came up with several new
songs too, and set them to music.


Compared to his first few weeks
there, the whole thing was kind of quiet. His mother came in, looking like a
young girl, several times, and had a meal with him at the Cafe, though she
insisted she pay for it each time. On the good side she still acted like Lucy,
not the petulant child that he'd seen The Rotted as first. It was easier to put
up with, because that kid had been annoying.


She gave Tyler a hug, pulling him
downward a bit, and grinned at him.


"This is Zack's store, so
his place. A Greater Demon doesn't accept food from another of our kind. That
would be saying that we're under their power. So we pay for it when we come
over to eat. Anyway, The Mistress of Souls asked if you'd be allowed to go and
play in her band. I said yes. I'm sure you'll do a great job. Perfect, in fact.
You're very good. Creative, and hard working about it. I'm proud
of you, Tyler. Never forget that." Then after patting him on the arm, she
walked out.


Looking after her, he felt that
sense of pride. It lingered in his mind, not fading. Which meant that she'd
just managed to give him a set of slave orders, he was willing to bet. So that
he'd go and do a perfect job with the band, most likely.


That was nice of her, after a
fashion, but he still had to put the effort in. The real work was yet to
come that way.


Zack came to get him as he got
off shift, at five that day. It was a Friday, but he'd worked from six the
night before, so everyone else could come in fresh for the weekend. He, after
all, was slated to be gone. He even had his keyboard with him, and his new
songs printed out. After all, he was going to have to perform for Rebekah,
Scotty the drummer and Steve the...


Really, Tyler didn't know what to
call him yet. The guitarist, probably. Zack got him to the right place, which
was a big house in Nevada, and left him directly on the doorstep of the place.
It was nice. Better than anywhere he would have expected to live, really.
Before he could say thanks for the free trip, The Line Walker stepped to the
side, into nothingness like he did so often, and was gone.


The door in front of him was
larger than normal, and made of solid seeming wood. Oak, most likely, not that
he was an expert in that kind of thing. The place was a light tan color, with
deep brown trim, but so large that it had to have had four stories. The roof
was pointed in places, making it seem nearly like it had towers all over it.


Behind him, off to the right as
he faced the front door there was a large pond, with a fountain in the middle
of it. One that looked like a naked woman on a clam shell. It was a bit tacky,
but he wasn't going to complain about it. The drive behind him was cement, not
asphalt, and had a topiary carved into a bush in the center of the roundabout.
That was made to look like a hippo, he thought.


In fact a lot of the place had a
fanciful air about it. It was a bit silly, but also the kind of place that a
band would live in, if they were successful. That was a bit of projection
though, so far. He didn't even know if they'd want him to be a part of the
group. As far as that went, he didn't really think that they were going to get
a choice.


The Mistress of Souls had put the
whole thing together, and probably had a reason to do so. Getting in her way
might not go that well. Even if she was sweet seeming most days. That
would probably last right until she started to eat them, it being snack time
and all.


Holding his keyboard under his
left arm, he knocked gently, assuming that he'd need to do that two or three
times before anyone heard him. It was early still, for Vampires, but apparently
Scotty the drummer was old enough to be out and about at a bit before six, even
in the summer. The man had brown eyes, and hair, and was small. About five foot
two or so. Thin as well. His nose was flat and his skin so pale that his
freckles didn't really show much anymore.


Rather than suggest that
equipment be brought around to the servants entrance, the Vampire smiled,
winced as the sun hit him and stuck his hand out anyway.


"Mr. Gartner?" The grip
was firm, but not a man-test. Just like what a polite person would use with a
new person they wanted to impress.


"Tyler. Or Ty, if you
want?"


"Scott Lender. Scotty, by
preference. Come in, please, out of the sun. Can I get you anything to drink?
We have some of the good blood. Human. Also animal, if you'd rather?" The
words were really friendly seeming.


Inside it was cool, and very
large. Almost cavernous, and slightly dark. The fantasy theme from outside
doubled in there, with tables that were flat on the top, which had legs of
different lengths making the whole thing seem off kilter. They were all in
polished wood, a lot of it seeming natural, like it was made from logs and
branches. Everything in the front area was like that. The colors were all
brown, but there were different shades of it.


Almost everything had faces carved
into them. Different things, not just gnomes or Humans.


Tyler shook his head but spoke,
since the small, quick seeming Vampire was ahead of him.


"I'm not a Vampire. Just
dead. Animated by The Rotted. On loan for this, I guess? It means that I'm kind
of her slave, but she acts like my mother. She raised me." He was working
on the idea that being up front was the best policy, but the other man stopped.


"That must have been
horrendous. The tortures and depravities that kind of being..."


That got him to shake his head.


"Nothing like that.
It was really normal. I didn't even know I was dead until about a month
ago. On my eighteenth birthday. She was always really sweet to me. I mean, I
had to do my homework, and help with the dishes, but it was just kind of
like what most people had growing up. How about you? You're a Vampire, but also
a Bat?"


That got the man to smile, and
stop putting down his upbringing at least. There was a bit of quick flapping,
his hands moving rapidly. 


"That's no secret. Most
don't get it. I guess you're immune from the Human problem? Not being able to
understand what's right in front of you at times, like they all are? It will
make things easier, for me at least. Rebekah, too. Have you met her?"


"Um, no. Is she nice?"
It seemed unlikely, given that she was famous, but Scotty here seemed all right
so far.


"Incredibly kind and
gentle. It looks like I'll be the problem child in this group. Bat Shifters...
We tend to be a bit... Friendly? It might be an issue. It's hard to
explain."


"Yeah. I know a couple of Bat
Shifters. Calley and Maddy Hale? I think I get the idea." Then he shrugged
at the guy. "I'm bi, so, you know, if you want we can do some things.
You're a Vampire though, so you'll need to work that part out with my
girlfriend. I have two of those, but Ginger is the one I mean for this. I'm
also dating Calley. Ginger is a Master Vampire."


The small man looked both
interested and suddenly scared. It was amusing really.


"That's heady then, isn't
it? Most Shifters have never met a Bat, and you know three of us? Dating
a Master Vampire, too. I'd call you a liar, due to that being so unlikely, but
why would you bother? It would be easier to get me into bed if you were
single."


Which was a point, but he didn't
think it would be a real problem, as long as permission was given all the way
around. The man gestured for him to follow along, and took him into a sitting
room that was large, and filled with sofas, large chairs, and had two people in
it.


A good looking freckled boy with
red hair who seemed to be about his own age, and an all white woman that had
hundreds of fang teeth and blood red eyes. Her hair was a different color of
white, compared to her skin, and she had on a light pink top that was loose and
flowing. She was thin, and not really very pretty, but definitely had different
looking down to an art.


Scotty waved to the others.


"This is Tyler Gartner. Ty,
to us, being his friends. These are Rebekah, and Steven York. Steve. So, who's
in charge of this messy little debacle? Shall we go by age, or arm wrestle for
it?" There was a look at Rebekah then, as if letting them know who'd win
both of those competitions. She didn't seem old, but that could be deceptive.


Tyler moved over to a chair that
was near an outlet and plugged his cheap little keyboard in. Then, opening his
notebook, he settled and started to play. After the opening bridge, he started
to sing. The others listened, politely enough, but instead of letting him move
to the next song Rebekah sidled up to him.


"Do that again? You have the
words?" She moved in along side of him, and sang along, working into a
harmony on the piece. Perfectly the first time through. She was incredible,
which he knew from having heard her on the radio before.


Steve got his guitar, and by the
third time they did the thing with percussion, too. Scotty had a little pad
thing for that, and while it wasn't perfect in tone, it was decent.


The Vampire woman nodded.


"Steve, play it an octave
down? Scotty, can you change up to a secondary beat when we get to the
chorus?" She tapped out what she meant on the arm of the chair, which she
was sitting on.


Three play thoughts later she put
her hand on Ty's shoulder.


"Not bad. Do you have
anything else?"


"Of course. Here, I call
this one Among the Living." It was probably a bit on the nose if you knew
him, but the Vampires both liked it. Steve was pretty close to a miracle worker
on the guitar, too.


They ended up working until
nearly midnight, when Rebekah clapped her hands.


"Okay, so I need to go and
call Keeley and offer to wash her car. That's not our normal thing, but she's really
pulled out the stops here. I had no clue we'd have the first album ready this
fast. I figured on six months to a year for it. We should take a few
practice days, and then see about getting studio time."


Steve looked at her and gave a
cool looking lopsided grin. It was nearly a smirk.


"See, I told you two you
should let me into your band, but nooo, I wasn't Vampy enough for you. I
bet you're sorry now, aren't you Rebekah?"


That got the woman to shake her
head.


"It wasn't that you weren't
good, or even the thing where you're a Human. It was more the part that you
were in middle school. So, are we going with a theme? Vampires are on the way
out, I think. Now that people know we're real we've become all boring. We could
put on thick face paint? Clowns or something like that?"


He winced, not wanting to be a
jerk, but also not wanting to be part of a clown band. It didn't fit the music
they had so far, for one thing.


"How about nice clothing,
and I don't know, being ourselves? Or is that too boring?" Ty tried not to
sound like a nerd, but Scotty rolled his eyes.


"There are thousands of good
bands that seem like everyone else. We should do something special. How about
we can perform in the nude? We're all nice looking that way, I bet."


Rebekah giggled at that and shook
her head.


"Not if you want to do any
live shows. I... How about this, each of us can have a persona. I'll be
the femme fatal, Scotty can be the man-whore, Steve can be the good boy, and
Tyler can be the closeted gay one?"


She was teasing him, it seemed,
or making a comment on his lack of body hair. Not that she had any
either. Her pale, chalklike arms were as bare as his own were.


"I'm bi, and not in the
closet. I don't really care who knows about it. It's been in the press
already. On the radio at least."


The woman nodded at him, and then
looked around.


"I'm good with that. You
don't get to be my age and still have a lot of prejudices that way. Really
tough, you can be the bad boy of the group. Go and get into some fights, or get
a girl pregnant?"


He nearly said that he couldn't
do that last one, but it really wouldn't be that hard to find a girl to claim
her baby was his for some cash, he bet. That, and some sunglasses at the wrong
time of day would be a start.


"I do end up in a lot
of fights. Mainly me being attacked. Probably because I keep putting my nose in
the wrong place. Bad boy. That fits. I can go around trying to act all
tough." He looked at Scotty and squared his shoulders, then lowered his
voice.


"Hey, you... Get off my
lawn."


It got a laugh, anyway. It also
showed that he wasn't a very good negative influence, he bet. Still, they
worked out what their roles would be, which mainly came down to letting the
press agent make stuff up about them, Rebekah assured them all. Scotty agreed
with that part, having lived that kind of thing before too.


Steve just sighed though, and
looked at Tyler.


"Our press person is my
sister, Hally. So guess who's going to end up looking extra bad all the
time?"


They all chatted until Steve
needed to go off to bed. Ty didn't need sleep, for his part, and while Scotty
went to lay down when sunrise came the other Vampire stayed up for a bit.


"So, a band, if we can sell
the world on the idea. Those songs are good. The hard part will be cutting some
of them. At least four are potential chart toppers. All we have to do is make
it happen, and then have nearly impossible luck. Are you ready for
stardom?"


The funny thing there, he
realized, was that he really was.


He hadn't been before, but now
that he knew his mom was good with it, everything felt just right that way.












