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Warning

	 

	SMALL VICTORIES contains stories from the series Good Intentions, Wandering Monsters, and Poor Man’s Fight. Collectively they include graphic sex, explicit violence, blasphemy, more graphic sex, rampant profanity, a homeowners association, polyamory, perfidy, fraternization, mushy conversations, toxic workplace conditions, poor leadership, morale issues, destruction of private property, fantasy depictions of demonic and divine beings bearing little or no resemblance to established religious canon, victim blaming, ambitious neighbors, sex in public, sex in private, sex while trespassing, kitchen sex, dressing room sex, indecent acts in a condominium listed for sale, mugging, stabbing, beating, shooting, impaling, defenestration, mutilated corpses, banditry, militarism, interrogations, false identification, low-gravity combat, nausea, vomiting, asphyxiation, teasing, lingerie, witchcraft, spacecraft, boarding actions, butter theft, police, homelessness, dangerous misuse of gym equipment, disrespect for vampires, breaking and entering, evasion of student visa restrictions, falsified dormitory records, phone calls of questionable timing, interstellar warfare, murder, assault, mistrust, harsh words, peer pressure, immolation, cinema criticism, abuse of authority, awkward conversations with mom, and alien drug mushrooms of questionable sentience in a refrigerator. 

	 


 

	 

	Good Intentions: Don’t Make It Weird

	 

	The night after Good Intentions

	 

	“She’s probably halfway between you and me. Maybe closer to me than you.” Michelle stuck her fork in her food, but didn’t lift or cut. She was still too preoccupied by the conversation. Her eyes narrowed, looking across their dining table. “Is she closer to me?”

	“Mom,” said Alex.

	 “She’s not the same age I am, is she? Please tell me we’re not the same age.”

	“Mom.”

	“I mean it wouldn’t be my first guess, but it’s possible. We only met once. It was late and I had been drinking. And you had been shot.”

	“I feel like I’m getting pretty good at piccata,” said Alex. “Had it ready with both side dishes right when you came home from work.”

	It was true enough. Michelle hadn’t changed clothes from the office or let down her blonde hair before they sat down. It was also an obvious attempt to change the subject. Her eyes narrowed further. Her voice fell in a characteristic show of suspicion. “Why are you so concerned with timing dinner?”

	Alex sat back in his chair. His breath carried silent, exasperated laughter. “Because I hope I can impress a girl someday, Mom. You think I’ve got a shot if I ever meet someone?”

	“Tell me you’re not dating someone as old as your mother.”

	“She’s not the same age as you. And you’re not even old.”

	Her gaze held until she tried the chicken. “It’s good.”

	“Thank you.”

	“Telling me I’m not old is a good line, too. You even said it like you mean it.”

	“Yeah, well, I’ve gotten new perspective on age,” Alex muttered to his plate.

	“Oh, so she is closer to my age than yours.”

	Alex rubbed his eyes. “Oh my god.”

	The sounds of silverware on her plate replaced her questions. At least she was eating. “I’m not saying I disapprove,” she said.

	“You’re not?” He dared to reach for his fork.

	“No. Disapproving is what old people do. I don’t want to be like that.”

	“All the other kids always knew I had the cool mom.”

	“Uh-huh.” She sipped her wine, looked at it, and set it down again. “I didn’t seem drunk that night, did I?”

	“No,” he scoffed.

	“You’re sure? I didn’t think I was drunk but it sneaks up on you.”

	“Mom, you weren’t drunk.” Then he rolled his eyes. “I didn’t think so. Although I had the whole getting shot thing to distract me.”

	“I’m sure that impressed your girlfriend as much as meeting your drunk mother freaked out in a hospital.”

	“I tried to handle the hospital stuff without calling you.”

	“Do you have the new insurance card in your wallet now?” asked Michelle.

	“Yeah, Mom,” Alex sighed. She was good about treating him like an adult. He felt like any mistake she caught could undermine that by default.

	“Did she say anything about it?”

	“That night was kind of crazy. We both had a lot to say.”

	“No, I mean about meeting me, silly,” said Michelle.

	“She said you obviously love me a lot. You were being a protective mom, like you should. Said she can tell we’re close and that’s good.” Alex shrugged. “She said you’re really pretty.” It came out of his mouth in a half-frown. He didn’t mind the truth of it so much as the awkward details behind the topic.

	“Huh. Well.” She didn’t quite blush, but the glance down at her plate seemed somewhere close to it on the reaction spectrum. “If this is going to go on, I’d like to meet her again in better circumstances. Maybe lunch or dinner.”

	“Sure. That’ll be fine. I didn’t want to hide her from you.” He bit his lip, looking away. He didn’t want to hide his other girlfriend, either, except for how he kind of did. That was a whole different topic.

	“So you think it’s serious.” Apparently his response confirmed something for her.

	“It’s serious,” he answered.

	“You’ve known each other for, what? A week now? I know how it goes, but I’m just saying.”

	Alex opened his mouth, closed it again, and thought of a meaningful response rather than an empty one. “I’m not going to treat someone I’m dating like I don’t take her seriously.”

	“That’s a good answer,” Michelle conceded.

	“Thank you.”

	“I’m only saying you don’t have to rush into anything. If she’s serious, she knows that. She’s old enough to know it.”

	“Wow, Mom.”

	“That’s not a slam. I wish I’d been old enough to know better with your father,” she muttered. He’d inherited that mutter from her.

	“He’s one more reason I’m not going to treat her like I don’t take her seriously,” said Alex. “I’ve got a lot of examples to not go on with him.”

	“Good,” said his mother.

	“How’s Eddie?” asked Alex.

	Her eyebrows rose. “He’s fine. That’s not what you’re asking though, is it?”

	“Think you two are serious?” Alex only half-teased.

	“He’s got potential, but as I said, I don’t need to rush. And I’ve got enough experience to make a good decision either way, I think.” Her eyes narrowed again. “You were very interested in coordinating dinner tonight. And you’ve kept the house clean.”

	Alex frowned, looking around the bottom floor of their small townhome. “Since when has that been weird? I started picking up slack since before Dad left. I’m not a little boy anymore.”

	“No, but you’re putting effort into it.”

	He rolled his eyes again. “I may have had someone over a couple times.”

	“You’re practicing, aren’t you?” Her voice fell and slowed. “It’s serious, you say, and you’re asking about Eddie. Alex, do you have plans?”

	He hesitated. She waited. Now he knew he was busted. “It’s not like Lorelei lives with her family or roommates,” he admitted. “I’ve stayed with her. It worked out. We get along.”

	“Uh-huh. Staying over at your girlfriend’s place is natural. You’re thinking beyond that, aren’t you? No, that wouldn’t be weird. You’re talking about it? Already?”

	“She’s looking for a new place, anyway...”

	“Alex. It’s been a week.”

	“It’s not—” he began, and then stopped. They weren’t alone.

	“He won’t be far,” whispered the woman suddenly leaning in at Michelle’s ear. Lorelei appeared as if Alex had blinked, yet he knew he hadn’t. She wore a green and black dress, casual and glamourous at the same time, with her black hair cascading over her shoulders. The succubus threw Alex a soft wink. Michelle looked past him, clearly distracted, but seemed unaware Lorelei was even there.

	“He’ll be in touch. You know how to look out for him.”

	“You’ll be...in...Seattle, right?” Michelle asked slowly. “Or nearby?”

	“Yeah, definitely,” Alex managed despite his surprise. “Not like we’re moving away.”

	Lorelei straightened, pushed her hair back, and made a casual kissing motion before turning away. She plucked a book off the shelf behind the dining nook and disappeared on the way to the stairs.

	Michelle shook it off like a yawn. Her eyes and her hands returned to her dinner. She hardly lost a beat otherwise. “Is this her idea or yours?”

	“Kind of...both?” Alex blinked.

	“No, I mean is she pushing this on you? Or are you pushing it on her?” She cut. She ate. She sounded perfectly normal. “I know you want to get out of the house, but moving in is a big step.”

	“Yeah, we’ve talked about that.” He couldn’t stop staring.

	“What is it? Why are you looking at me like that?” Michelle wiped her mouth with a napkin, but it was unnecessary.

	“Nothing.” Alex returned to his plate, though slower than she did.

	“It’s not weird, really,” Michelle sighed. “You planned on being gone already with the Army. I was fine with that, and it’s not like this would lock you into anything the way they would.”

	“That’s true,” said Alex.

	“It’s sudden, but...” She shook her head. “You’ve always been a good judge of people.”

	“I have?”

	“Yes. And I want you to be happy. If she makes you happy, then obviously I hope it works out. We already talked about that part. I said I’m not disapproving.”

	“You did.” He smiled, relaxing a little. “Thanks, Mom.”

	“Oh, we’re not done discussing all this. We need to talk about money and bills and what has your name on it and what doesn’t. If you want to move in with someone, fine. That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t protect yourself.” She looked up with another thought. “You are using protection, aren’t you?”

	 

	* * *

	 

	His bed was barely big enough for one, as far as Lorelei was concerned. It fit two if one got on top of the other, which served their interests but not well. Three could make use of it if they tried certain configurations—and they did—but not for sleeping. Lorelei had worked with far less many times across centuries. As a matter of fortitude, she was indifferent, but she hardly saw austere living as a virtue. She had better goals ahead.

	Alex found her upright on the bed with her back against the headboard, reading her book and looking forward to a place and a larger bed of their own. She felt his desires rise as his gaze fell on one bare leg propped up over the other, with much of her dress pooled around her hips. So easy to please and so delicious. She’d never get enough of it. Her brow rose as she turned her eyes to him, finding a look less lustful and more perplexed.

	“What was that?” he asked quietly, closing the door behind him.

	“The same influence that allowed my presence to go unnoticed here all week,” she answered. “Illusion and stealth are easy enough, but to make sure every sign goes ignored takes a little suggestion. We’ve spoken about this before.”

	“I’m not mad...I don’t think.” He frowned. “I trust you.”

	“Yet you’re troubled?”

	“I feel like I should be? You just Professor X’d my mom.”

	Then it was Lorelei’s turn to frown. “We have many movies to watch together, don’t we?”

	“X-Men. The bald guy. He’s a telepath.”

	“Ah. Again, it’s not mind control. I don’t do that. I can only nudge people along directions they want to go in some way or another. Did Michelle say anything untrue or out of sorts?”

	“No, but she got there fast,” said Alex.

	“That was my hope. I thought to spare you a long and tense discussion since the outcome was inevitable. Even Rachel says it’s best if Michelle doesn’t know the truth about us. That leaves us unable to give certain answers to reasonable questions.”

	“Yeah, I guess that’s true,” he sighed.

	“You were down there a while. I wondered if I made any difference.”

	“Oh, you did,” Alex replied. “Were you listening in the whole time?”

	“No. I came down for my book and overheard only a little. Your boundaries are sacred to me, love.” Then she smiled. “But I’m going to play with you a lot.”

	Lorelei tucked her legs in to make room for Alex on the bed. She slid her laptop around between them. “I’ve been looking at a few prospects for homes, but obviously this is a task for the three of us.”

	He sat down to look at the screen. A smile crept over his face, turning to quiet laughter as he looked away. “What is it?” asked Lorelei.

	“That whole talk downstairs,” said Alex. “That was all about partnership and sharing and not taking advantage of each other.”

	“I can’t tell you how much I look forward to exactly that,” said Lorelei. Her fingers traced down his cheek to his neck.

	“She said it’s what really matters. It’s what holds everything together when the passion cools off. Said you can’t be horny for each other forever.”

	Lorelei’s hand fell. So did her smile. “That,” said the succubus with a sniff, “is offensive.”

	 


Live Like This

	 

	One week after Good Intentions

	 

	They caught a tour of the condominium amid a break in overcast skies. Late afternoon light spilled through broad windows all along the far end of a spacious living room. A narrow balcony on the other side of the windows looked over downtown. Only a black marble top island counter separated the living room from the spacious kitchen area to the right of the little foyer. Alex looked on the open space and the office towers with wide eyes. “Oh wow.”

	“That’s what we like to hear,” said the realtor. Victoria walked a couple steps behind Alex and Lorelei, heels clicking on the white tile spreading from the foyer to the kitchen. “This is the widest floor plan in the building. You don’t get the corner view but you do get more space.”

	He only half listened as he wandered in. Alex didn’t know high-rise living could involve fireplaces. He also didn’t know it would involve a homeowner’s association until the realtor mentioned it in the elevator.

	He didn’t know a lot of things. Today felt like a reminder of that.

	“Fuck yeah,” declared another feminine voice behind him. “I like this!”

	Alex caught Rachel’s reflection in the sliding glass balcony door. She swept straight through Victoria like a ghost, arms and wings spread wide as she twirled across the living room to catch up to him. “It’s so roomy. I can stretch all the way out!”

	“Furniture will fill it up a bit,” Lorelei said, subtly covering her response to Rachel as if she was only musing out loud.

	“You can do that without spoiling the space, right?” asked Rachel.

	“That always happens,” Victoria answered, completely oblivious to the angel’s presence. “It is a little easier to maintain a happy balance than you might think, though. I’ve seen a couple of the other units after move-in.”

	She walked with a tablet computer cradled against her blazer. Long legs descending from her black skirt suit and platinum hair flowing down her shoulders kept Alex looking her way. Each time, she made eye contact with Alex and grinned. Each time, he averted his gaze so she wouldn’t think he was staring.

	This time his eyes averted straight to Lorelei, alluring as always in a short, dark dress and heels. Amid the safety of her casual glamour, Alex noted her sly, approving smile. She knew. Of course she knew. “I take it you like the view, love?”

	“How’d you guess?” he replied.

	“Feel free to open up if you want a better look,” said Victoria. She meant the balcony. Alex knew that. Obviously.

	The door opened with a tug and a brief rush of air. Alex stepped out onto the small space to take in the view of the street below. Tall buildings lined this side and the opposite, but few of the others had any balcony areas. Balconies to the left and right wrapped around the corners of the building. The condo already seemed extravagant, but at least greater extravagance wasn’t too far away to provide perspective.

	Rachel arrived at his side, fading straight through the floor-to-ceiling window. Her hand slid affectionately down from his shoulder all the way to his ass. Naturally, it stayed there. “Kinda hoping we’d find someplace roomy like this.”

	“Wait. Roomy?” He glanced back over his shoulder to ensure Victoria wouldn’t see him talking to himself. “You can walk through walls. You can be partly intangible and partly solid.”

	“Uh-huh,” she followed.

	“I’ve seen it. I’ve felt it. Lorelei does it with her wings and her tail, but you can do it with all of your body.”

	“It’s fuckin’ hot, huh? You can admit it. I won’t brag to anyone else.”

	“What—okay, yes, but...” He sighed. Her grin did things to him. So did her touch. “How does space matter for you if you can do that?”

	“Oh I can still feel when I pass through things. It’s not restrictive, but there’s still a sensation. Kinda like wearing clothes. You can ignore the feeling but it’s there.” Her grin widened. “I’d rather feel fuck-naked.”

	“Isn’t it ‘buck’ naked?” Alex glanced at her, then away. “Or not.”

	“You fucking love me and you love every second of this,” she said, shamelessly smug. “You don’t want me to stop.”

	“I want to get through this without creeping out Victoria,” he muttered. “Or embarrassing myself.”

	Rachel leaned back against the balcony rails and looked inside. Victoria showed Lorelei around the living room space. “You know you can get it, right? She’s interested.”

	“Whoa, what?”

	“You’ve got the hots for her. It’s mutual. You already knew that, too, but you’re trying to ignore it because you’re with us. It’s not like we’ve got a problem with it. We’re both down.” As Victoria glanced their way, Rachel added, “She’s not into women, though, so you’d have to fly solo on this one. And maybe not today. But it’s all there. You wouldn’t even be her first client hook-up, but I bet you’d be the best.”

	“Wow. Pretty sure that’s wildly unethical.”

	“And yet it’s never affected her business. Sometimes a girl just wants to get laid.” The angel looked back at him with a raised eyebrow. “It would make her happy, you happy...us happy...”

	“I’m still waiting for the other shoe to drop in all this.”

	“Alex.” Rachel cozied up to him, knowing he couldn’t reciprocate without looking strange to witnesses. “It’s joy. Dirty, nasty joy sometimes, but that’s fun. I am all for it.”

	“It’s also kinda the opposite of everything I’ve ever been taught about love and sex.”

	“Yeah, because you grew up in a society that teaches men it’s okay to be fucking dumpsters of shit and abuse and way too many yell ‘fuck yeah’ and dive right in with a lit match.” Rachel tugged at his collar. “I know you understand because I read it in your paper for your sex class. Maybe you used nicer words than me.”

	“You read my human sexuality paper?”

	“Even Lorelei needs a little sleep sometimes. This city is dead at 3:00 am. Gotta keep myself entertained somehow. I was hoping for a college-level cunnilingus theory.” She grinned as Alex smothered his laughter. “You know what’s what. There’d be a lot more happy fucking in the world if people saw everyone else as equals. I’m happy to have you make up a little of the difference.”

	A smile spread across his face no matter how hard he fought it. He let out a deep breath. “I’m trying to focus on the two of you.”

	“You do plenty of that.” She tugged at the collar of his shirt and spoke against his neck. “You have a condition. We’re here to help. Even if it means not being the ones to...okay, that one is getting away from me. You know what I mean.”

	“You’re aggravating my ‘condition’ right now,” Alex muttered.

	“Feels good, doesn’t it?”

	“Yes, but it makes the rest of being in public a little difficult.”

	“You know Lorelei’s distracting Victoria so you can enjoy it, right?” Rachel whispered against his neck.

	That made perfect sense. He let out a deep breath. “And then I’m more wound up.”

	“We could fix that now,” she taunted playfully. “What if I...?” Then she gasped, spinning around against him to look across the city. “Oh fuck! Jumper!”

	“What?” Alex blinked. Rachel leaped away from his arms, fading straight through the balcony rails. Her wings spread out over the street. In a single beat of broad white feathers, she was gone.

	He shook himself. She held Dominion over the city. She had shit to do. Suicidal distress took priority over his heavy breath and raging hard-on. Without question. Totally agreed.

	Damn it.

	“It’s a little blustery this high up, isn’t it?” Lorelei asked as he returned. Her question came with a note of innocence, but he understood she was covering for him. She knew Rachel was playing with him on the balcony. She knew the angel abruptly stopped, too.

	She always knew.

	“Guess so.” His smile toward Victoria came naturally, though he hoped it didn’t come off as flirty—or worse. “Sorry if I held anything up. Got distracted.”

	“No, it’s fine. I started showing Lorelei the kitchen but we got sidetracked on the décor. This set-up is the most open of the three-bedroom units. Plenty of room for entertaining a dinner party or something casual. I know some of the neighbors have active social lives.”

	“How well is the noise controlled?” asked Lorelei.

	“You’d be surprised. These units are all well-insulated. You can be as loud as you want.” The realtor strode out from behind the island counter to resume the tour. Alex looked straight down at her legs. He rebuked himself in time to meet her blue eyes when she glanced back to him. “Are you the party animal types?”

	“Privately,” said Alex. She grinned and continued on. He blinked in surprise at the sudden cool confidence in his voice, only to note a wry smirk from Lorelei.

	Victoria didn’t go far, having more to say about the living room before moving on. “All the hard wood is real, obviously. Plenty of jacks for cable or internet and plenty of plugs.” She turned back around unexpectedly. They didn’t bump into each other, but they came close together. Sudden eye contact interrupted her flow. “If you ever...need extra outlets.”

	“If you want it enough, you can always make something fit,” said Alex.

	“Good,” she replied. Gently clearing her throat, Victoria continued on. “Let me show you the bedrooms. You’re gonna love them.”