Chapter fifteen





 


At about ten in the morning there
was a knock on the front door. Steve was awake, but eating in the kitchen,
having a bowl of cereal. The Vampires were down for the day, so Ty jogged over,
wondering who it was. He kind of expected Keeley would be showing up. Possibly
that Hally woman, since she was attached to them in some kind of nebulous
fashion, and might just check on her little brother, just because.


He'd never had a sibling, but
liked to think that if he did he would have done that kind of thing. Checking
up on them, and making sure the world was treating them well. Not that he knew
what kind of relationship the York's had as a family.


For all he knew Steve hadn't been
kidding about how his sister would treat him in the press.


It wasn't either of those two,
but it was a person he kind of recognized.


"Cleric?" The man
looked almost the same as before, but that had been Tarsus, The Librarian. Ty
nearly changed that one up, in case it was the same man again. He had on the
Catholic priest outfit. The collar, the black shirt and everything. Also the
same wire rimmed glasses. Very similar ones, he realized, since the lenses in
these distorted the eyes more. They were real, it seemed.


"You would be The Clerk? It
was suggested to me by The Mistress of Souls that I enlist your aid. May I come
in? I'm... Rather being hunted at the moment."


He moved to the side, and looked
past the guy. He looked like he was in his late fifties or possibly his early
sixties. His hair was thin on the top and silver all over. That didn't mean he
dawdled though, moving lightly, getting inside and closing the door behind
himself.


"I won't be able to stay too
long. It seems that my time in my current position has, finally, come to an
end." He looked around the place, at the odd furnishings, but didn't
comment on them. Instead he locked eyes with Ty. "It's a rather long
story, but I think the important portion is this; I'm not a Greater Demon, and
have merely been pretending to be for some time, to further my own work. I'm an
Angel."


Then the man stopped, and stared
at him. Waiting no doubt for the denial to come.


It made sense to him. They had
Greater and Lesser Demons, so Angels almost had to be a thing.


"Okay. What do you need me
to do for you? I mean, I guess I'm on the other side of things, but no one ever
told me not to help the good guys, so..."


The older man just started to chuckle,
and then shook his head.


"That's the easiest
time I've ever had convincing someone of that fact in all my years. My lines of
communication have been cut off to my brothers, by Tarsus. He fears that I'm a
Greater Demon he calls The Void. It's ridiculous, of course. That would be the Archangel
Michael, not me. Which he should be able to work out, even if he can't
remember Michael after they speak. If I give you a missive, can you pass it to
him? Mike, I mean."


It sounded reasonable, really.


"Sure, do you have an
address for him?"


That got him laughed at, but The
Cleric pulled out a sealed letter from inside his shirt, where it had been
hidden.


"All you need to do is pray,
and if it is the will of God, he'll send him along. I admit, I'm rather
grasping at straws here, but as you stated, you weren't told not to help
me, were you? I should be gone soon, before I draw the hunters to your door.
That would be poor repayment. I can't pay you for the service. Not unless I
find some way to survive this. It isn't very likely."


"Good luck? I'll, um, do
that praying for you?" He'd never even considered that God was a real
thing, actually. Church hadn't been a big deal growing up, Lucy not being a
believer.


Here was a guy claiming to be an
Angel however, so there it was. Either it was real, or a trick, and really, who
would bother doing that kind of thing to him? The Librarian wouldn't. It was
too much work for a prank.


So, real, most likely.


That, or a thing that Zack had
put together to show him not to trust Demons.


The man darted, actually
hurrying, out the front door and vanished. The only thing that proved he'd been
there at all was the letter in Ty's right hand. It was sealed, with a large
blob of wax on the back, that had a seal impressed into it. Not that he was tempted
to open the thing. After all, it was probably just a goodbye, from the way
things sounded.


Tyler didn't know what to do,
however. The idea that you were supposed to kneel and say heartfelt words came
to mind, from a few television programs over the years, but that was all he
had. To that end, and not wanting to call down any hunters either, he walked
outside, and started to jog away from the mansion.


After an hour at about half
speed, he stopped. There was nothing around for a long way, which meant it was
probably about as good a place as any to get rid of the letter. It was still in
his hand, and bone dry, since he didn't sweat. One of the good things about
being dead.


Then he looked around, to make
sure he was alone. Sinking to his knees, in case that was important, he
started, feeling like he was addressing a letter, more than anything else.


"Um, Dear Lord. I'm
contacting you today about your, er, servant, The Cleric. He's being tracked and
hunted and thinks he's going to be killed or destroyed. He, ah, gave me this
letter, for the Archangel Michael? I was told that you could send him along, if
you wanted?" Then, because feeling stupid or not, he was the head of the
Coalition of Nations, he tried to put a word in for the guy. "If it works
for you, maybe you could help your guy out? He seemed okay to me. Not that I'm
telling you what to do. If you get a chance though, maybe you could think about
it? Thanks."


Then he waited, wondering what
would happen, if anything. For a long time nothing did, so he got up and
brushed off his knees, which were very dusty. It was a fine and powdery thing
there, he noticed. After a while, wondering if he'd messed it up, he saw a man
walking down the side of the road. He looked like a farmer. Complete with dusty
brown boots, short hair and overalls. As he closed with him, it was clear the
guy had a large flesh colored mole on his chin, just under his mouth. His eyes
were ice blue, but he had lines, and seemed pretty normal.


Ty waved, and got one back, along
with a charming smile.


"Hey! You have a letter for
me?" The man gestured at the thing in his hand.


It seemed a little unlikely that
this was the right person. He seemed too normal. Average really.


"Are you Michael?"


"Yep, that's me. I was told
you were waiting here. Good place for it. Quiet. Thank you, for your effort. I
know that it can't be easy, being asked to do this kind of thing with no
notice." He stopped about three feet away and started to reach for the
envelope, but stopped dead.


Ty finished the move, passing the
thing off.


"No problem. I... Do you
need any help with things?"


That got a slow head shake, but
the Angel seemed pleased to have him ask.


"Thank you, no. I... Do have
a message for you. From Him?" There was weight to the word, and meaning.
Depth and breadth in a single syllable that normally couldn't exist. It
impacted Ty like a physical force.


Him.


"Um, all right?" It
could be anything, he knew. Probably that his kind of gay ways, or having sex
with Shifters and Vampires, was evil.


Mike the Angel just looked away.


"He wants you to know that
all His children are as He made them. Even those that vex you, or who have done
you harm, are what they must be. Accept them."


"Okay, that's
different than I figured on. I'll give that a shot?" It was, clearly, an
order, but he didn't really get to do whatever he wanted all the time.


"That's all that is asked of
you. Do your best, in all things. The rest... Well, the plan is harder than
most understand. Those like us, you and I, we're not important, even while we
clearly are. All beings are like that, from the greatest to the smallest.
Accepting them... It can be the task of a lifetime, learning to do that. I'm
not certain that I have, truly. Not yet. I work on it each day, however."


He nodded, since he could do the
same, if he tried hard enough.


"Cool. Well, nice meeting
you. I don't know if you can help The Cleric out, but if you can?"


"Then know that your plea
has been heard, and if it can be arranged, it will be done." The man,
clearly different than a Greater Demon, turned and walked away, waving over his
shoulder when he was nearly out of view. Then he vanished.


It was a more organized thing
than he'd seen before. Ty was watching, but couldn't pinpoint the exact moment
that the man faded from view. Not that he was actually a man.


Then, as he jogged back toward
the funny looking mansion, he started to make up a new song. It was set to the
beat of his feet against the ground, and had to do with just what he'd been
told. Learning to accept people for what they were. It was kind of catchy.


The rest of the day was spent on
that, first writing out all the lyrics then coming up with the tune. Steve
helped with that part, since, as he said, it was do his work, practice chords,
or watching cartoons. 


That got Tyler to think back into
his own life.


"I can't remember the last
time I watched any of those. It's been a while."


"Yeah. I like them, being
that I'm a child at heart, but most of the time I just practice. I don't know,
ever since I touched my first guitar, I've just done it. It's pretty much the
most important thing in my life. Is it like that for you, too?"


He didn't answer for a while,
since he was almost certain that Steve York didn't know he was a slave. It
wouldn't help him to find out, either. There was no escape for him, and he was
being treated pretty well, so far. Not that situations couldn't change.


"I think it's pretty much
the same for me, yeah. Anyway, what do you think of this?" He changed the
automated beat a bit, and played the whole thing through.


They made changes, and kept going
until Rebekah and Scotty both got up, and had some blood. Steve needed to eat,
and wanted to order some pizza, but looked at the others and shook his head.


"Ordering food for one
person sucks. You don't eat do you? I don't know all the rules there. Keeley
said you were like a Vampire?"


That she'd said that much about
him was amazing, really.


"I don't drink blood, and
don't have a lot of the cool powers. I don't feel pain, and heal from pretty
much anything. I don't get tired. So I'm kind of strong, for a regular guy, but
not like one of them. I could beat you in a footrace, probably, but maybe not,
if it was short enough. Over the course of an hour or ten, I'd win, since I
don't slow down. Like that. I can eat. I like it, but I don't need to. No meat
however. I, um, kind of crave Human flesh, so compensate by not eating anything
that was an animal once. It's a discipline thing." Plus not getting a
taste for it. Not that he'd never accidently had anything like that. He had.


Mainly people sneaking things
into his meals by pretending it was vegan when it wasn't.


Rebekah was watching him closely,
curious, but not judging him.


"You can eat? I wish I
could. I can have tiny bits of things, as long as they're mainly protein. Not a
lot. You can just have whatever though? Cake and pie?"


"Yeah. I can't get fat
either, so I could eat all day if I wanted. Or not eat. I also don't have to
breathe."


Scotty smiled then, nodding a
bit.


"Oh? That works for me, I
can think of some things you can do that will be nice then. I think there's a
hot tub out back. You can take turns servicing us all under water..."


The words were less playful than
they could have been.


"Um, sure. I guess. Steve
are you in?"


He didn't ask Rebekah, since he
meant in on the pizza. 


"Half vegetarian? Extra
cheese?"


The red headed boy gave him a
really suspicious look then and nodded.


"Half a pie. Not the other
thing. Me loves the women, thanks." Then he spread his hands his
face blank. "Besides, I think that sleeping with band members should be
against the rules. I can't see that ending well. Even if it means I don't get a
chance with Bekah, which has been a dream of mine for years, by the way.
It's not like I'm not sacrificing for the team here."


Their leader, Rebekah, tilted her
head and finally sighed.


"You aren't wrong.
Don't worry Scott, we'll have a party soon and get some people in for you.
Tomorrow night? Now, I heard a fresh tune earlier? Can you play that for me
Tyler? While Steven gets your meal set up?"


She didn't like the words really.
No, she seemed to hate them at first, when he sang them, even though it was
catchy. Melodic and a little sad. That was what he thought at first, until she
spoke.


"Damn. Damn."
She locked eyes with him, her blood red orbs not having any whites to them, or
anything except the one color. "Accept them all? We should use it as the
title track. Hell, we should name the album after it. Can I try singing
it?"


"Sure. We can try everyone
on it, if you want?" He didn't care about who sang things, really. Whoever
did it best worked for him. It would probably be the woman, but after she did
it a few times, making little changes, she shook her head.


"I'll do backup for you on
it. I do have something for us to try, once the boys get back. I wrote it, but
I think it's okay." Given that she'd written three hit songs, that was
probably just the truth. None of them had been number one on the charts, but
they were all top one hundred.


He didn't know how close town
was, but it seemed to be in the other direction from the one that he'd run
earlier, when he met up with Mike. The pizza was there inside half an hour and
was still warm and made to order, which meant the place had to be pretty close.