	With her back turned, Alex winced at his phrasing. “Wow,” he mouthed silently, only to find Lorelei by his side with a knowing grin. Her hand slipped into his as they followed their guide.

	“You’re good at this,” she murmured.

	“I don’t see how.”

	“You have warmth and charm. Empathy and intuition will beat practiced lines every time. Rachel left?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Also: hallway closets on the way to the bedrooms,” Victoria went on. “Love those. Both of the bedroom suites have their own bathrooms, with another in the hallway and a half-bath right here outside the spare bedroom—or office or whatever you want to do with it.”

	“Wait, what?” Alex mumbled. Victoria continued on with the tour as if she didn’t hear. She gestured to the rooms on either side of the hallway, talking about space and air flow or energy or whatever. He didn’t hear. He was still stuck on the math.

	Three bedrooms. Four bathrooms. All in one condo, all with one floor. Hell, there were even six units on this floor and apparently the corner condos were bigger somehow. He didn’t realize the building was that big when looking at it from the outside.

	They were in the bathroom attached to the master bedroom by the time he caught up with the conversation. Of course, the ‘main’ bedroom suite was big. Its bathroom was bigger than his bedroom at home. And the tub... “What.”

	“I’m sorry?” Victoria asked, turning back to him.

	Alex shook it off. “Sorry, what were you saying? My mind wandered.”

	“Oh, only that it’s a tankless water heater. Never runs out.”

	“Right,” said Alex. Naturally. How awful if one had to live with such deprivation as finite hot water. The mere thought of it could make someone drop their monocle.

	“Is there anything else you’d like me to show you?” Victoria’s eyes held his all over again.

	“Sure,” he answered, then blinked away his other all-consuming distraction. “I mean, if there’s more to see?” God damn it that’s not better, Alex.

	“The rooftop patio is nice. There’s also a gym with a sauna and a community center with a nice little theater room.” She said it as if she didn’t catch any hidden meaning to his question, except her grin confirmed that yes, she absolutely did.

	“Alex.” Lorelei stepped in closer, her hand in his again. A casual tilt of her head and the look in her eye carved intimacy out of nothing, even with someone else right there. He loved that about her. He wanted more. “What do you think?”

	“About the place? It’s amazing. Obviously. They’ve all been amazing.” He’d been blown away by the other condos they toured, too.

	“It still hasn’t sunk in yet,” Lorelei joked to Victoria, but she focused on him. “Alex. We can live here. Together. It’s more than a nice thought. Do you like this one better than the others?”

	“Yeah. Do you?”

	Her lips spread in a smile. He thought about drowning in those lips once. He still did. She looked back to Victoria. “We’ll take it.”

	“Oh? Great. Do you need to call a lender or any other arrangements before we start the paperwork?”

	“No lender. I’d prefer to do this in cash. Whenever you’re ready. Right now, if you like.”

	Victoria’s face brightened at the opportunity. “We can get right on it, of course. I can call up the offer forms on my tablet. Give me a few minutes? I’ll be at the counter in the kitchen and we can go over everything.”

	“Of course. Take your time,” said Lorelei.

	Victoria strode out with purpose, leaving Alex and Lorelei alone in the otherwise empty master bedroom. “Cash?” he asked.

	“Electronic, of course. Don’t ask me to do this twice. I don’t have that kind of money,” said Lorelei. “It’s not uncommon. Foreign investors operate this way. It’s one of the drivers behind everything awful in this market. Forgive me for adopting the same ruthless approach, love. At least we plan to actually live here.”

	“You really want this? It’s not too sudden?” he asked.

	Her face drew close to his. She stroked the back and side of his scalp with sensuous fingers. “We really want this,” she told him. “You know I sense your desires. All of them.”

	“I’ve...been...distracted.” His hands were on her hips now. Magically. They just wound up there on their own.

	“Yes. You have enjoyed most of it. So have I.” Her mouth came so close, her words falling like kisses slowly trailed across his face. “You know my feelings on all of this.”

	“You’re not buying this place just because I like it, right?”

	Her smile became playful. He could feel it against his skin. “Rachel likes it. The view helps her. And this is my happily ever after, too.” She pulled back, but her eyes had him as enthralled as her teasing lips. “That shower is big enough for all three of us to play.”

	She was right, of course. He glanced at it again. His thoughts turned instantly from class and economic discomfort to much more seductive images. Lorelei’s touch goaded him.

	“Do you fear our passion will slow once we share a home?” she laughed. “I plan to be naked here most of the time.”

	It was too much to resist. Alex kissed her, pulling her close at the waist. Her tongue teased his until the kiss became a melding of hunger and need. He felt her balance shift once, then to the other side, but thought nothing of it until their lips parted. The taunting gleam in her eye made him wonder why she stopped until she lifted one hand to show the black lace that dangled from her fingers.

	“We have time,” she whispered. “But only if we make it quick.”

	He pushed her against the wall. Lorelei grinned at his sudden rough treatment, inviting more. Alex heard the jingle of his unfastened belt buckle as they moved. She’d already undone his jeans, literally before he knew it this time.

	Her fingers hooked into his boxer briefs and pulled down. He kissed her neck, but she leaned in toward him and whispered, “No time for more foreplay. We both need this.”

	She raised her thigh against his hip. The touch of her fingers against his hardened flesh was enough to catch his breath, but she guided his cock to greater pleasures. Spread legs and a warm and damp welcome beneath her skirt were all he really needed.

	Alex speared Lorelei against the wall, forcing a voiceless breath of satisfaction from his lover. Her hands behind his neck and his back clutched at him like claws. He thrust hard again. A quiet whimper goaded him into more. He heeded Lorelei’s plea.

	“Yes. Yesss,” she hissed.

	“I love you,” he breathed. “So much.”

	“Oh, Alex,” she moaned. “You can be dirtier than that.”

	His eyes flared at her grin. He fucked her harder, pounding her against the wall. He didn’t worry about Victoria hearing anything. Lorelei’s magic could take care of that.

	Or perhaps not.

	“Sorry this is taking a minute,” Victoria called from the hallway. Alex and Lorelei stopped, looking at one another with wide eyes. The click of her heels against the hardwood floor heralded her arrival. “It’s a lot to download, but it’s coming along.”

	Like being snapped from a daydream, Alex realized they were right beside the doorway. Even an interruption like this couldn’t break him entirely from so much sensation. He was still buried within Lorelei, still hot, still wired. Lorelei’s breath came out heavy, too. She didn’t let go of his waist or his neck. Not now.

	The simplest gestures and looks communicated everything.

	His hands clutched at her ass. Her legs hooked around his waist. Alex carried her only a few steps to the edge of the doorway, thankful for her calves holding his completely unfastened slacks in place. He leaned only his head out past the doorframe and trusted Lorelei’s magic to handle the rest. “No worries! Wrapped up in plans for the bedroom already. Obvious stuff.”

	Victoria grinned as if she saw nothing at all amiss. “Let me know if you want ideas.”

	She headed down the hall again. Alex turned his attention back to Lorelei and her look of unguarded, blissful arousal. “We may live this way from now on, love,” she breathed. “This is our normal.”

	 


Lifestyle Changes

	 

	Late September

	 

	MONDAY

	 

	He looked at his phone before getting out of bed, which was always a mistake.

	It hadn’t happened for a couple of weeks. The recent sharp, wild turns of his life disrupted so many habits. For the first time since the turns began, he woke up alone.

	New bed. New bedroom. New home. Blearily, he reached for one bit of forgotten routine and the steps fell into place: wake up, look at the world, get mad before even getting dressed. The old clock radio with the insipid morning DJ was gone, so at least he didn’t wake up to that. His phone didn’t deliver another asshole with a gun and a body count or something else fucked up in the news.

	Instead, it was personal.

	“The first couple jokes were funny but this is getting old fast,” Alex typed into the chat program. He only had to delete and re-type four times. Morning fingers. “I don’t poke at anyone else over their bf or gf.”

	Carrie is typing, read the pop-up text under his post, and then he saw it: “Most of us only have one.” Perhaps to soften the jab, she followed it with a winking emoji, but laughing faces blinked into view after it. Other responses were already incoming.

	“Surprised you’re even talking to us now,” said Chang.

	“Yeah, why are you banging away on your phone when you have 2 gfs?” wrote Robbie.

	“Phrasing,” wrote Nicole. And Chang. And Carrie. And Drew.

	Great. Now Drew’s on, thought Alex. A pop-up warned of Jason typing. He held off in case Jason was about to apologize for being a little too informative with their other friends about his new relationship status. One teasing reference was fine; four in a week apparently left more than enough of a trail for Carrie to pick up.

	“Phrasing is so old,” Jason posted.

	“OK, you realize this means twice the usual relationship stuff, right?” Alex typed. “More than twice. It’s all the talking and listening for every person and then more to make sure it works for everyone.” He hit send, then responded directly to the crack that got him irritated in the first place: “We aren’t ‘fucking every possible minute.’ WTF.”

	White fabric smacked into his face. He blinked, twitched, and found the garment in his hands over his lap. Lace edging decorated the panties now covering his phone.

	“I see you there lying about me,” Rachel taunted from the doorway.

	He hadn’t noticed the faint glow around the room when she arrived, but he noticed everything about her now: the sparkle in her blue eyes, the ethereal glow of the halo surrounding her blonde hair, the wings, that playful grin undermining her innocent image, and—right now especially—her lithe figure. Rachel’s dress was a variation on a consistent theme for her, tending always to short, white, and flattering.

	The hem of that dress rode slightly bunched up at one side, revealing much more slender leg than usual. The explanation covered his hands.

	He’d touched them before, of course, but he’d never stopped to look at them. They felt like silk but better somehow. “What are these made out of, anyway?” he asked. “Does someone do lacework in Heaven? Do you make them yourself? Is there a store?”

	“Don’t try to change the subject.”

	“These are legitimate questions.”