It was decent, for takeout. No
better than that, but he wasn't that picky.


As he ate, the slice in his hand
dripping a little bit of sauce, the cheese still gooey, the scent hitting his
nose on waves of warm air, Tyler counted up the days in his head.


"Hey, um, is it all right if
we don't get the studio on Wednesday or Thursday? I have to work." It
seemed an innocent enough thing to say, to him, but Scotty and Steve both
looked at him like he was insane. Possibly on drugs, even if that wouldn't have
worked on him. They didn't know that yet, of course. It was the Bat Vamp that
spoke, his voice holding a slightly thicker accent than normal. It was English
though, for all his name could have been taken to mean he was from elsewhere.


"I'm pretty sure that the
idea of being a carefree musician is so that you won't have to keep your nine
to five, mate. That and getting groupies. What do you do anyway?"


Rebekah just nodded a bit
abstractly, and looked into the mug she held, which, if he had the right idea
had warm water in it. It was kind of an affectation then, since Vampires didn't
need water any more than he did. He still drank it however, though liked his
cold. The raw fact was that, even if he didn't need that kind of thing, his
body sort of magically handled it a lot better than theirs did, as a group. He
still had to go to the bathroom, but it was a pretty normal seeming thing that
way.


As far as he knew, Vampires
couldn't do that kind of thing. It just didn't work for them.


"I'm a clerk in a bookstore.
Wednesday and Thursday are order nights, and the boss asked if I could stay on
for that, since it's kind of labor intensive."


The Vampire lady, her red eyes
shining a bit seemed fine with that.


"We can schedule around it.
Thanks for letting us know ahead of time. Studio time is expensive. I need to
see to my businesses too, anyway. Those are good nights for that. We can call
that our weekend? It isn't like we aren't just playing around the rest of the
time. The life of a musician isn't that hard, and drugs do nothing for me.
Literally."


Tyler didn't know about that one
for himself for certain, but was willing to guess it was kind of the same
thing. He didn't need them anyway. That had simply never been a thing in his
life. No drinking either. It had always seemed a bit off to him, in health
class, back in school, how they had to warn everyone away from those things so
strongly. It had been enough that he'd been told the things were bad for him.
Lucy had done it early on, when he was about twelve.


Now he got that she was just getting
out of the work that him being high would require of her that way. Telling him
how to feel high would be harder than him just not seeing the need for that
kind of thing.


Steve, rather cutely, nibbled a
slice of pizza that had three kinds of meat on it. That smelled... Really good.
Better than what he was having. The green peppers were nice, but for a few
seconds he felt a nearly overwhelming urge to grab one of the other pieces and
go to town.


Resisting that was harder than it
should have been.


It was the pork on it he knew.
The smoked and cured ham. It was, essentially, Human flesh, from a biological
perspective. How he knew that, well, he had no clue, but it was the truth. It
was why he had to avoid it. No matter what.


Distracting himself by looking at
the new boss, he nodded abstractly.


"I don't need them either.
Drugs... Not my thing. We should do some kind of anti-drug thing, if we ever
make it big enough. 'Hey kids, we're rich and famous and don't need drugs to
escape from our lousy lives, so you shouldn't either!' Oh, wait. That one might
not work too well." Grinning he ate more, trying to ignore the hunger that
never went away.


Normally he managed it pretty
well, really.


There was a long pause, then a
group laugh at what he'd said. Scotty, moving faster than Calley ever did,
flapped his hands like he was trying to fly. It didn't work in his current
shape, but the movements made a certain amount of sense now. He was, in a very
real fashion, using his wings. It was micro-movements, but there because
of his other shape.


How he'd never gotten that about
his own girlfriend he didn't know.


The Bat fellow gave him a long
look and shook his head.


"That wouldn't make us look
cool. We have to keep that in mind, at least until we hit so big that being
straight edged losers won't harm us anymore. No one wants to idolize the stick
in the mud. You should know that one, bad boy."


Steve changed the conversation
then, his voice higher pitched than it had been, but not fake. It made him
sound younger however. Like a kid, instead of a man that just happened to be
not all that old yet. It made a big difference to how Ty thought of him, even
if they were pretty much the same age.


"There's a lot of things
that go into this that I never considered. I mean, should I get a job too? What
if this fails and I can't make it playing? I worked all my life, practically,
to try and get good enough that wouldn't be a problem, but there's luck
involved, too. What do I have to fall back on if I can't make it happen? I
don't control what other people like, or what becomes popular." It was a
real enough, and deep enough thing.


After all, nice house to practice
in or not, they were just starting out and most groups didn't make it.


Rather than tell him that he
could do it, because they were all pretty good, Ty nodded along for a bit.


"That's a real enough point.
Even if it works, it will probably only be for a limited time. That makes
keeping my day job a good plan. I have two of them anyway."


That got him going for a bit
about the bookstore, of all things, and then the Coalition of Nations, which
everyone agreed was far more impressive sounding. Rebekah had her bottled blood
business, so she was set that way.


Even Scotty had invested some of
his money in a chain of clothing stores, for when the inevitable changes came.


"That's the good and bad of
living for a very long time. Everything will eventually fail. You never get to
truly rest for long. The money you make today will be gone tomorrow, or at
least sooner or later. Even if you don't spend it, there will eventually be
wars, and social upheaval. The government goes from capitalist to a monarchy,
to socialist to something we've never heard of and nothing you had before means
much. All we can do is work and keep in front of it as best we can. Save your
funds, of course. A nice car now won't help much, but land is a good
investment. Buy cheap and build with your own hands. Be modest that way and
you'll end up with a lot more in the end."


That sounded like really good
advice to him, since Tyler understood that he was going to be around for a
while that way. Nothing had killed him yet anyway. One day that might change,
since nothing lasted forever, but until then he had to start planning for it
like it might. Saving what he could, investing it in the right places and being
ready for the fact that, if he existed long enough, it would all go away. Not
just once, but over and again.


It could have been dismal, but
when he thought of it, the idea of working to make it just seemed fair.
Everyone else had to as well, one way or the other. He could accept that,
actually.


Steve seemed really troubled by
the idea, but the others were older. Actually, a lot so, he was willing to bet.


"Say, I don't know a lot
about any of you. I... What's the deal with you? How old, and all that?
Favorite color?"


The bone white, many fanged, and
brilliantly red eyed woman smiled at him. It could have looked mean, but
didn't.


"So you want all my secrets?
I'm two-hundred or close enough that I stopped counting. My favorite color is
pink. I'm a Manthori Vampire, obviously. I have a boyfriend, Jonas. He works
with Richard Swerlin, as his office man. I also own the Human blood
concern." She said it like they were all meeting for the first time, but
it was important.


Pink. It might be useful to know
that some day.


Scotty looked around and then
shook his head.


"Now me, I'm a youthful one
hundred and sixty, myself. I enjoy blues and greens. I hold a majority share in
the Brand Village chain of stores now. I'm not currently seeing anyone in
particular, being a Bat Shifter. That's rare for my kind, until we marry. Also
Classic Vamp."


Steve made a face, but brought up
a great point.


"I'm in a band? Nineteen,
and single, more or less. So I call dibs on the groupies, when they start
showing up. Brown is my favorite color, because I'm manly that way. Tough and
butch. So, what do we call ourselves anyway? The Band has been used
before, so we might want to be a little more original than that."


No one spoke for a while,
thinking of things then. Nothing came to him, in particular, so he started to
play one of his songs. One that they'd all practice together the day before.
After the first bit they all started in on it too. There was no reason not to.


When they stopped Steve smiled.


"That's it! What we should
call ourselves."


The others stopped and nodded,
Rebekah doing the speaking.


"Living Proof? That... Isn't
bad."


The red headed boy shook his
head.


"No... The Steve York
Experience. It just came to me. What do you think?" The guy seemed
endearingly serious about it, but Scotty tilted his head, then promptly ignored
him.


"So, Living Proof? I
can work with that. There's a certain amount of irony in that, don't you think?
This is coming together really well. We should go over everything."


That got a long drawn out sigh by
Steve. It nearly sputtered at the end.


"So, no to the
awesomeness of the Steve York Experience? Darn. I was kind of hoping we could
go with that. I mean if I have to save all my money, and can't buy expensive
cars to impress women, I need something, don't I? My looks aren't going
to be enough."


Their Vampire leader looked at
him and shook her head slowly. At first it seemed to Ty that she was going to
be upset with the name thing, or even her new friend putting himself down, but
her words were totally different.


"Nope. We can put makeup on
you and turn you from a six to a nine. Pretty easily, too. You have good bones.
That and being in the band will be enough. If you need more than that, I
suggest you work on your game. Really though, don't go crazy that way. We don't
need you coming down with fifty different diseases. You are Human, so we need
to protect you that way. I... Ty, can you get anything like that? I can't.
Scotty either."


"I was told that I couldn't.
No extra copies of myself running around either. Kids are out for me."


That got Steve looked at hard,
like he was planning to impregnate women as soon as they all left the room or
looked away for too long. It wasn't really fair, but it was funny.


"What? Don't look at me, I
believe in safe sex. I'll be careful. Just because I'd like to get me some,
that doesn't mean I'll go crazy with it. Especially without a cool car. I
should get something anyway, even if it isn't that nice. That probably means a
job, until the cash comes in from this, if it does. I don't suppose you
know of anything?" He looked at each of them, one by one.


Tyler let his face become
considering and then nodded.


"I might. Something that
pays pretty well, too. Working in a Candles and More. That's the Mage Embassy
at Westfield. Other places too, I think. Like a chain? It's in Washington, but
I bet I can get Zack to take you back and forth a few times a week for that.
I'll ask?"


Steve might not have gotten
everything in the world that was going on, like the fact that he was the slave
of The Mistress of Souls, but oddly enough he got that part.


"Right! Zack. Oh, hey, you
work at his bookstore? I should have thought of that. He has all those girls
working there. Hot ones."


Everyone got that bit, except
Scotty, who looked at them like they were being strange.


It was Rebekah who clued him in
then.


"The Line Walker. Zack
Hartley. Hartley and Co. Books. The Mage Ambassador is his girlfriend, or
lover. Something like that. So I can see you getting in there with trips back
and forth, just to keep her happy. Good thinking, Ty. Ask first, since you
don't need to be in debt to a Greater Demon."


Scotty sputtered, and looked
panicked then.


"No, you fucking don't! Bad
enough The Mistress of Souls is tangentially related to this group. If we were
smart we'd all kill ourselves to get away from her. Having Two Greater Demons
around is a death sentence." He seemed to mean it, from his tone, which
was dark and suddenly rough.


There was a knock from the front
door then, even though it was late by that time. Midnight, at the very least.
Getting up he jogged to the other room, with Rebekah right there with him.


When they opened the door it was
a girl. One in thick glasses, who looked cute enough, but also about thirteen.
She was in a little schoolgirl outfit, even though it was out of season for
that kind of thing.


Her hair was dark, and long.
Brown rather than black, but it was hard to tell that late at night. When she
saw him her face lit up.


"Tyler! I came to visit. I
hope it's not too late?"


He shrugged, getting it. She
looked different, but the feeling was that of his mom. Lucy. He'd know her
anywhere now, he bet. There was a link between them, that never went away. That
he hadn't noticed it before was, probably, due to him being a moron.


"Come on in? This is my
friend Rebekah. Rebekah, this is my mother. Lucy. The Rotted?"


The Vampire nodded then, and
smiled, rather than trying to pull a gun.


"Well, any mother of Ty's.
Come on in? I'm sure everyone but Scotty will want to meet you."


It was humorous, but not that
much.


Dangerous also came to mind. In fact, it
filled his perception as they walked in.












Chapter sixteen





 


"Finally, a groupie!"
Steve was far too pleased to see the girl that was Ty's mom for his comfort.
Instead of instantly telling him he was wrong, Lucy, or Anne, if that was what
she was called in this particular form, clapped like a little kid.


"Steve York!" Then she
shrieked like Elvis and The Beatles had both entered the building. There
was even jumping up and down, as well as her throwing herself at the guy.
Literally enough that he said "oof" softly.


Rebekah smiled at the scene, and
for some reason so did Scotty. He spoke first, looking at Tyler, like the new
girl being there was all his fault. Luckily it was tolerably amusing to him, it
seemed. Even when he got a hug too.


Greater Demon data collection, no
doubt.


Ty didn't leave them hanging. Not
for long.


"This is my mother. Lucy.
Um, the Greater Demon known as The Rotted. Don't freak out Scotty, I'm pretty
sure she's just here to check up on me. Because, you know, she loves me."


That got him hugged too, a bit
less enthusiastically, which he was good with. There had been far too much
grinding in the last two sets of hugs for him to put up with. Then, Steve had
set the boundaries of that relationship, so it was all on him if he didn't like
it.


The Bat Vampire went very still,
and stopped breathing even a little bit.


Rebekah however waved to the
sitting room.


"Please, have a seat? We
were just running some tunes. Do you need to speak with Ty alone? We can-"
She didn't get to finish her words.


"Nope. I just came to make
sure you're all doing all right. I see that things have gotten interesting
around here? You saw Gregor this morning?" That was spoken to Tyler
directly, her face almost expressionless. "The Librarian is going for him.
He thinks that he's The Void? Both The Line Walker and The Mistress of Souls
swear that isn't the case. They have the Mind Taker and The Technician with
them, since they're connected mouth to ass. It's pretty clear that those last
two think that Gregor really is this Void, however. Are we throwing in against
The Librarian then, Ty?"


He shook his head, wondering what
she'd picked up from him.


"Nope. The Cleric isn't
The Void. That's, um, the Archangel Michael? I met him earlier. He seemed nice.
I was just delivering a letter."


Rather than call him a liar she
touched him again, and then, after a full minute with her warm pale hand on his
pale cold arm, she tilted her head.


"Tell me only the truth,
son. Go over it all."


He did, and it didn't take long.
The story was a tiny bit different he realized, since he could have been fooled
at any point. He just didn't think he was. That was enough, for the moment.


"My job was just passing
that letter, so it probably doesn't matter, one way or the other."


His mom made a face, which was
angry, upset and annoyed all at once. It wasn't the kind of thing that he was
used to seeing there.


"I see. Well, you can't lie
to me, so either you're being used to fool me, or my take on reality has been
skewed for thousands of years. I can't say that I'm happy about that, as you
all might imagine. Pardon me for a moment? I need to make some
connections."


She started by pulling a cell
phone, and dialing a number from memory. After a few rings, the room quiet
enough to hear it happening, a female voice answered.


"Mistress of Souls? This is Anne,
The Rotted."


There was speech then, which he
couldn't make out. It was just too soft for him.


"I was just talking to
Tyler, and he mentioned that Gregor is an Angel. Also a Michael came up in
conversation. Do you know anything about this?" She didn't seem impressed
by what was said. Frowning the whole time.


Then, after a long time, she
cleared her throat, and pushed her thick glasses up.


"I understand. We're unable
to keep such things in mind? So much for your type being the sane ones then,
don't you think?" She laughed, but not for long. "I'll endeavor to
keep this all in my head, if I can. You might wish to tell The Librarian all of
this. Otherwise I think your boyfriend The Cleric isn't going to be long for
this world."


They chatted a bit then, about
the party that was being held the next night, there at the mansion. He hadn't
mentioned it, but his mom had it from all of them. That got Keeley invited, so
he was going to need to get Zack too. Also his girlfriends, so they didn't feel
left out. Maybe even Eve and Edom, as well as Lisa.


He just knew too many people
suddenly, he decided. It was a good thing. They were all so alive. Even the
dead ones were. Without thinking about it, he whispered to Rebekah. Everyone
could hear him though, including Keeley.


"We should have a little
concert. Just to test things out. Are we ready for that?"


The ivory Vamp seemed happy at
the idea.


"I think so. We should go
over things again a few times, and work out the order. It will be good practice
for later. When we go on tour." She looked like she wanted to do that
right then, but didn't want to be rude to Ty's mom. Not just because she was a
Greater Demon either.


Scotty still looked strained. It
was an incredible tension around the eyes and mouth. His lips were white, and
his eyes so wide it wasn't really funny. Ty could see that. To him the
situation was just different. Lucy was his mom. To Scott she was a dangerous
being that was scarier than a great white shark in the water. Maybe even worse
than a herd of them. Though that might be a school. He wasn't really
certain on that one. Dangerous and fear inducing, even to a supernatural
creature with powers that would make most smart Humans feel about the same way.


Lucy however, just wasn't that to
him. Even if it was the wise way to feel about her, Ty just couldn't make
himself do it. On some level, even though he kind of wanted to have Zack go
down on him, he knew that the man would actually cut off his arm and eat it too,
just to make a point. The Mistress of Souls was clearly willing to use them all
for her own ends. Seeming like she wasn't would just be a trick for her and
most of the other Greater Demons, no doubt.


Probably his mom, too. The
problem was that no amount of mental gymnastics got him to that point in his
head. Even seeing her show up in a variety of shapes and sizes didn't do that
for him. She was just... His mother. Even the part where she was keeping him
alive using her own energy was part of that to his inner self. Sacrificing a
part of herself for him, as if it were the most natural thing in the universe.


Impulsively he moved in beside
her and gave her a one armed hug. The girl looked up at him, then smiled
sweetly after a bit.


"I see that I should head
out now, so you can all practice. I have really high hopes for you all. Until
we meet again?" Then, very gracefully, she gave a small bow and headed for
the front door. Ty went with her, in case something else was going on. Like she
wanted to berate him for trafficking with Angels, but she just hugged him
lightly, her glasses distorting her slightly oval face at the eyes.


"Be careful. Make sure you
eat enough. That and wear warm socks, when appropriate. Otherwise it will look
wrong. If you need me I'm only a phone call away, honey." There was a
motherly pat to go with the words.


It was sweet, and exactly like
what Lucy would have done with him. Perfectly, even if the body was different
now.


"I will. Don't worry. I
should be back in Vancouver in a few days. Working for Zack? Bookstore stuff.
So far this is..." He looked back at the door, and smiled. "It's
really fun. Rebekah is nice. Steve and Scotty are great guys, too.
They're all really talented. I keep waiting for them to realize I'm not good
enough to be in a band with them, but so far they haven't kicked me out, so
fingers crossed."


That got a chuckle, and a last
pat.


"You'll do fine, Tyler.
Almost everyone feels like that, from time to time. Like, no matter how good they
are, they can't possibly be measuring up. Well, not me, or my kind, but the
rest of you do that, unless you're mentally ill. Just keep doing your best and
it will be enough."


Then she pulled a Zack, and
stepped to the right, vanishing without a trace.


Right on the doorstep.


Going back in, feeling a little
unsettled by what had happened, he was surprised to see that everyone else was
in the exact same position in the living room, where they'd been working the
whole time.


He looked at the Bat Shifter, and
gave the brown haired man a single nod.


"See, and here I'd figured
you'd be driving off into the sunrise by now, trying to get away."


Instead of claiming that hadn't
occurred to him, Scotty made a hard, nearly mean, face.


"And go where? Greater
Demons at every turn. Angels too now? Or was that just code for something? I've
never heard of that, outside of the old tales."


The very pale female Vamp closed
one eye then, and gave a nod.


"I... Have. Keeley
mentioned them. That there were some around, and that her people couldn't
handle them, mentally. There was more to it than that, but I guess it keeps
leaving my head, too. Like how Humans have to work to really understand
that I exist? Steve, you have that, right?"


The red headed younger looking
kid gave a lazy smile, and a shrug her way.


"Kind of. I mean, I know, on
some level, that it's all true. There are Demons and Vampires and Shifters and
all that. More things  than I know about. Hsreth too. I mean, I've hung out
with all those, more than once. Clara the Hsreth used to babysit me.
Even if I was too old to need that kind of thing. Twelve or so. Anyway, I still
feel the effect. If I go too long not being around some of you, I start to let
go of the idea. I mean, I know that Rebekah is a Manthori. Even that it
means more than just the looks, coming with extra mental abilities as often as
not. Compulsion especially. But it can fade to the point where it really feels
like a story, not something real." Picking up his guitar, which was
plugged in, being electric, he turned the amp on, and strummed a few chords
almost randomly. "So to me Rebekah is just some funny looking girl that I
still kind of want to have sex with, who pretends to be a Vampire.
Scotty is just a drummer with pretentions to being a Bat and Ty..."


That got a laugh, and more music,
this time played a bit more certainly.


"Well, clearly you're a
freaking wizard. Musically if nothing else. Those songs..."


That got a clap from their
personal school marm, the Vampire lady. Then she waved them into place.


"Let's start with Living
Proof? It can act as our introduction. We can go out with Among the Living. The
rest... Well, any thoughts?"


They all had some, and spent the
rest of the night working on it. Steve faded first, and Rebekah last, except
for him. That probably meant that it was up to him to get things set up for the
party. Or so he figured. At nine though, the sun up high, several efficient
looking people knocked on the front door. One of them, a woman who looked very
familiar to Tyler, stood on the front stoop.


At first, after opening the door,
he actually thought that it was Palma. What clued him in was that next to the
woman that was there, and a little behind her, was a man that seemed almost
identical to her. A slightly heavier face, and no breasts, but both had curly
hair, with the fellow having his in a ponytail. In the circular driveway there
was a van, with a large truck behind it. The kind you shipped things in. A
Ryder.


The woman, who wasn't Palma,
smiled at him.


"Hello! I'm Clara, and this
is Glen. Taggard. From Clara's Catering? Our friend Keeley asked us to come and
help set up for the party later. Is this the right place, sir?" She was
very polite, acting like he was in charge, rather than at her disposal for
work. Which was both nice and a good idea. Not that he wouldn't help, but he
knew from working with Palma that her kind didn't need his help in the kitchen.
That was kind of their thing. As in, a power they had. Anything related to the
house was.


"Hello! See, I was
just about to go and get some chips and punch myself. This will work much
better. I'm Tyler. Gartner. Call me Ty. I didn't know that we'd have Hsreth in
on this. I'm at your disposal then, to clean, or run errands? I don't have a
car here, but I can drive legally. Sweep or whatever you need? I know not to
get in the way."


That got a motherly smile from
the woman, who looked about fifty, but moved with a smooth sense of energy at
the same time.


"Thank you Ty. This is a bit
last minute, but it won't be the first time that we've had to set up with a
time limit. Would it be all right for us to come in and see what we're dealing
with? Keeley is a dear, but kind of suggested that we just throw those
chips you mentioned out. That won't do however. We have a reputation to
maintain, if nothing else."


"Right. Come on in. What do
you need to see first?"


It was a combination of things,
the first being the kitchen, which was a large space that clearly wasn't made for
a house full of Vampires and dead people. The sink had a dish in it, from
Steve's cereal, and the counter held an empty Pizza box. Otherwise it looked
almost like it was pristine. Professional, too. The floor was a brick like
ceramic, which should be easy to keep clean, and the stove, fridge and
dishwasher were all silver colored metal.