	“I’ve got more than those. You want to keep ‘em for a thorough examination?” she teased.

	Alex glanced down at again without thinking, but his mind caught up with his reactions a heartbeat later. “I really shouldn’t be turned on by that.”

	“You’re more about the intimacy than the fetish.” Rachel’s wings and halo faded out as she came up onto the big bed, soon face to face with her knees tucked under herself. “You don’t really want to keep my lingerie. But you know I’d be all about it if you did. It’s the acceptance and enabling that gets your feelings mushy and your junk hard.

	“That’s the only psychoanalysis freebie I’m giving out today. You have to work out the rest of this yourself.”

	“The rest?” Alex wondered.

	She slid her panties off his fingers and nudged his phone. “Why are you lying about me?”

	“I can’t tell them the truth about you.” He wasn’t sure where he was supposed to go with this. He didn’t question how she knew what he wrote from across the room. She saw things in people. It was an angel thing. “You said too many people know the truth already.”

	“Fuck all that bullshit.” Her flirty grin kept doing things to his emotions, and his body. So did everything else about her. “I’m talking about you.”

	“I’m lying to myself?”

	“Aren’t you?”

	Alex looked down at his phone. Everything he said about communication was real. Here they were again. If that wasn’t bullshit... “We aren’t fucking every possible minute,” he said.

	“We’re not?”

	He opened his mouth, then closed it. “Not literally.”

	“Literal isn’t the point.”

	He wasn’t sure how to respond, but his heartbeat had a lot to say. So did other parts of his body. He reacted to her voice, her smile, and her piercing words. She did things to him.

	Rachel gently poked his chest. “Sexual awakening plus a succubus curse.” She tapped her own chest. “Thousands of years of pent-up horny loneliness.” She gestured to the bathroom. “Genuine sex demon. We fuck a lot.”

	“Yeah.” He swallowed hard. She knew how much she was turning him on, but she wanted answers, too.

	She tapped his phone with her fingernail. “Why are you lying to yourself, then? About us?”

	“I don’t want that to be all there is,” he answered slowly. His eyes returned to hers to find a raised eyebrow and a grin. “I don’t ever want to take it for granted or ignore the rest. Or make you think I do.”

	“Not in a million years. That’s not who you are. That’s not who any of us are. It’s why we’re in love. All three of us. And it’s also why there’s so much fucking.”

	“Yeah,” Alex agreed.

	“So, with that settled,” she said, “what do you want to do right now?”

	Alex caught her with a kiss, but his mind was on more than her welcoming mouth. His hands slid up her thighs, fingers catching under the hem of her dress to push it upward along with his caress. She pulled away the sheets from his waist as he reached her hips. Alex pushed Rachel’s dress up and over as she leaned back, arms up to accommodate him.

	The kiss parted to get the dress over her head and away. Fully uncovered now, the pause held as they looked at one another’s bodies. Rachel’s fingers ran down his chest and his abs. He was lean as always, but recent changes left him with definition and tone. It was hardly the only thing she liked about his body. She wasn’t shy about any of it.

	Alex could touch only her arms and her sides while she reached out directly with her roaming hands, but he could still see. Clothed, she made his heart ache. Naked, she threatened to stop it entirely. It happened every time. His need for her soared, leaving him almost shaking.

	“How long can you stay?” he murmured.

	“Never know for sure.” Her voice shook like his. “Always some fuckery around the corner. I think I’ve got time, but what if I’m wrong?” One hand closed around the hardened shaft between them as if he wasn’t turned on out of his mind already. “Only so many possible minutes.”

	He kissed her harder, hungrier, both of them rising up on their knees to press together. Her stroking hand made it impossible to continue that for long. Alex pushed Rachel onto her back. Spread legs welcomed him to settle in over her, one hand guiding his cock. Relentless first penetration sank ever deeper. She writhed and moaned in delight with him fully sheathed.

	“Ooh fuck yes, I love it,” she declared. Alex withdrew enough to fuck her slowly, kissing her neck. “Wow. Babe. Why do we talk so much?”

	“I dunno,” he breathed. The grind was irresistible. So was her appreciation. “Fucked up priorities, I guess.”

	“Right? Unh. Lover. More. All morning, I hope. Fuck.”

	He leaned back, thrusting indulgently, but still slow. “All morning? You think?”

	“Mnh, yeah. All the bases are covered,” Rachel confessed. “Sometimes I want this.”

	“Sometimes?” he grinned.

	“Literally...all the...fuckin’ time. Mmnh. What’re you doing?”

	“Looking at you,” he said. “I love looking at you like this.”

	Rachel’s eyes fluttered under his continued thrusts. She had little else to say until his thumb stroked the wet skin between her legs. Then she squirmed and moaned even more.

	Movement to one side drew his attention. Lorelei leaned one knee on the bed, fully dressed—business casual this time, but arresting as always. “I’m off to interview with the conservatory,” she said in a soft, sultry voice. “This should be only a formality, but if you would continue to empower me until I’m finished, I’ll be carnally grateful.”

	The angel looked up at her with an unspoken word on her lips. Lorelei smothered it with a deep kiss, lingering only to give the same to Alex. Her lovers watched her saunter out of the bedroom without another word.

	Alex thought about checking the time on his phone, but it was out of reach. He couldn’t take his eyes off the angel in bed with him, anyway—and he could cut a class or two once in a while. As long as it didn’t become a habit.

	Often.

	 

	 

	TUESDAY

	 

	He patted himself down one last time before leaving the bedroom. Keys, wallet, phone. Cool. Alex headed out looking sharp and even a couple minutes ahead of schedule for once as a result of determined focus and a little overcompensation.

	Empty boxes still littered the hallway, the kitchen, and the empty dining area. Not all of the furniture had arrived yet. They were still living on delivery and take-out. Transitional, but happy. He crossed over toward the foyer for his jacket and helmet, looking back to the mostly-settled living room in search of a goodbye. “Hey, I’m out...wow.”

	That swell of happiness at domestic comfort turned to a swell of other feelings.

	Lorelei reclined on one couch with a book in hand. Nothing covered her but for the black silk robe draped over her shoulders and arms, which she left wide open in the middle. She seemed almost posed for a photograph. Her body arrested his mind and his eyes, dragging his gaze up her long and perfect legs to the breathtaking allure of her bared waist, her glamour model figure, breasts Taylor called ‘unfair,’ and then the face he fell in love with every time he saw her.

	It hadn’t been twenty minutes since he got in the shower. She woke him with indulgence again this morning, riding him in the darkness for pure mutual satisfaction. They’d made love through much of the night before, too. None of it mitigated his reaction to the sight of her nude on the couch.

	She smiled back at him, saying nothing as if to graciously give him the moment. She knew. She always knew.

	He walked to her without conscious thought. “God, you’re beautiful.”

	“Thank you,” said Lorelei. She put the book down, but otherwise didn’t break her pose. “You drive me to distraction yourself.”

	A faint grin played at his lips. Humor didn’t break his rapture. “Nah. I don’t even compare.”

	“I would argue, but your humility sometimes enhances your charm.”

	“Sometimes?”

	“Yes. I’m also thrilled when you cast it aside. Your range is wonderful,” she teased. “You have another thought on your tongue.”

	“Hard to think of much when I see you like this.”

	“No apologies for that.”

	“Good.” He kept staring, knowing she loved it. That slowly got his thoughts moving on the track again. “Is this...coincidence, or do you want me to stay?”

	Her smile spread nearly to laughter, but not at his expense. “Both, love. You like seeing me like this.”

	“Yeah,” he said, though it wasn’t a question.

	“Your desires feed me and please me. But no, this is not a lure. I have no need to leave today. I likely won’t get dressed for hours. Perhaps not even before you get home, or after.” She winked softly. “By then it certainly will be a trap.”

	“It’s just that you’re kind of posing,” he said. “You’re laid out like a photo shoot. I don’t know if that’s for you or for me.”

	“Consciously neither, but happily both. Do I want you to stay? Yes. Always. But the rest of your mortal life helps us both temper the obsession. Perhaps it makes the rest that much better.”

	“Perhaps?”

	“I think we’re both being a little too careful, and I might resent looking on the bright side of that,” she confessed.

	He laughed a little. ‘What if we have too much sex?’ really was the best problem. Yet those desires were also real. His kept growing. “Right. I’ll be straight home after work. I only asked because I didn’t want ignore you, but I didn’t want to assume, either.”

	She tilted her head with a new thought before sitting upright. Even that shift was like another display—long black hair brushed over her shoulders, knees together and directed at him, chest out, all a completely unrehearsed, perfectly executed softcore performance. Her eyes flicked up to him as if to acknowledge his appreciation.

	“And as I wait for the conservatory and our remaining deliveries, you’re worried I’ll be bored and lonely at home without you?” She grinned. “Or are you wondering how I’ll pass the time?”

	“I’m sure you can take care of yourself, but it crossed my mind.”

	Without breaking eye contact, she picked up the remote for the flat screen newly mounted on the wall. Alex didn’t look away from Lorelei until he heard the volume slowly rise.

	Feminine breathing came from the speakers. Breathing, and then moaning, and soft, rhythmic slaps. She was young and dark-haired, wearing only thigh-high stockings and heels, bent over a countertop with a man taking her from behind. Another woman loomed in the doorway beyond the pair as if unknown to them, watching with one hand in her pants.

	Alex had instant thoughts about the movie and even recognized one face, but details outside the screen were more important. This was already running when Lorelei turned it on. The quality was good, too.

	Fingers stroked his hip, and soon his groin. “You needed more sleep last night,” said Lorelei. “I had some time on my hands.”

	“Is this a subscription?” he wondered.

	“One of seven so far,” she said. Alex found her grinning when he blinked and looked back at her. “So much of this whole genre is terrible, I’ll admit, but I love it all. From the artistic to the coarse. The ability to create all this is criminally underappreciated.”

	“You’re going to stay home and watch porn?” Alex blinked.