Clara nodded at it, then checked
each thing there to make certain it was functional. Turning them on, and
waiting for a moment, to make sure they did their actual jobs.


"Very good." Clara
didn't seem that impressed, but was satisfied enough.


Glen looked around too.


"Can we see where the party
will be held? That will allow me to work up some strategies for keeping people
out of the areas of the house they don't belong. Not that we really will. This
place is too large for that. Is there a dungeon or anything like that? We can
lock it up tight. The wine cellar, too." He didn't seem to be kidding
about any of that, but Tyler was a bit curious.


"You know, I haven't really
looked around yet? I have a room, but I don't need to sleep. I don't get tired
or anything, so I've been working most of the time. It's kind of what I do. I'm
in the band here, but also work at a bookstore. With Palma? She's a Hsreth too.
Nice woman."


Glen seemed pleased to hear that,
for some reason.


"A cousin of mine, after a
fashion. We're all related, so that isn't surprising. Clara is my mother. We
should poke around then, to see if we really need to hide anything?"


That was more fun than it sounded
like at first. On the first floor there were several big rooms, all of which,
except the kitchen, were good for guests, Clara let him know. At least with
some decoration and moving just a bit of furniture. Her gaze had shifted
though, from being happy to be there into an intense work mode. It wasn't
exactly Human.


Fierce came to mind, if that could be
used in regards to party planning. Her movements sped up, as they found
different things. On the second floor there was a large recreation room, that
had pool tables, various large games, like what a bar might have, and
interestingly enough, an actual bar along the back wall. Fully stocked.


The woman nodded at it.


"We'll need a second tender
then." Turning to Ty she winked. "We have several people with us,
sleeping in the Van. Like you, we don't need rest. Not much. There's plenty of
space here however, we can block off the stairs past this point?" It was a
question, so he just nodded, as if he had a right to make that kind of thing
up.


If it was a problem, then they just
wouldn't do that. There would be four bathrooms available, which both Hsreth
informed him would be needed, if people were drinking and doing drugs. Which
given the nature of their guest list, would be happening.


She walked away then, not explaining
that part. Glen moved slower and did that bit.


"Greater Demons, several
high ranking officials including politicians, and about fifty movie and
television stars. All coming in for tonight. We really should have given people
more notice, but when The Mistress of Souls throws a party, people come. I'd
say, or else, but she really isn't that bad, for one of her kind. I used to be
her slave." He said the words softly, like he was trying to not be
overheard.


Ty tilted his head.


"Used to?"


There was a strange look then.
One that seemed to say a thousand things at once. Not all of them good or
happy, but enough of them were that it wasn't horrified seeming.


"She died, and in death
released us. Then was brought back, by The Line Walker. I believe he killed
her. I don't know the specifics there. When she came back though, even though
none have managed to stand against her powers, she let us go. All of us
that were her slaves. Truly. She doesn't even demand that we give her our labor
or goods now, to this day. She asked us to come here and do this, and is
paying the full rate for it. A Greater Demon!"


Tyler sighed and looked away, but
nodded.


"I'm a slave. To The Rotted?
Only I don't think that will work, her dying like that. She raised me..."
That got him to grin, since it was funny sounding. "From the dead, but I
meant she's basically my mom. Her power is keeping me alive. If that
goes..." He shuddered, thinking of death, and darkness, but Glen went wide
eyed.


"Aye. Then the only thing
that would keep you alive would be the eating of flesh. Your own kind. Do you
have to do that now?" The tone was academic, as if he wasn't really
worried too much about the idea.


Then, thinking about it for a
moment Ty realized that he really didn't crave the man in front of him. Oh, he
was cute in an older, square fashion, but there was not subconscious desire to
rip hunks of flesh from his bones. He did feel that toward Steve though,
he had to admit. Then he suppressed that thought, hard.


"Nope. I kind of feel it, I
guess. I... Didn't know that would keep me alive. I'd let myself die first. For
that matter, I don't eat meat. Vegetarian. I do dairy, but not eggs. I mean,
baked into things, but not just to eat? In case that's too close to something
that would trigger me into eating people."


The Hsreth smiled at him, and
patted his shoulder to get him to leave the recreation space.


"I'll make note of that. I'm
certain we can have appropriate options for you. We'd have to, with the people
coming later. Blood, and some other things as well."


Then, since they were moving into
the right spaces, they started straight into moving furniture. It was a bit of
work for the Hsreth to keep up with him, but they had things arranged by the
time Clara came to look for them. She only changed six things, out of the
twenty they'd done. Those were minor adjustments to help control the flow of
traffic in the room. Then Glen had to vanish into the kitchen, as the house was
invaded by people that all started into work pretty well, after using the
bathrooms.


He'd never thought about it, but
he really could tell who the Humans were. They all looked tasty. There were no
Vampires here, but one of the men was something else, Tyler thought. Tilting
his head as the man walked by, he caught the man's eye.


"Um, sorry, not trying to be
rude, but... Shifter? Not a kind that I've met before, I don't think?"
That might be rude, but the man, who looked a bit Hispanic, and was bone thin,
just nodded. He was tall and lanky, but hard looking at the same time.


"Snake. Good catch. Most
people can't tell like that."


He nodded, and then told the
truth, after a fashion.


"My girlfriend, one of them,
is a Bat. Calley Hale? She's the new Ambassador for this area."


The man froze for a bit, then
gave a low whistle.


"Fuuuuck. Bat girl's
making good? I haven't seen her for years. Not since I went straight. I used to
be a thief. Then I stepped on the wrong dick, and figured that getting out
while I was still alive was the better part of valor. Not that it was bad for
me, but, you know, Greater Demon shit? The Line Walker. Scary mother fucker,
let me tell you."


Tyler didn't really see it, but
nodded.


"Yeah, I work at his
bookstore. Part time now. He should be here tonight. Calley and Ginger, too.
Ginger the Vampire?" He said it almost hopefully, but the man just shook
his head a bit.


"That's a new one for me. Is
she nice? That kind runs hot and cold, but if you met at their embassy in
Vancouver she's probably all right. They have good people there. The Mages
there don't suck either. I had some trouble once, and they fixed it in my
favor. A guy, a Mage, tried to rip me off. Hiram Stone. Now he's a piece
of work, let me tell you."


That got him to grin, but the
Snake fellow had to get back to work, since he was actually there to do things
like that. It kind of left him at loose ends. So, not knowing what else to do,
for the first time in a while he just sat down and watched the news. There
wasn't much going on, but just about the time he was going to be bored out of
his gourd, his cell phone rang.


"Hello? Tyler Gartner,
Coalition of Nations, how may I help you?" He tried for formal, since a
lot of people that called him up were stressed out already.


"Tyler? This is Karen Hart?
I don't know if you'd remember me, from the Jeff Smears program? Um... There's
an emergency? We, our in studio guest, he kind of took Rochelle hostage
in the other room, and we're barricaded in the booth? I called the police, but
the guest, Mr. Michel... He's a Santorin?"


Which meant nothing to him in the
slightest. Not even a single glimmer of an idea came to mind for him.. So,
looking around the room, he saw that there were several people, and just called
that out.


"Anyone know what a Santorin
is?" It was a long shot, but the Snake man from earlier popped his head
into the room, and nodded.


"Night dwellers. Kind of
like shadow people? It would be really odd for one to be out in the daylight.
Why?"


"Hostage situation. The
Santorin is on a radio show. Jeff Smears?"


That got a nod, and then a
disgusted look.


"I hate that guy.
Werechickens... Um, unless there are ransom demands, they probably just need to
turn the lights down. Unless someone insulted the guy? Santorin are really
big on respect. Beyond just the whole please and thank you thing. Bowing, hand
shaking, and being kind generally work, so it should be fine in a professional
environment. They aren't assholes about it or anything, not that I've ever
heard."


That got him to wince.


"And the poor man had to
deal with Rochelle. I bet that's it. Still, we can try the lights first.
Karen, can you do that part? You said you were blocked in?"


That was the case, but by having
her knock on the door, and bowing low, Karen was able to get out, holding a
phone to the side of her head the whole time, while Jeff gave everyone a blow
by blow over the radio. Because ratings. Even if they died, they were
going to take the national time slot that day. Especially then, Ty was willing
to bet.


She hit the lights first, and
then, very abjectly, started to apologize for anything that they might
have done wrong.


"I'm really, really sorry.
Seriously. Is there anything you need, or that we can do to make things better
for you?" Her voice wasn't scared.


There was a hissing sound that
came back, which he couldn't make out.


"I... Could you talk to Mr.
Gartner? He's from the Coalition of Nations? That would be better than killing
Rochelle, I think?"


Tyler didn't love the dark
skinned lady. It wasn't about her looks, which were good, in a slightly older
way, but the fact that she'd kind of dissed him the first time they'd met,
thinking he didn't look important enough for her. Zack had described it as him
not even seeming Human to her, actually. There was a noise as the phone was
passed, and a voice, which sounded a lot less like a snake now that it was
closer, spoke.


"This is Michel."


"Hello, Michel. I'm Ty
Gartner. I understand that you've met Rochelle? Not that I want to make
trouble, but I've met her before, too. What did she do?" His voice
was very dry, for some reason. Like a high school principal, calling to
tell the folks what little Johnny had gotten up to that day.


"It is not her, only the
refusal to dim the lights, which is done now. She should have asked,
instead of insisting that I stand under the pain producers!"


"That sounds reasonable. I
don't suppose we can call it good now however? A little misunderstanding? I'm
sure she sees the error of her ways now. Or, well, honestly, I'm not certain
of that at all, but having all of you walk away from there is better. Even if
it's hard at the moment to see that."


It took a while, but he finally
talked the Santorin man down, and while the police did try to shoot him, that
didn't seem to annoy him like the lights did. In fact, he pretty much ignored
that part of things, though it was clear that the stern yelling was
considered rude. That meant Ty had to talk to them too, which, after about
fifteen minutes meant that they calmed down enough to understand it was fine,
and that them shooting the neighbors through the walls wasn't going to help
anything.


Eventually he ended up talking to
Jeff and Karen on the air.


"See, just a small
misunderstanding. If a Santorin comes over, make sure the lights aren't too
bright for them, and be extra polite. From what I can tell it's more about the trying
to be good than the specific rules. Glad that's resolved. Now, why not do that
interview?"


That was strained, but Jeff
managed it, more or less. Tyler was left on the air the whole time, just in
case, but Michel rallied, and managed to explain things pretty smoothly. He
was, after all, an Ambassador for his people. The one being sent to the new
embassy, in Nevada.


On the good part that meant he
was able to explain the whole thing to the radio audience, so Tyler didn't have
to. The only thing there was that he called out The Mistress of Souls by name.
Title at least. It meant that, for the first time Tyler had ever heard about,
Greater Demons were being openly discussed.


That might not go over so
well, he knew.


Then again, it wasn't his problem.
Most people probably wouldn't get who they meant anyway. They'd seen a few
Lesser Demons on Television after all, and a ten feet high giant with horns and
red skin was kind of Greater seeming. Even if they got that it wasn't
the case most people would probably imagine a bigger version of that basic
template. They'd be wrong, of course, but it was the way people's minds worked,
and he didn't explain the difference.


No, the talk show guest did that
part.