	“Depending on how the mood takes me. I may go out for a bit, or you may come home to find me right where you leave me. I looked forward to sharing this with you, love. I’ve nothing to hide from you.”

	Lorelei stood. Matching Alex in height, she came in close, her hands gently tracing his sides as her breath fell on his lips. “My lust is immortal, Alex. Music, the conservatory—those are all hobbies. I cherish them, but this is my calling. In thousands of years, I have never had enough. My fascination has never waned. This is who I am...and it means so much that I can share it all with you.

	“I want nothing and no one as much as I want you and Rachel. For you, everything is an offer, whether made consciously or not. I told you my body will always invite yours, and we will never tire of each other. I keep telling you this not because you don’t believe, but because you do... and because you like hearing it so much.”

	She knew what she was doing to him. Of course she did. The sounds of sex from the TV put an extra edge on his desires as if taunting him, or perhaps enabling.

	“You have to be at work soon,” she whispered. “Eight whole hours, more with lunch and the commute.” Her fingers slipped up to his belt and the zipper of his slacks. “Can I help you get through your day?”

	He trembled. She smelled so good. Felt so good. “Yes.”

	Alex gently pushed her back. Surprised, Lorelei let out an uncharacteristic yelp, but she even made falling back onto a couch look sexy. She understood everything as soon as Alex settled to his knees in front of her.

	“Ooh, love,” she breathed. His caress parted her thighs and gave her a shiver. “This wasn’t what either of us had in mind,” she challenged with a crooked grin.

	“You’re the one with the immortal lust.” His touch ran inward, around the back of her thighs, then pulled her forward on the couch for better access. “Gotta deal with that all day. I’ve at least got work to distract me.”

	Alex kissed his way down one leg, neither slowly nor fast. For all her experience and power, Lorelei enjoyed with as much sensitivity as any mortal—or more. She shook at the first touch of his tongue near her damp center, not even yet against her sex, and let out a louder moan with his first probing lick against her lips. Her scent intoxicated him as always. The taste of her took him further into arousal, but he kept his wits.

	Her remark about casting aside his humility was a good one, but he’d always been a self-aware sort. “I don’t have long,” he warned softly.

	“Of course,” said Lorelei. Then he made her moan again, this time adding his fingers to the work of his mouth. Matters only intensified from there.

	Lorelei ran her fingers through his hair, pulling him in closer as he kissed and probed. Her breath deepened. Her eyes tilted upward, lids fluttering until they closed. She grew hot as she enjoyed him.

	“Unh!” The first ever-so-gentle lick against her clit sent a jolt through her whole body. She sank back and surrendered as his attention escalated. It was faster than either of them would have liked, but satisfaction before he left was more of a gift than she expected.

	“Alex,” she breathed. “Have I told you... doing this... is... dangerous... for anyone else?”

	“How dangerous?”

	“Addictive. Many would never... want to stop,” she told him. “And would give... anything... for more.”

	His tongue laved her with long indulgence, threatening to split her mind. Fingers penetrated her, curving perfectly as he knew just where to go. “Feels pretty dangerous to me, too.”

	She groaned and sank into his service, knowing climax was not far off. She was every bit as much at his mercy as Alex was at hers.

	 

	 

	WEDNESDAY

	 

	“You’re hardly ignoring me, love. I’m right here beside you.”

	“Yeah, but I’m not exactly paying attention to you.”

	“I feel your desires. They tell me differently.”

	“Fucking little bitch, I’m dead again! Are you even playing this fucking game?” The voice from the speakers drowned out every other sound effect as Alex sent his character through gunfire and explosions to heal another player.

	“There are also other hints of your attentions,” teased the woman curled up against his side.

	Alex let out a sigh. “It’s his fault for charging off to nowhere. I’m doing my job.” Then he dropped on the screen from a single hit.

	Too late, another character warned, “Sniper!”

	“Also I never claimed to be awesome at this,” Alex grumbled. On the screen, he cycled through death and respawn, but his eyes turned immediately to his right. Lorelei cuddled against him with her black silk robe closed this time in good-natured support of his focus. Even that left him hyper aware of what awaited beneath.

	She stole a kiss against his neck. Her hand wandered his body, running down his bare chest to the waistband of his flannel pajama pants. Even without active seduction, the nearness of her and her open affection was a luxury.

	Rain poured down against the windows and the sliding door to their thin balcony. Lights in the living room were dim, with the fireplace providing more ambience than warmth. The colorful and frenetic game on the screen only spoiled the atmosphere of comfort and seclusion when one of the players spoke. Thankfully, it wasn’t often.

	“You are at least a couple of weeks out of practice,” Lorelei conceded. “Life has brought so many distractions.”

	“More like the game is the distraction,” he confessed. “A couple warm-up matches is all good but I’d feel better about my choices if my friends would log on. Staying connected to people was the whole point of this.”

	“You enjoy the game in itself.”

	“That’s true.” Respawned again, Alex guided his character back toward the fight. “It’s nice to veg out a bit. I wanted to come home right after my last class, but I knew if I didn’t get one of those assignments done, I’d just get distracted again and be a bundle of stress all night. Still got more to do. At some point, I needed a break from the stress.”

	“Ah. Is that what I felt earlier?”

	“Hm?”

	“We didn’t exactly slump into the couch the moment we were both at home.” Lorelei’s smile carried through in her voice. “Lust, release, relief...and I tasted a slight bit of resentment amid your passion at the beginning.”

	“Whoa, that wasn’t anything about you,” Alex began.

	“I know, and I loved it,” Lorelei whispered into his ear. “You don’t need to explain. I understand. If I was hurt, I would tell you in the moment. I never doubt your love. I want the rest of you, too. Let me take all of your stress and all of your frustrations. Especially when you give them up like that.”

	He made it back to the fight. Gunshots flew in every direction. He looked for a teammate to heal, but he also felt a hand at his groin.

	“I would indulge you in every dark pleasure you desire,” said Lorelei.

	“You’re, um, indulging me in a lot right now,” he replied. Tremors from his inner thigh to his crotch didn’t make finessing the controls any easier.

	“Oh, I know exactly what decadence to provide while you play this game.” She grinned as his eyes widened and his breath caught. “It’s interesting enough to get a sense of this game, but I have other ways of sharing this time with you going forward.”

	His eyes were wide. Too good to be true, but then, it would hardly be the first time.

	The game bleeped loudly. His character fell to the floor.

	“Aw, again? Just quit playing this game already,” complained the angry teammate. “God, this is the worst. Why do you even play?”

	“One wonders, with fully-grown brats on your team,” Lorelei muttered.

	“I dunno. Something about being social with friends or some nonsense.” Alex was happy to turn his attention back into the shrinking space between them. That brought his eyes in the direction of the balcony. “Wow, it’s really coming down out there now,” he said—and then noticed a new arrival.

	Rachel spun and landed with a stable but graceless stomp, her back to the door and her body soaking wet from head to toe. Her wings spread out of view to either side of the door and beat once, then folded and faded out of sight. She leaned on the balcony, head tilted back to welcome the rain in a posture of weary relief.

	Her dress clung to her body with an unusual tinge of green. Rachel slid one hand down her arm, then the other, as if slicking something off—and then unceremoniously pulled her dress up over her shoulders, leaving her only in soaking wet panties. She wrung the dress once before slapping it down onto the balcony.

	“Wow,” Alex breathed. He felt bad for being so mesmerized, recognizing the foul mood in her body language, but that body was still right in front of him.

	“Yes,” said Lorelei.

	“I shouldn’t be staring. She looks like she’s had a rough day.”

	“Feel no guilt,” said Lorelei, also staring. “Whether or not she knows we see her, she enjoys our lust as a comfort. She knows us.”

	Rachel ran her hands through tangled hair, let it fall against her back and then wrung it out. As if it only then occurred to her, she stripped out of her remaining garment, too, throwing it on top of the dress at her feet.

	Alex thought idly of how no one else could see her. Then he remembered that wasn’t entirely true. “Hey if there are other angels looking this way, would they see? Does she not care?”

	“Probably not. Let them choke on their desires if they are watching,” said Lorelei.

	“Feel like I might,” Alex admitted.

	“We all feel that way about one another.” She leaned her head back into his shoulder. “You know that, don’t you?”

	He slipped an arm around her. “Thank you for saying so.”

	“It’s the truth. You’ll hear it more often.”

	“Hey, have you respawned yet?” asked a teammate. “Are you playing? Where the fuck are you?” Alex glanced at the screen only long enough to mute the channel.

	After rubbing herself down in the rain, Rachel shook herself and passed intangibly through the glass, stopping to drip on the doormat.

	“Fucking squiddy demons.” She pointed irritably out the window. “Stupid, fuck-ugly squiddies, right on the fucking waterfront. It’s filthy. Do you know what kind of chemical garbage shit is in that water? Bullshit mortals just put in there? And then all the demon squid piss and dead shit? It’s fucking gross!”

	“I can only imagine,” said Lorelei.

	“Yeah,” said Alex. “You don’t look like you carried it out with you.”

	“I didn’t. I burned out the squiddies and their garbage and that stuff doesn’t stick to angels anyway, but I still feel gross. I need a shower. Angels aren’t supposed to need showers, but you know what? Fuck it, I live here. I’m showering.”

	“Can we help you?” he asked.

	“What, shower?” Her shoulders sank, some of her anger melting at his words. “Would you? I had the dumbest day and I’m all tense and I’d love it if you’d fuck it out of me.”

	“Say no more,” said Lorelei. She rose from the couch.

	“Hey, Alex, we’re here,” said a voice from the speakers. He glanced only once to find his friend group icon instead of the team chat on the screen. “Everyone else is logging on. Soon as you cycle out of your game, we can go.”

	Alex stood, hitting the mic on the controller for only a brief reply: “Sorry, gotta log off, maybe next time.” With that, he killed the power and tossed the controller on the couch.

	Rachel and Lorelei watched him, but only one showed any surprise. “Didn’t you plan that game all week?” Rachel asked.

	“Whatever. You had a rough day and you want stress sex? I know my priorities.”

	 

	 

	THURSDAY

	 

	Nothing stirred in the darkness. No sound broke the silence, no lights or motion. Alex looked to each side of the big bed and found himself alone. He had no idea why he had awakened.

	Damn it. I’ve got work in the morning. Gonna have to steal some time to finish that other assignment, too... assuming I’m not brain dead. Need to get back to sleep. God, I’ve got so much shit to do.

	What time is it? No, better off not knowing. Whatever. He rolled onto his side, turned over the pillow, and closed his eyes.

	Waiting to drift off, Alex realized he might fall asleep easier if he hit the bathroom first. He didn’t turn on lights, feeling his way around instead, thankfully not knocking anything over. On his way out again, the water from the sink only woke him up a little more as he washed up. Go back to sleep, he told himself. It’s fine. Whatever.

	A sob from the hallway stopped him as he reached the edge of the bed. He heard a second in quick succession. Through the open door, he thought he saw a faint shimmer of light against the hallway walls. Rachel?

	He paused to feel around for the flannel pajama pants at the foot of the bed, but gave up on it after only a couple of seconds. They both kept pulling his clothes off, anyway. At some point he should probably get comfortable being naked at home. It wasn’t like his lovers had the slightest inhibitions about it.

	Out in the hallway, he felt surer about the light being Rachel’s even if it was dim. He knew it was her voice, too, still only in sobs and gasps. Presumably Lorelei was with her, but if so, she said nothing. Alex followed the light out of the hallway wondering what could be wrong... and then felt silly for worrying.

	Rachel lay on her back on the kitchen’s island counter, thighs up and parted, one hand over her mouth as she sobbed again. Between those slender legs, Lorelei’s bowed head slowly moved and nudged. She claimed one of Rachel’s breasts with a soft, sensuous grip. Motion from one bared shoulder suggested the other hand was exactly where Alex thought it was.

	“Mhmh! Fuck!” Rachel moaned. Her hand muffled her voice, but now Alex knew who had woken him up.

	They were beautiful together, loving and dirty. They could’ve zonked him out with magic and taken up half the bed, or gone for any of the couches, but here they were at the kitchen counter. One of them on the kitchen counter. The dynamic spoke volumes about their relationship.

	Hot as it was, Alex decided to leave them alone. As a trio of lovers, they shared freely and loved being together. Even so, each pairing needed their own intimacy.

	He was turning away when Lorelei looked up from between Rachel’s legs. She beckoned him over with a gesture. Alex hadn’t made a sound, but Lorelei always felt his desires. He couldn’t see them like this and feel anything else.

	The view got so much better as he rounded the island counter. Lorelei stood naked, working and manipulating their lover. Rachel’s dress was bunched up over her waist and off her shoulders. She looked up at him in vulnerability, a touch of shame, and far too much helpless pleasure to act on either.

	He knew any such shame ran only deep enough to get her that much hotter. Alex leaned in and kissed her without a word. She moaned into his mouth, but felt too good to hold the kiss for long and broke away with another gasp.

	“Alex,” said Lorelei.

	He came around to her side. Her mouth no longer covered Rachel’s pussy, but her fingers kept the angel in the same state. She hardly even needed to look. “I’m glad you’re here. You know what would elevate her joy?” Her approving eyes at his groin answered the question before he could.

	Then she frowned.

	“Happy to help if I can,” said their sleepy but fully aroused partner. Caressing Rachel’s thigh, he stepped in between her legs as Lorelei ceded her spot—though she didn’t stop stroking and probing. A doubt arose in his mind as he took the position. He realized it was the same doubt that made Lorelei frown.

	“Damn,” said Lorelei.

	“Huh?” Rachel panted.

	“The counter’s too high,” said Alex.

	“It is. Damn it,” Lorelei grumbled.

	“Wha?” asked Rachel, still delirious.

	“It’s close, but it’s gonna be weird,” Alex thought out loud. “Maybe if I had a thick book to stand on...?”

	“No, it’s no good if it isn’t comfortable,” said Lorelei. “Damn. I didn’t look closely enough when we moved in. I’m usually a better judge of these things.”

	“It’s not a big deal,” said Alex.

	“Wha’s wrong?” Rachel asked dreamily.

	“It’s frustrating,” said Lorelei. She nodded her head at Rachel, who still squirmed under her manipulation. “She’s already drifting out of the state she’s in. Should we have the countertop lowered?”

	“At three AM?” Alex blinked.

	“Going out of my fucking mind,” Rachel pleaded.

	“Love, shh,” Lorelei told her. She leaned in to kiss Rachel’s wet sex, fingers still softly swirling and probing. The effort produced a loud whine and Rachel arched her back. It also gave Alex more options.

	“Here, keep going,” he murmured. Alex bent, his mouth joining Lorelei’s at their lover’s groin for only a moment of affection. He didn’t want to get in her way, but he did want to share in a little direct affection. A loud moan announced all the appreciation he could want to hear. Lorelei persisted, centering herself in front of Rachel as Alex moved out...and then directly behind the succubus.

	“Oh,” Lorelei murmured approvingly at the hand that slid down her ass. Her stance shifted as she read his intentions perfectly. As always, her body welcomed his. She groaned as his cock slid once between her legs and then slowly, deeply inside her.

	The sensation overwhelmed every time. If he was awake and interested before, his arousal soared now. A second slow thrust brought a moan from all three lovers as the magic binding them shared his rush with them. Rachel’s helpless ecstasy intensified.

	Lorelei pushed her ass back against him. She wanted more. Alex had a clouded thought that he might distract her from Rachel, but when his eyes fluttered open again to take in the sight he saw no reason to worry. Lorelei continued to devour and probe like she couldn’t get enough of either lover. She couldn’t, of course. That only made everything better.

	“Oh yeah ooh!” Rachel yelped in climax on the counter. Lorelei didn’t let up. Once wouldn’t be enough. That didn’t make things any less intense for Rachel. Alex didn’t let up, either.

	In a moment of sensation, hips thrusting and his nerves overwhelmed, his head turned and his eyes unconsciously found the clock on the microwave across the kitchen.

	He needed to sleep. He had work tomorrow. Homework after that. Papers due soon.

	Lorelei moaned. He thrust into her relentlessly, wanting more, swept away by her beautiful ass against his hips and the sight of Rachel beneath her in spasms and euphoria.

	This wasn’t just fun or indulgent. This was love. This was important. He could juggle all the rest and power through later.

	Even that decision felt good.

	 

	 

	FRIDAY

	 

	“Look, I hardly even knew what hit me, alright? The Britneys acted like everything was all super-caz, we never talked boundaries—”

	“Wait, super-what?” Taylor interrupted.

	“Caz. You know, like casual?” said Jason.

	“Don’t make up words.” Taylor bent over the pool table to line up her shot. Music and noisy conversations filled the crowded hall. With the weekend at hand, the hall was packed. Its new owners kept a low profile, but they could at least assure themselves of a reserved table.

	“Whatever, look, the point being,” Jason went on for the fifth time, “Amanda’s okay, Eric’s okay, and we don’t have to worry about them anymore. They had some split winning lottery ticket and didn’t want anyone to know for a couple months. Now Eric has a new girlfriend and all three of them went off on a cruise or some shit.”

	“You know this ain’t the best part of the story,” said Wade.

	“They freakin’ disappeared all summer and now we know they’re okay!” Jason argued. “How is that not the best part?”

	“Because they were okay all along.” Drew took a stern but amused stance with his cue stick straight up and down in front of him. “If we didn’t have anything to worry about, that makes the punchline the best part.”

	“It’s not a punchline,” Jason fumed.

	“It kinda is,” Drew maintained.

	“Nobody even filed a missing persons report. Not their families, not Amanda’s dorm, no one. Like magic happened or something. Which I’m only saying now ‘cause of the last couple weeks. Before I thought people were just shitty and ignoring it.”

	“Ain’t like you filed one,” said Wade.

	“No, but...” grumbled Jason.

	“Punchline,” Drew pressed.

	“It’s not!” Jason objected.

	“Side pocket. I want to hear the punchline,” said Taylor. She sent her shot across the table. “Also, that’s game. Rack ‘em, bitches.” She threw Wade a grin as he sighed and got to work.

	“My life isn’t a comedy,” grumbled Jason. He turned to the only friend yet to chime in. “Bro, back me up here.”

	“Huh?” Alex sat on a stool at the tall table against the wall, his head propped up on one arm. “Yeah, it’s great they’re okay.”

	Wade frowned. “Alex, are you okay?”

	“I’m just really tired. It’s been a long week.”

	“School, work, and girls, girls, girls, huh?” Drew prodded.

	“Man. Not cool,” said Jason.

	“What? I like ‘em,” Drew replied.

	“Sounds kinda sexist to me.”

	“I thought it was funny,” said Taylor. “It’s just us. Not like he’s shouting it at a crowd.”

	“Okay, but don’t go making a joke of someone’s sex life.”

	“Oh, that horse done left the barn an’ already got hooked up at a swinger’s party,” said Wade.

	“Punchline,” Drew repeated.

	“Dude,” Jason complained. He looked to Alex again. “Help me out here.”

	“What?” Alex blinked.

	“Man, how tired are you?” asked Wade. “Is everything cool at home?”

	“Yeah, are you alright?” asked Taylor.

	“...I was not prepared for this degree of casual nudity.”

	Drew scratched on the cue ball, sending it bouncing off the table. He stood upright. “Man, get out,” he frowned.

	“Christ,” Wade muttered, turning his back.

	“Yeah, take your privilege problems somewhere else,” said Jason.

	Grinning, Taylor gave Alex a nudge. “Can I come over sometime?”

	 


Rough Day

	 

	Late September

	 

	“You were told not to camp here. You were told where to find the shelters.”

	“It’s one shelter, it’s always full, and it’s across town from the only clinic that takes me.”