Chapter seventeen





 


His part in getting things ready
after that was minimal. Mainly sweeping, which Ty was nearly certain had more
with getting him out of the way than it did cleaning the floor. There was a
tiny bit of dust however, so he kept after the project like it was real, doing
all the rooms that didn't need to be vacuumed. Then he did that, finding a
machine in a back room.


At about three Steve was up for
the day, followed after a few hours by Rebekah and Scotty. After they had their
nightly blood, made up for them by Clara, the Vampires were ready for the
night. Steve got a small snack tray, and two of the three got hugs from people.
Scotty was the one left out, but he didn't complain about it, happy that the
blood was finally the correct temperature. That's what he said anyway.


"I never really get it
right. It's always a bit too hot. This is perfect." He beamed at
the Hsreth man Glen, who'd done that for them. There was clear flirting in the
words, but the other man didn't seem to get it. It was more than just not
noticing. Almost like the idea of sexual impulses just weren't a thing for him.


A Human guy might have not wanted
the attention, but he would have noticed it. Mainly so he could be
creeped out, but it would have been there. Glen just seemed complimented, and
moved on. That was probably part of what made him other than Human.


It was okay, too. They were all
different, and it was part of his job to accept them. Even the ones he didn't
always like as much as he should. That part was hard, but hey, no one said it
would be simple. Not even Mike had mentioned that. In fact, he'd seemed to
think it was kind of a difficult thing from time to time. Probably to be nice
to him about it.


Tyler was good with that if it
was the case.


At about seven, people started
coming. A man was assigned to the front door, and people were, for the most
part, simply let in. They were isolated enough that no one was coming by
accident. If the neighbors wanted to sneak in...


Well, he was good with that.


Snapping his fingers he winced.


"We should have invited
people from the neighborhood. Well, next time, maybe?"


Rebekah gave him a very funny
look, her blood red eyes focused on him, he thought. It was a little hard to
tell, but she was oriented his way and there was nothing else around if she
wasn't.


"I... Can see that. Not that
we have a lot of people around us out here, but if you want to make friends you
have to be the one to reach out, as often as not. We really should do
that."


Steve didn't seem to care about
that, since he was busy looking at the people come in across the room. Several
of them nodded in their direction, but both he and Rebekah suddenly started
waving, which got a pretty woman to come over. She was sort of familiar, from a
movie that he'd seen, but it was the people with her that got his attention.


Eve, Barb, and Zack, followed by
Ginger and Calley, along with the bigoted Catherine. Not that it was fair of
him to think of her that way. He'd been told she wasn't really that bad, after
all.


"Hey!" He started
passing out hugs, and just to be a pill made sure that the Washington State
Ambassador got one too. It wasn't as good of one as all that, but she didn't
sniff at him or act like he smelled, which was better than it might have been.


She didn't get to speak though,
since Eve moved in and wrapped him up in her own room temperature arms.


"Krista? This is Tyler
Gartner. He's in the band we came to see, but is also the head of the
Coalition of Nations. I told you about that?"


The pretty actress smiled at him,
and moved forward, her face looking alert, rather than like she wanted
something from him. Given that he didn't have anything for her, that was
probably a good thing.


Even given that perception, her
words kind of gave the lie to that.


"I was wondering if I could
pick your brain? The director of the series I'm in wants to get some different
perspectives. It's mainly a Vampire show, but we're adding some of the other
groups in, and... There are a lot of them. Eve thought I should talk to you,
about who to talk to?" She seemed hopeful about the idea.


"Really, well, a lot of them
will be here tonight. After that we can get you in with different groups once
the new embassy here is up and going. Or, you know, your director, or whoever
is doing that. Though you should talk to Scotty right now. He's got a unique
perspective. He was born a Bat Shifter and became a Vampire. It's really
rare." Plus the man had been staring, so it was a good way to introduce
the two.


Ginger moved over to him again,
and held his hand. That got Barb to wrinkle her nose at them.


"That's a little bit too
territorial, for a party. I mean, if I can't make out with your boyfriend in
the coat closet, what's the point of coming at all?" She was teasing,
Tyler could tell.


Ginger didn't challenge her to a
fight, just shaking her head a bit.


"I'm not worried about you.
You'd just have sex with him, which is fine. Or even you, Krista. No, I have to
guard him from Eve." She glared a bit, and it seemed a little too
real for the situation.


The other girl didn't even bother
to deny it, just nodding.


"Yeah. I'd totally steal him
from you if I could. I don't see it working. So far he almost totally ignores
me, unless I try to hit him."


He nodded, since it was kind of
true. She was too good looking, if he was going to be honest. Ty still felt shy
around a lot of women that looked too good. He could talk to them, now, but the
feeling was still there, inside.


"Speaking of hitting, we
should get together and practice soon. I don't want to get rusty."


That got Barb and Krista to look
at him like he was being silly, and Scotty to wince. Rebekah regarded him with
interest.


"She's pretty good. The
Bey's apprentice, I hear. You can survive working with her?"


Eve smiled and nodded.


"Yeah, he can. He
isn't very fast, but in actual skill he's one of the best I've ever seen. I saw
him take out a four hundred year old master Vampire once, unarmed... What, you
thought I wanted him for his musical ability?" She grinned, but the bone
white lady nodded at her.


"Um, yeah. Actually.
Speaking of which, we're planning to play later. Make sure you get a good
seat."


Not that there were bad ones
there.


Zack waved at him, from the back
of the crowd.


"We're still on for
Wednesday?"


Tyler nodded, since it was
important. Order night always was.


"Meet me here at five? Thursday,
too. Oh! That reminds me. Steve is looking for something part time, and I was
thinking that he'd fit in great at the Candles and More? He'd need a trip there
and back on his scheduled days. I doubt he has anything to trade that would
work for that."


He was about to offer the
kid's behind, as in Zack using him for sex, when Keels showed up, passed out
hugs and oddly enough gave him one, even if they weren't that close. Krista the
actress as well, since that made sense, no doubt. Then she addressed the
conversation like she'd been part of it the whole time.


"I can see to that. I'm not
Zack, but as long as it's all right for him to work in your area?" That
was addressed to the other Greater Demon, who gave a quick glance at the room
before agreeing.


"Sure. That should be fine.
Lisa needs the help. Call it three days a week to start with? I know that
you'll need to practice with the band. Living Proof? Good name. I like
it."


That it seemed, meant it was time
for them to start playing. Unlike a real concert, where someone might have cared,
everyone kept talking when they started to play. Halfway through the first song
that ended though, even if it was him singing, and not Rebekah. She and
Steve were doing backup vocals for it. Scotty could do that too, so they all
had a part backing up Rebekah later, in the last song.


They didn't have microphones set
up, but didn't need them for the room they were in, once people stopped
talking. On the third song several people started dancing, since they were good
for that. They had slower ones as well, like the first and the last, and one
that was so well designed for the Vampire woman that it was all he could do to
indicate how it was supposed to be sung when they were practicing. She nailed
it though, and got applause when that one ended.


When the set was finished, forty
minutes later, the whole room clapped for them, and a couple of the people came
over. Some of them were Hollywood types, who wisely hit up the Vampires first.
That made sense, being she was easy to spot, and famous in her own right.
Rebekah had been out before almost anyone else. Scotty too. That sort of made
them special twice. 


One of the men, who looked to be
in his mid-forties and was both thin and bald, was clearly Krista's director.
For a second Tyler wondered if he was going to try and mount Rebekah's leg like
a puppy dog. Not that he would have blamed the guy totally, because it was a
great leg, but still, it seemed a bit unprofessional of him. The order was
supposed to be, sit, shake hands, pee in a shoe, then hump the leg.


The actual event was more boring
than that, being the man taking her hand firmly and then refusing to let go
while he spoke.


"I need you for my show.
Krista said that she'd try to sweet talk you, but we need you. You're
charming friend here, too." That was Scotty, by the look given. Not
that the man dared let go of the woman. Like she might get away if he did
something like that.


Rebekah smiled politely. No more
than that. There were no sudden stars in her eyes, or sense that she was going
to run off to Hollywood right then. Seriously there was a feeling that the
woman was a bit bored with the idea already, which was kind of strange. It was,
in potential, work. Exposure too.


Then, it occurred to Tyler for
the first time since they'd started the whole band thing, she'd never
talked about making it big in particular. Not in a way that was anything more
than trying to get the rest of them ready, in case it happened. Honestly, her
focus had been on the music the whole time.


Scotty, for his part, seemed to
want to make her happy more than anything else, too. Then it was clear
that he was in the whole thing for the blood, and the providers of that for the
United States, when you got down to it, were two people.


Rebekah, the Bat-Vamps boss at
the moment, and Eve. So while he looked at the Humans with interest, Ty was
willing to bet that it was mainly a combination of simple lust and hunger
pushing at him. Not a strong desire for fame, fortune or even to help these
particular sexy food objects to get anywhere, other than in to his bed.


For his part, Steve hadn't been
mentioned or looked at in the slightest, just being a regular person, with no
particular fame yet. He was talented, playing the guitar, but so were a lot of
people.


The grabby man kept a hold on
Rebekah's arm. It looked to not be very tight, and she didn't shake him off,
but there was a creeping sense of annoyance toward the fellow as they all stood
there, waiting for the next thing to happen. Nothing did, so Ty took over. It
was part of his job in life after all. Literally. This was Human-Other
interaction right there in front of him, happening in real time.


"Um, you might want
to remove your hand. Carefully. Remember, even for someone really cool like
Bekah, you're kind of food, on some level. That she doesn't want
to think of you like that doesn't mean she can always help it." Not that
the Vampire was that bad in regards to things like that, but the man let go and
took a slow, slightly scared, step back.


"Crap. Sorry there Hun. Not
trying to be a prick."


For her part there was a subtle
relaxation.


"No problem. Anyway, I think
we can work something out. I'm trying to focus on my new project right
now..."


It had never occurred to him
really, but being famous just didn't seem to matter to her. Probably
because it was a fleeting thing. The work of the moment. Important only in that
it let her get her efforts out to more people. Just waving that under her nose,
a thing that might have worked really well for a lot of Humans, wasn't going to
call to her.


If he was guessing right on the
matter.


The party was noisy, and the room
filled with bodies. There were Humans in the mix, as well as a lot of others,
including, he realized, Gregor, The Cleric. The man had subtly joined their
group, and was standing, dressed as a priest, with a drink in his hand. It
looked to be a soda however, not anything stronger. Something dark, with
bubbles that showed clearly through the side of the tumbler. There was a bit of
condensation on the outside of the thing, indicating it was cold.


Tyler ignored him, after a gentle
nod.


Then he turned to the director of
the Vampire show that was set to play on a cable channel in the Fall. One of
the good ones that he'd never had as a kid, since it didn't come with the basic
package. The man started to get that things weren't really working for him, and
seemed to be panicking a bit. Floundering, rather than thinking he needed to
run. It hadn't gone to plan, and it was like the man couldn't adapt. Which told
Ty a bit about how the guy expected his world to go, day to day. He waved a
part in a show, and panties, or underwear for the guys, was expected to just
hit the floor. Rebekah had trumped all of that by simply not caring about what
he had to offer.


It wasn't blood after all, or
anything that would impress her. Like being able to back her up on a good song.


That meant bailing him out a bit
was probably in order.


"I think that we can get
Rebekah and Scotty for your show, as long as we have the schedule ahead of
time? They'll need to work at night. Also, we can come up with some music for
the show, if you want? I'd like a background piece, too. A character?" He
didn't know what to call it, but the man turned to him, his face suddenly
shifting. After all, this was his language.