	“Not my fuckin’ problem,” said Officer Ward. He nudged a damp shoebox with his foot out of idle curiosity, then kicked it hard across the grass. Tissue paper and plastic wrap trailed from the box as it tumbled away.

	“Hey! That’s my stuff!” cried the other man. An oversized coat teamed with his unkempt hair and beard to hide his youth, but it showed in his eyes and his voice. “You don’t have to smash it, I’m moving.”

	“Yeah, you and everyone else,” said Ward. Noise from the overpass above smothered much of the conversation around the small camp. Police and workers in coveralls dismantled tents and stuffed everything in sight into trash bags. To them, it was all garbage. To others, at least some of it held value.

	“I keep my meds in there,” said Timothy. “The baggies are how I keep the schedule straight. I showed you the prescriptions.” Wincing at some unspoken pain, Timothy knelt to collect it all.

	“Uh-huh.” Ward looked across the small encampment to the skyline. Past the tents, the site gave a good view of the stadiums and Seattle south of downtown. “Bet living outdoors really helps your conditions, too.”

	“You think we’re all out here by choice? We’ve got nowhere else to go.”

	“Nah, not that. I’m thinking you probably don’t pay for those meds, right? Getting them on some kind of public assistance or some shit. Seems like a waste of effort to me is all.”

	“Ryan,” said the angel behind the cop.

	“Yes?” replied another angel.

	“Your boy here is a giant bag of rotting dicks,” said Rachel.

	“I—yes,” Ryan sighed. The glory of his halo and his wings didn’t seem so great when his shoulders slumped and his head hung low. “Sometimes that’s fair.”

	“C’mon, get it moving,” complained Officer Ward. He never once noticed the figures at his back. “I haven’t got all day.”

	“Why, you gonna deal with some actual crime at some point?” asked Timothy.

	Rachel snorted. Then Ward deliberately stepped on one of the little sandwich bags, crushing the pill bottle inside. “Seriously, what the fuck?” she asked.

	“He believes the job has made him harsher,” Ryan began, but shook his head. “He’s wrong.”

	“Yeah, I know he’s wrong. His problem is he’s an insecure fuckin’ shitbird in a position of power and he takes his insecurities out on people who can’t fight back.”

	“And his peers tell him he’s the good guy for it and cable news feeds his paranoia,” said Ryan. “Yes. It turns out I know.”

	“What the fuck, man?” Timothy snapped. “You get to go home tonight. What about me?”

	“Hell, I probably won’t even think about you tonight,” said Ward. He nudged another little bag with his foot.

	“Stop!” shouted another angel. She dropped out of the sky beside the pair, tall and tanned and beautiful, with wings and a halo as bright as any. “No more.”

	“That’s enough, Bill,” Ryan told the cop.

	Ward held his pose.

	Ryan stepped beside him, hardly inches from Ward’s shoulder. “You’re better than this.”

	“Get your act together, kid,” said Ward. “This is pathetic.” He stepped away.

	“Hey there, Melissa,” Rachel greeted the other angel sadly.

	With his tormentor’s back turned, Timothy’s shoulders slumped with only a moment’s relief. It didn’t last. He had more left to salvage than his medication. Timothy turned to the woman standing over him. “Can’t you help me?”

	“I am helping, Timothy,” she said. “Keep going. I’m here.”

	“Whoa, he can see you?” Rachel asked.

	Timothy returned to his salvage. His guardian turned to her peers. “He sees a blur of light between his eyes and the sun. He hears as much of my voice as that one hears of Ryan’s,” she said with a gesture to Ward’s back. “None of it is by my design. He has a talent. And you’re one to talk. How many mortal friends do you have now?”

	“Look, I got caught in some freaky occult sorcery ritual bullshit, okay?” Rachel fumed. “You think I had a choice? It wasn’t my idea.”

	“I’m not judging.” Melissa folded her arms across her chest. “I’m envious. And pleading. You could do something about this.”

	“Yeah, and I’m here.”

	“No. Directly. You have a freedom to interact with mortals the rest of us do not. You don’t run the same risk of harm through contact the way we do,” said Melissa.

	“What am I gonna do? You know how much the divine voice can fuck up their brains. And their souls. Plus I suck at that trick,” Rachel admitted. “Best I can do isn’t any more compelling than an ordinary mortal voice. Ultimately that’s all either of you did here.”

	“You can do more than that. You have the authority now.”

	“I am not doing a full-on appearance, Melissa. You know how complicated that shit gets. Being in Dominion is exactly why I can’t—huh,” she grunted, stopping in thought.

	“What?”

	“I wonder if that’s why they gave me the job.”

	“Of Dominion?”

	“Yeah. You realize a whole fuckload of angels really don’t want us to do anything, ever at all, right? It’s safer for mortals to see and hear me than other angels, sure, but I’ve still gotta worry about all the other complications just like you.”

	“Complications?” Melissa waved at Timothy, and Ward, and then to the rest of the camp being driven out. “You see this suffering and you worry about the complications? I thought you were different, Rachel. I thought you wouldn’t be paralyzed like all the rest.”

	“I hate this whole fuckfest, too, Melissa! What happens if I stop it? What? Whether I jump out and go ‘Booga Booga, I’m an angel, motherfuckers!’ or if I use my normal voice like a rando mortal protestor. What happens if I stop this?”

	“Aside from the consequences of divine contact on unprepared mortals?” asked Ryan. He shook his head. “You would delay this a few days at best. Several of my charges live in this city. This is not a matter of one camp and a few individuals. This is the city’s leadership, caving to pressure from many sides, compromising its way from help to harm. Seattle is awful to the homeless.”

	“You see?” Rachel asked Melissa. “We can’t dive in and fix this. It’s not so simple.”

	“Is that why you focus your time on hunting monsters and demons?” Melissa snapped.

	“Yes! Because then I don’t have to worry about every fucker with an opinion crawling up my ass to argue about faith and free will! Because none of us know the way to fix all this,” Rachel went on, waving to the camp. “And because if we can drive all those evil fuckers out, maybe that takes away some pressure on all the normal fucks to be shittier to each other and maybe the rest of this starts getting better. Maybe.”

	Melissa still fumed, but she didn’t shout. “Demons do not cause this. Mortals decide this all on their own.”

	“I know.” Rachel’s shoulders sagged. “I know. I’ve gotta watch over the whole city, even when it’s being shitty and cruel and dumb. And I’ve gotta play referee for all the guardian angels here, too. You’re both right. We’ve all been through this before. This isn’t anyone’s first time around the block.

	“Let’s do what we can here, okay? I’ll hang around and help as long as I can. Take care of your guy, Melissa, and Ryan... I dunno, try to do something with your asshole.”

	“He has his virtues. Were he beyond redemption, I would have left him,” said Ryan. “I believe you’ve had recent personal experience with greater changes.”

	Venturing deeper into the little camp, Rachel threw him an irritated glance. “Pretty sure she never stepped on anyone’s anxiety meds. And she only steps on people when they ask for it.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	“I wasn’t brought in to appeal to anyone’s benevolence, Matthew. I’m here to help with the more cynical aspects of all this.”

	Despite her pleasant manner, her words stopped Matthew cold—again. She’d done that several times now, along with the other two at the conference table. The first couple of halts were largely a matter of good looks and charm. She knew those reactions well. Now they needed to come to grips with her strategies and her approach to their task.

	Matthew tapped his pen on his notepad, tugged at his collar, and searched for words. “So, you understand...the conservatory is a non-profit organization.”

	“Of course.” Lorelei glanced to the marbled walls, the floor-to-ceiling glass on the other side of the room, and the paintings in custom frames. “Lovely scenery for a non-profit. Do you think this oak conference table was a donation, or was it bought at a yard sale?”

	“Are you accusing us of hypocrisy?” asked the older woman at Matthew’s side.

	“No, not at all, Elizabeth,” Lorelei assured her. “I point out the world in which we operate. The scenery is a necessary expense. We must appear modern and professional. We must give the impression of security and class. All of that attracts money, which the conservatory needs, and which I mean to help acquire.

	“You have donors who support the conservatory because they care about music and the arts. We don’t need to worry about losing them. Their hearts are already invested. We must include them and make them feel appreciated. They’re part of the team. That’s important.

	“The greater challenge, and I suspect the greater share of funding, is from those who care about appearance and acceptance. They don’t come for the performances. They come because this is what wealthy, high-class people are supposed to do. Charitable tax breaks can be found in any number of ways. They come here to belong.”

	Light shimmered in the interior windows behind her counterparts. Lorelei didn’t let the new arrival distract her, even as the source of that light stepped through the glass. No one else noticed. Their eyes were still on Lorelei.

	“I know how to appeal to those desires,” she finished. “That’s why I’m here.”

	“That’s a deeply cynical viewpoint,” said Elizabeth.

	“Oh, I vastly prefer the company of idealists.” Lorelei glanced at the angel behind her. “None of this is to devalue ideals. Again, we should reinforce our appreciation for our true supporters. I’m only focusing on those who might waver.

	“So, we don’t cut the catering budget,” Matthew sighed, looking at his figures.

	“Or take the less expensive venue,” said Elizabeth.

	“No,” said Lorelei. “We don’t have to increase anything. Keep the status quo and let me work from there.”

	“Sounds good to me,” piped up the man at the head of the table. Murmurs of agreement from others backed him up. Matthew frowned at his dashed hopes of cut costs. Elizabeth frowned at Lorelei.

	She was used to that.

	“Shall we move on with the agenda?” Elizabeth threw a glance at Lorelei. “I don’t believe you’re involved in the next item.”

	“No, I am not, and I need to take a call,” Lorelei said pleasantly, rising from her seat. “Matthew, I don’t have an office here, would you mind?”

	“Uh, sure. ‘round the corner in the hallway.”

	Lorelei took in the spread of disappointment and relief in the conference room as she left. None of it surprised her. As soon as she was out the door, she heard from the only opinion in the building she truly cared about. “That was some blunt-force shit in there,” said Rachel. “I figured you were the finesse type.”