"Well, we can tuck you in the
back of a few shots. Make you food for a Vampire or have some guy doing you
from behind in the background? We're trying for progressive here, so we want to
match the naked men with the women. It's part of our thing."


That got him to nod, since it was
one way to make the project both different and a little more realistic.


"Sounds good. I want lines
though, and it's for Steve York, not me. He can pull it off. Let's get
together later and talk about that? Over the phone will work, if you
want?"


The man moved and took his arm,
like he was in charge now.


"Can we use that first song?
And the last one you did? They pretty much screamed Vampire, didn't they?
"Among the Living." Haunting." 


It was the right path to take it
seemed, since Rebekah engaged again then, her voice warming a lot when she
spoke.


"That... Would be fun. There
might be a few other things we can do? Steve, Scotty and Tyler here can do some
amazing instrumentals..."


That got the group talking about
that kind of thing, except for Eve, who was watching him, and The Cleric, who
gestured toward him, his face fatherly and the gold rimmed glasses glinting a
bit. It was a subtle thing, but enough for him to get the idea. This was
Tarsus, The Librarian, not The Cleric that he'd met earlier.


The man waved to him slightly,
hinting that they should withdraw together. As he floated back, Eve grimaced
and moved along with the guy, letting Ty follow. His mouth would have gone dry
if that was possible. He didn't think it really was. Part of the charm of being
dead the way he was, no doubt. On the good side, even facing a dangerous being,
he didn't really feel afraid. He could stop being, but he didn't feel pain.
There were things that could happen he might not like, but none of those could
break him.


It was, after a fashion, a
position of power.


So he smiled and waved at the
man, "let's head outside, where we can talk, Librarian? You too...
Snowflake." That last one was just funny sounding, and he made a face as
they moved, not saying anything until they were in the front yard of the giant
place, walking to the left a bit, away from the few bodies that had collected
there.


Then he looked at the Vampire.
Her skin was pale, but only about as much as his own. As a group they were very
white. The moon was out, and the sky was clear, showing more stars than he was
used to seeing by far. It would be fun, some time, to go and stand there,
watching the points of light above. He did it for a moment anyway, and then
took Eve's hand.


"Romantic, isn't it?"
It was a joke, of course, and she pretended to cuddle into him, then giggled.


"So, at least you're up on
things enough to know who The Librarian is? Good to know."


That got him to nod.


"Yes. Some things have come
up, in my position at the Coalition of Nations. I'm going to need you to back
off of The Cleric for a bit, Tarsus." The words came from his mouth, but
he wasn't controlling them he noticed. For a second he wondered if his mom was
doing it somehow. That pretty much had to be it.


Except that he also kind of knew
it wasn't.


"Excuse me there?" The
man, who still had his soda, seemed truly confused for a moment. Then he made a
movement that was kind of like a bob. His whole body shifting a bit. Not to
fight. It was different than that, at least in any way that Ty understood.


His voice came again, smoothly.


"I know, it's a bit odd. The
Void isn't a threat to you, or yours. In fact, you're on the same side.
He is, however, not a thing you can understand. It's in the nature of his
personal powers. You know, like The Mistress of Souls ability to enslave
people, or yours to understand the true cataloging of information? This scares
you, given that. You, perhaps alone in the Universe, can see the gaps left by
his passing. He isn't a threat however. Not to you. At least not if you allow
me to handle this for you."


The Greater Demon gave him a look
that seemed genuinely annoyed.


"I see. So you think to make
yourself important at my expense?"


Tyler laughed, even as the
Vampire girl next to him moved back a step. It was pretty clear that she
expected them, the dead man and the Greater Demon, to fight. That simply wasn't
in the cards however. Not only couldn't he win if they did, but it felt wrong.


Plus, his mouth was still moving
on its own.


"Nope. I'm just doing
my job. All you have to do is trust me, beyond anyone you've ever known. That's
all, Tarsus. Let me handle this. After all, if I fail, you'll have lost
nothing. Plus, seriously, blaming The Cleric for this is just incorrect.
Misguided. He's a pawn, being used by others at the moment. All you're doing is
keeping him from useful work he needs to be doing for me right now. So, what do
you say? Trust me for no reason at all, and win? Or would you rather destroy
your only hope, here and now. Those are the options on the table at the moment
that will aid you. Pick one, and we can move on." The man, Greater Demon,
could do a million things really. Walking away for instance, was a very real
position to take as well.


The thing there was, as evil as
his kind were, and Tyler knew that suddenly, on a level that he'd never dreamed
of before, they were also smart. Cold, logical and brutal on levels that were
rarely seen in Human kind. Also easily bent to the will of a being that was
willing to play things the right way. If he was willing to lose everything, he
could win.


Because that made any kind of
sense.


Still, the middle aged looking
man nodded at him after a bit.


"Perhaps we can work
something out, Tyler Gartner, of the Coalition of Nations. What do you offer
me?" It was a trap, without a doubt. One being set for him by a being that
had claimed once to have invented haggling. That was the kind of thing that
probably predated fire, as a tool.


Tyler smiled, happily, his mouth
working against his will.


"Offer you? No, you don't
understand. I offer you nothing. I'm telling you that you, through no
fault of your own, have walked into a web that another has made. This being
isn't interested in harming you however. On the contrary, you have his full
support in most things you do. You don't have to change anything you are doing,
nor does The Void. This isn't a negotiation. This isn't even a warning.
This is me showing you how to win, without any work. Stand back, and take the
victory, Librarian. It will be confusing to you, and hard to understand, but I
can deliver this to you. It will take no work or effort on my part
either." He reached out and touched the man on the back of the hand. It
tingled a bit.


Not in the normal way either. If
there was a flow of information, it was different.


Powerful, but not coming from
Tyler, somehow. A thing that was much bigger than that.


The Greater Demon staggered back,
his eyes going wide. He rallied though, after a moment, sucking air in a few
times. Eve looked wild for a moment, even as Tyler held out his hand.


"Don't worry, Eve Benson.
Daughter. Our friend here has merely been allowed to see the true nature of
reality. It's a bit of a shock, but he'll adjust. He is my child after all. You
all are."


This was news to Tyler, but he
kind of got it. God, the Universe itself, was speaking through him. Most likely
because he'd asked for him to help out The Cleric, if it was possible. It
looked like it was. He just hadn't thought that he'd be involved in it
that closely, that was all. Then, if you open your mouth like he had, you
couldn't bitch about getting what you asked for.


The Librarian, one of the eldest
of his kind, seemed slightly shaken. Taking a step backward, he bowed toward
Tyler, which was returned in the dim light afforded by the floodlights in the
yard. They were mainly designed to be pretty, he thought, showing off the
fountains off to the side, and making the place glow a faint purple.


The man straightened then, his
voice grave.


"I see. Very well. If you
are as you claim to be, then I shall remove my current plans from play. If this
is a trick, then your existence is forfeit, Clerk. Know that."


He grinned then, his lips back
under his own control.


"Yeah. That's always the
way, isn't it? So, back to the party now? I want to hit the buffet,
myself."


Tarsus shook his head, slowly.


"I think not. This is... I
can't credit it. My domain is that of information, if this is real... If not,
then... I must think. Thank you for your hospitality. The music was very nice,
earlier." Then he stepped to the right, and slightly back, moving away
instantly.


Not that Tyler could track that
kind of thing in particular. He'd just been around that kind of thing often
enough that he could sort of tell the difference between line walking and what
Eve or Ginger did when they ran. Even if the net effect was outwardly similar.


The Vampire gave him a look that
was pure confusion, and spun to face him after a moment.


"Okay, so, what the fuck? I
was standing right here and barely understood what just happened. Are you...
Actually a Greater Demon? I mean, the thought had crossed my mind, but
both Zack and Keeley have assured me that isn't the case. Darla too. Were they
lying to me? The last I heard Tarsus wanted to hunt Gregor down, thinking he
was The Void. Is that over then? Are you The Void?"


Tyler shook his head then, kind
of putting things together.


"Um, no. God, Angels, that
kind of bullshit? It's different than we've been told, but real too. That's
what Tarsus thinks of as The Void. You know that though?"


After pause that seemed a little
fake to him, the girl crossed her eyes. It was just visible in the night.


"Yeah. I even know that
Gregor is one of them. I didn't know that you did. Not really."


"Right. So, um, I think that
God just took over my mouth and used me to get Tarsus to back off his people.
He, I, did something. When I touched him? I'm not certain, but I think that all
the other kind of info in the world was dumped on him, all at once. The things
he couldn't understand before? A gift. Or a curse. I doubt that we'll know for
a long time which it ends up being. I'm really just me. Tyler G. Dead boy at
large."


"Ah." Then she moved in
and patted him on the back.


"Well, there are worse
things to be, Tyler G. I like that, by the way. Tyler G. It sounds
musical. So, we should get back inside and make sure that you get a part in
Krista's show. I bet Scotty would be willing to do you from behind on camera.
It sounds hot, actually. I do love me some gay pron."


He nodded, "who doesn't?
Anyway, sounds like a plan. I'm kind of reeling at the moment. I mean, God,
right? What kind of B.S. is that?"


"Seriously, that fucker
never cut me a break when I was alive, you know? Constantly being raped and
then the whole thing where Greater Demons were all over my life? What a douche,
right?" She turned, gracefully, and led him toward the front door. It was
companionable enough. There was talking, off in the distance, and a man moved
toward them, from about fifty feet away. He felt other than Human, now that Ty
knew how to tell that kind of thing.


At least he didn't feel like
eating whoever it was.


Eve touched his arm, then shook
her head a little.


"So, what do you think, is
there some kind of plan to it all?"


He looked at the shadowy
silhouette that was coming their way, and shrugged. His thin shoulders pulling
up expressively.


"I don't know? I'll ask, the
next time we have a chance to talk about that kind of thing? God and me, I
mean. Or Mike." Then he turned a bit, and whispered gently, almost below
the edge of what could be heard.


"Can you see who that is?
I.. He looks familiar, but... Not Human?"


That got the girl to stare, her
blood red eyes a deep black in the dim light.


"No... Wait, isn't that the
guy from the bookstore? Will? He worked with us a few weeks ago, doing his
community service for having trashed the place?" She spoke out loud, which
got a wave from the dark shape in the night, which came into focus a moment
later.


"Hey. Yeah, that's me. Will.
Anyway, Tyler, can I speak to you for a bit? It isn't anything big, I just need
to apologize." The words sounded right.


After all, the thin man, who had
curly hair that was a little too long to be manageable, and who was a little
bit too womanly for a straight man to pull off, even though he probably was,
had tried to have him kidnapped. He'd pointed him out anyway. So maybe he just
wanted to apologize.


There was something wrong.


Several things. The first being
that the guy wasn't Human. Enough so that Tyler didn't want to eat him. Not in
a flesh consuming way, at least. He was potentially cute enough for the other
kind, but even that was a bit off. It was easier to tell now, though
hard to put his finger on.


The other big thing was kind of
huge.


"Wait, how are you even
here? I didn't invite you and no one else would. Not that it's a problem, since
I was thinking we should talk, but..."


The skinny fellow, who was a bit
weaker looking than Tyler was, nodded.


"I know. I... Oh, wait,
sorry, Eve, isn't it?" The words were casual sounding, and had the air of
a person that was about to ask another to kindly go away so that a real
conversation could be had without them. The sort of tone people used when they
wanted to be firm, but not rude.


"Yes. Who are you?"


The answer was a little strange,
being a movement that Tyler couldn't track. It caused Eve to fly away, at a
very great speed, moving upward as she did it.


Then Tyler found himself grabbed,
faster than he could track. The world seemed to shift, but after a moment he was
dumped on hard stone.


"I'm The Storm. Obviously.
You'd think the girl would have picked that up, wouldn't you? Then, she's not really
one of my kind. Just a trumped up Vampire hussy. Still, a good bit better than
a dead thing that was stolen from me, don't you think? Well, if you can't have
the toy, best to break it so the other kiddies know to go fuck themselves."


Then there was a sinister chuckle
that reverberated off the stone walls around them.












Chapter eighteen





 


Tyler shook his head a little,
and looked around the place he found himself in. It wasn't nice exactly, but as
cells went, it could be worse. It was cave like, being made of smooth stone.
Dry too. On the walls, up high, were painted or etched sigils and patterns. It
was kind of decorative that way. The lines were lighter than the tan rock
around him. Nearly white.


The big deal here was that there
was another body in the space. Hunched on the floor, whimpering already.


The boy was about six, or seven
at a glance. He had dark hair, and brown eyes that were filled with fear. The
lights weren't bright there, but the swollen face showed that the kid had been
beaten more than a little already. There was blood on his plain, foreign
seeming, tan clothing. Most of it dried, but not all.


Given that he was alternating
staring at, and avoiding eye contact with, The Storm kind of told Ty all
he needed to know there. For some reason she'd been hurting this child. There
couldn't be a good reason for it either. None that he could see. Then, he
wasn't a Demon.


That might just make a bit of a
difference.


The young seeming man, Will, soft
and feminine in a lot of ways, sneered at him then.


"I should explain, don't you
think? It will make things harder for you, if I do... So I think I will. People
have it too easy these days. Not like when I was a kid." There was no
pleasantness left in her words, or his, since Will didn't change in
front of him or anything. If you dressed like a guy, you probably wanted to be
referred to as one.


Tyler sneered back. It wasn't a
thing he really knew how to do, but there were things in life he wasn't wild
about. Beating kids was one of them. So was holding them in caves. Even if this
one was clean enough, except for the spot along the wall where the kid had
urinated. It wasn't a huge place, being odd shaped, and sort of circular.
Perhaps a hundred square feet. If it was more, it wasn't a lot bigger than
that. The ceilings were really high though, and there were lights about twenty
feet above them. Hanging things that prevented him from seeing what was above
that.


It was just a pool of black up
there, as he tried to find the exit. Not that he could climb the walls in
there. They were perfectly smooth, or close enough that he was leaving that
way.


The Storm, Will at the moment,
shook his head.


"This place has spells on
it. Thousands of them, all geared toward one singular objective. To prevent
anything placed in here from gathering power from the outside. Any kind of
energy. If you don't have the key, you don't get out. Well, a Greater Demon might,
if they were clever, and had enough time, but not a being like you. That isn't
the point however. A sturdy cage would work for you as well as any Human."


"Ah? So, what's the point
then? Isn't this a little over done, just for me? Cement walls would have to be
cheaper. Plus, spells? I don't know any magic, so that seems a bit
overdone too. What's the deal?" He couldn't really follow that part, to be
honest.


She, he, whatever the correct pronouns
were, gave him a look that spoke of him being a special needs child.


"To torture you. That
isn't too hard to see, is it? By doing so I can also punish The Rotted. Naturally."
There was slight exasperation to the words.


"I actually got that part.
Sorry, I should have been clearer. What's the point of using a place with
hundreds of spells on it? Overkill just for me, isn't it? Part of that torture?"
He didn't really understand, but the young white man nodded at him. It made his
slightly fuzzy hair move a little bit.


Then after a bit, there was a
wave at the walls.


"Hundreds of feet of solid
stone. If you were connected to The Rotten even this might not stop you from
escaping. Oh, it could take centuries, but you don't tire, so you would
eventually use one rock to pound the living stone into submission and leave
this place. The thing there is that you do not have that luxury."


That seemed about right, and
explained a whole lot, so Ty nodded.


"Ah. So I'm cut off. I get,
what, three days then?"


Glen had mentioned something like
that. Also that he should be able to keep going, if he ate Human flesh.


"Hence the boy? You have
to know that I won't kill him. Even if it means not being anymore. My life
isn't that important to me."


That actually got a nod, and another
sneer.


"Oh, I know you believe
that. I even have faith that you will try to resist on a level that no
one in the history of the world has managed, Tyler. The thing there is that,
before you vanish from existence, beyond any ability to control it, you will
become a revenant. You may choose to eat this child now, and live for a while
longer, or do it when all is lost. There is no other choice. If you
consume him however, I shall bring you another in three days. And so on. All
you must do is eat." Then there was a laugh.


It had a nice, very wicked, sound
to it. Melodic, but so bug nuts crazy that it had to be fake at the same time.


"I understand."


"Do you? Do you really,
little puppet? No one will be coming to help you. No one can. There is
no food here, even if you could manage to hold off and not eat. This child is
dead already. There's no water. Nothing you can do will save him. Nothing.
Your choice now is in how you dine. Will you do it without remorse? Will you
angst and whine over the inevitable? You must eat his living flesh to survive,
and you will. That act, at the single moment of the first remorse filled bite,
will ruin you. Forever."


That was kind of clear. Tyler
could see that one, without even trying. He was stuck, with no way out, and no
good options. The being in front of him didn't want to negotiate with him
either.


She just wanted him to eat the
boy. A thing that, he knew on a level that was haunting, he would do.
Exactly as she wanted. The hunger was there already, many times stronger than
he'd ever felt it. Calling for him to eat. To consume the life of his own kind.
It was, most likely, about him being cut off from the force that powered him.


It was, he understood finally,
his nature.


There was no good way out. What
he had though was a thing that the Greater Demon didn't seem to consider. There
was, very obviously, no way for him to free himself. No way to save the boy,
that he could see.


Except one. Well, unless
he could get a miracle going.


Laughing, she waved at him, not
getting what was happening in his head. Still, he spoke, because it was what
people would expect.


"Let the kid go. There's no
reason not to."


Will, the feminist, who probably
wasn't that at all, giggled like a mad man.


"But you see, there is!
By breaking you forever, I can take you back. You were my toy, Tyler. Mine!
That witch stole you from me, and I will have you back. Even if only as
a puddle of rotting goo. You will eat, and you will be for me, once
again. Once you make that change, The Rotted will die, by my hand, and I will
use you as I wish."


That was a bit convoluted, so he
just stood, waiting, as the hunger grew. At the rate it was progressing, he
really doubted that it was going to take three days for him to break. As The
Storm had said, the poor kid was dead already. It was just a matter of how it
happened. With control, or with him being eaten alive.


That was clear too. He had to eat
life, not death. That was what his inner self wanted at least. Flesh would do
nothing for him without that essential spark. How he knew that wasn't clear,
but he could feel it. Understand it all, now.


Will, laughing, stepped to the
right and disappeared. Which meant something. Either The Storm had used the key
to the place, or had held energy inside of her.


He had some of that too.
Otherwise he would have stopped moving, or thinking.


For a long time he just stood
there, waiting. Nothing happened, except for his growing hunger, and a sense
that his resolve was going to fail a lot sooner than he expected. The boy,
seeming to understand more than it seemed like he should, whimpered. He also
tried to hide, shrinking back away from Tyler, to the other side of the tiny
cave.


Tyler nodded at him under the
bright lights.


"Do you speak English?"
The guy was very young and didn't seem to be dressed like he was from America,
but there was a head nod anyway.


When he spoke he sounded British,
even with his dark skin.


"Yes. Are you going to eat
me now?"


Tyler closed his eyes, and wanted
to lie to the kid. Finally he nodded.


"I think I am. I..."
What he wanted was for someone to come and rescue him. That wasn't going to
happen. Not with a Greater Demon having set the whole thing up. There was
nothing left. No hope. He hadn't even realized that he'd had that before.


Now he could see it, plainly.


The kid started to cry, which
made the hunger worse. That was so far from fair that he decided to curse God
for it. Then, blinking, he smiled. It was, after all, worth a shot. Prayer. It
had kind of worked before, hadn't it? There was nothing to lose, so he tried to
form what he needed clearly. Rescue, of course. Water and some kind of food.
That it wasn't for him didn't matter much.


"Um... Hey? Can... You get
this kid out of here? I don't even know if you can hear me here... I don't know
how long I can hold out. If..."


He was talking to God, which was
a thing that everyone did as they were about to die, no doubt. Even atheists
would probably murmur a kind word or two, just in case. The big difference he
realized, was that when he spoke to God, the guy listened. For some reason.


For a long time he focused,
holding what he needed so hard it hurt inside his very being. It felt like a
piece of him vanished then, the last of his energy leaving. Flowing away from
himself into the wall to his right.


The answer didn't come in words.
Not even his own mouth moved this time, like it had before. No, it was a
popping sound. Three of them. For a moment he hoped that it would be the rescue
portion of events. It wasn't. Not for him.


Along the far wall, from a crack
that had suddenly formed in the smooth rock, a bit of water started to flow. It
wasn't a lot, and didn't move fast, but it was real and damp. On the floor
under it, very slowly, a bit of it started to collect. Then slowly, it dribbled
away through another gap. A tiny thing that was just big enough to let it
happen. Not even wide enough for him to slide a fingernail into.


From up above that point, from
where the water came from, there was a clatter as he stood over the spot. A piece
of stone, about as wide as his hand fell out of the wall. That didn't speed up
the flow at all, but Tyler got it. The edges were rough, jagged and if not
sharp like a blade, still enough to use. The thing had a point as well. Inside
he felt spent and tired, but this was what it seemed he was going to get as far
as help.


It wasn't very good, but in a
pinch it could be used as a weapon. Or a tool to cut things. That was
probably the point of the whole thing. Now the boy had water. Tyler didn't need
that to live. So the stone in his hand wasn't meant to help him kill the kid
before he turned into a monster, in order to prevent himself from eating the
boy alive. It was for a different purpose.


He could have taken that in a lot
of ways, but he knew what it was for. It nearly stung his mind it was so clear.
After about ten seconds he nodded, and let a small smile come to his lips.


"Fine. I'm counting on you
to get him out. I'll... Do my part. Make sure you do yours."


He smiled at the kid, who seemed
to think he was insane for some reason.


"I was... Talking to God?
Praying, you know? He sent me this." The rock was hefted. "And water
for you."


"Are you... Going to kill me
now?" There were tears in the words. Real fear, and a sense of
resignation.


"Nope. I do need you
to turn around. I... I think help will come. You need to hang on though, all right?
Drink the water, and live. You'll be hungry... Um, I think you might need to
eat me. I should be pretty tasty, if it comes to that. My diet isn't that bad.
A bit chewy, but if you have to do it, don't hesitate. This isn't like
with me and you. Understand? I'm ordering you to do it. I'm the adult here, so
you have to. That's how things work. Now, don't watch. This might be a
bit gross."


The boy covered his eyes and
turned away. Probably thinking he was about to have his throat cut from behind.
It was tempting, but not Tyler's way.


Instead he started sawing on the
side of his own neck. It didn't hurt.


It would take a long time. The
rock just wasn't all that sharp. Even if he didn't bleed much, the thing became
damp and slippery over time.


When he got most of the way
through the world went dark, and shortly after that, he didn't feel anything.
Not even gravity pulling at him.


He didn't know if it was enough,
but for a brief moment, before the last thought faded, he hoped that it would
be. Now, they just had to wait.


For rescue to come. After all,
one of them was alive, and no one had even died that day.


They could still win.


 





cover.jpeg