	The hallway was largely empty with the conference still going on. No one else would have heard or seen Rachel regardless. Lorelei could cover their conversation with magic, too, but she held her response until they were in Matthew’s office. Supernatural powers were a waste when one could rely on a closed door.

	“Elizabeth annoyed me, so I pushed back,” Lorelei explained. “She knows I’m right, but she prefers not to say the quiet parts out loud.”

	“She smells the brimstone on you,” said Rachel. “So do a couple of others in there.”

	“I am used to it. The rest are not so wary. They see me, they feel the appeal of my glamour and charm, and they want more—and I’m used to that, too. They want to associate with people like me. They want to belong.”

	“Goooood callback,” said Rachel.

	“Thank you.” Lorelei stroked Rachel’s cheek, knowing it wasn’t time for more intense affection. “What’s wrong?”

	“Shows that much, huh?”

	“We’re all still new to one another. But you haven’t come to me in public and waited out my conversations before. And you lack a certain spark of anticipation.”

	“Oh I dunno, getting bent over the desk and demon-fucked might put my day behind me,” the angel said with a frown.

	Lorelei’s twisted smile left the option open, though she left it alone. “Do you want to talk about it?”

	“Yeah,” Rachel sighed. “No.” She looked at the ceiling and sighed again. “Yeah.” Lorelei waited her out. “I’ll be okay if you tell me no or if it’s weird, ‘cause I’m an angel and I can deal. But my day fucking sucked and the world is shit and it sure would be easier to deal if I could cry on someone’s shoulder.” Her eyes lifted with a note of apology. “You’re a scary hard-assed killer demon type so if that’s too weird I won’t ask again.”

	“Then let’s try. What is it?”

	“The city broke up a homeless camp today. It was shitty, the cops were shittier about being shitty than they needed to be, I couldn’t do shit about it, and a couple of angels made me feel like shit for it anyway.”

	“I am sorry,” said Lorelei. “Do you want me to get involved?”

	“No? I mean not unless you wanna take up homelessness in Seattle as a cause and turn the whole stupid city around on it?”

	“That might not be the best match of my abilities and interests,” said Lorelei. “I am not without sympathy. Such causes are not my calling.”

	“I know.” Rachel nodded. “It’s fine. I’m not asking that.”

	“And your peers?”

	“Can’t really do much about that, either.”

	“No.”

	“Means a lot that you’re here, though,” said Rachel.  “Can’t really talk to anyone else on this level. You might not be in my club, but you get the complications.”

	“I do,” said Lorelei.

	“Sounds like they piss you off?”

	“You have no idea,” Lorelei replied softly.

	“But not at me?”

	“No. I know you.”

	Rachel looked for confirmation in Lorelei’s eyes. She found it and leaned forward. Lorelei took her lover into her arms.

	“Why can’t they just share?” asked the angel.

	“Many do. You know this.”

	“Okay but why can’t the ones with lots to share stop being so fuckin’ greedy?”

	“Because that’s how they acquired so much in the first place.”

	They held each other in silence. Rachel sniffed. “I didn’t know if I could talk to you about this,” she said.

	“We plan to be together for a long time,” said Lorelei. “We’d best get used to listening.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	“Knew they were gonna be out of space. Fuckin’ knew it. Waste of time.”

	He pulled the worn-out blanket tighter over his shoulder. The doorway offered partial shelter from the wind and the rain, but not the cold. Any random police might force him to move on in the night, too. They didn’t always, but the spot still left him vulnerable.

	“Don’t even have my tent now,” he went on. He spoke barely above a whisper, but his voice still cracked. “Why’d they take my tent? It was mine. Who were we bothering?”

	“You have to go back to the clinic in the morning,” said a feminine voice over his shoulder. “You have to keep trying.”

	“I know. I know.” He buried his head in his arms.

	The exchange reframed everything. He wasn’t speaking to himself at all. He responded to a voice no mortal was meant to truly hear. The subterfuge wasn’t perfect, and didn’t need to be when it came to mortal witnesses. It also presented another risk.

	The crack in his voice was more than enough to make the risk acceptable. This had gone on long enough.

	Lorelei dropped her enchantment of concealment as she stepped around the corner, allowing herself to be seen in her black overcoat and umbrella. She stopped short of the doorway’s shelter. “Hello? Pardon me,” she said. “Are you Timothy?”

	He looked up in surprise, seemingly as much for her approach as the sound of his name. “Yeah? Who are you?”

	“My name is Lorelei. May I speak with you? I heard about the camp earlier today. It seemed likely many of you might find yourselves in this neighborhood tonight.”

	“The shelter was full when I got there,” he said. “Is this your building?”

	“No. You’re in no trouble, Timothy. I would like to help you.”

	His brow furrowed. Lorelei heard nothing of the other voice, though that might be a matter of greater care now. She felt the eyes of a guardian on her nonetheless. “Are you a social worker or something?” asked Timothy.

	“No. I have no such skills.”

	“Then how do you want to help me?”

	“With a place to stay. A motel for tonight at least, then something more stable you might manage on your own in time. Possibly a job, if you’re able. It’s only ushering at a concert hall, but it’s a place to start.”

	His hesitation held again, and with it his suspicion. “What’s the catch?”

	“That’s a fair question. I am not looking for anything in return. The catch is I can’t do more than this. I am not a caregiver by nature.” Lorelei still couldn’t see the other presence, but his guardian had to be there. “Perhaps once arrangements are made, it’s best if I keep my distance. For both of us.”

	“For real?” Timothy leaned over to look around the corner of the doorway. “You just walk up to homeless people and offer them a place and a job?”

	“Not out of habit. Only tonight.”

	“Why? I mean I could use the help, but...why?”

	“Because you are in need and I have the means.” She spoke with hesitation of her own, though with very different reasons. “I know the world doesn’t work this way. No one ever walks up and offers to fix your problems for nothing. There are no fairy godmothers or genies from bottles to grant wishes. Life is far more complicated than that.

	“Except I do have the means to help, and I cannot see why I should not.”

	 


Minor Errands

	 

	Early October

	 

	“Houseware? Hardware? I need a demonware section,” Alex complained under his breath. He turned around in the middle of the aisles, taking in three hundred and sixty degrees of cheap consumer goods and red bullseye logos announcing sale prices. None of it marked what he wanted. At this hour, there weren’t many attendants left to point the way. “This should not be so fucking hard.”

	The downtown outlet occupied a narrower footprint than the store Alex was used to on the north end of Seattle. This store rose up through several floors with its different sections spread out on top of one another. In fairness, Alex wouldn’t have known where to find what he was looking for at the other store, either, but the sight lines were wider. He stood a better chance of randomly spotting his goals there.

	Life held greater challenges than this. He couldn’t get too upset over product placement and his own ignorance. Not after the things he’d endured and survived last month, and surely not in light of all the comforts and joys he held now. He could abandon this errand, go home to easy living and carnal playtime, and leave the chores to someone else’s time and money. She was all too happy to provide. He knew how she felt about time and money.

	Alex still wanted to pull his own weight. Somehow.

	“It’s not in hardware,” he muttered after a second check. “It’s gotta be in houseware.” He turned around again. Where the hell was houseware? Did they call it something else here? Did he move to a new neighborhood and accidentally wind up in a new commercial paradigm?

	He found the escalator again before he found houseware. The sign corrected him. He let out a sigh as he climbed onto the steps, interrupted by the buzz of his cell phone. Alex expected a message from Lorelei, only to find the name of another new joy—one he wasn’t sure how to navigate at all. Or if he even should.

	“Missed you in photography today,” read the text from Onyx.

	The text made him wince. Hell, seeing her name made him wince. He wanted to see more of her, and her girlfriend Molly, but his doubts held him back. They had a great time together. It had only been a couple of weeks, but he had to figure out how to navigate a second multiple relationship on top of the one he was already in.

	He had to figure it out before the chance went away entirely.

	“Yeah, sorry,” he replied. “With the move-in and all the other new stuff on top of work has me juggling. We’re still getting settled.”

	Her reply came fast. She must be looking at her phone. “That’s all it is?”

	Another wince. He couldn’t blame her for being frustrated, or doubtful. He had to fix this. “It takes some adjusting. Also shopping. So much shopping.”

	At the top of the escalator, Alex stepped out of the way and looked around for an open spot. He saw only one man over by the rack of travel-sized grooming supplies, and that guy had his face half-covered by a cell phone, too. It offered the safest, least-inconsiderate backdrop for a selfie. Alex raised his phone to his face and snapped the picture.

	“Any idea where they keep the closet shelving?” he asked, and hit send.

	Three dots in a dialogue box appeared almost immediately, heralding a reply. He waited, looking at the screen and his selfie…and looked closer. Then he looked over his shoulder.

	The same stranger remained at the supply bins with his cell phone still against the side of his face. His dark suit seemed a little faded with age.

	He didn’t appear at all in the selfie.

	A reply from Onyx buzzed in his hand: “Lot of ways to take a question about closets.”

	Alex glanced over his shoulder again, only now realizing the guy at the racks did much the same. They didn’t make eye contact, but Alex noted his body language. Whatever his phone conversation was about, it seemed urgent, or perhaps angry. The guy practically hissed.

	Keeping his eyes on his phone to look disinterested, Alex moved around the other side of the rack. He fired off a laughing emoji in reply to Onyx, but his attention turned to eavesdropping. Thankfully, the racks were both thin and riddled with a pattern of holes.

	“You’re not listening to me,” the man hissed. Alex blinked at his accent. Was that Australian? “They’re gone. All of them. I’m sure of it. Anastasia, Blackthorne, the whole court. Everyone on the low end I knew, too. It’s been a couple weeks now. I’ve laid low ‘cause I’m not stupid, but I can’t find anyone.”

	A chill ran through the younger man’s body. His arms tensed, one hand curling into a fist. He wondered when and if he might run into another of these guys. He expected to be frightened. The couple of nightmares he’d had since the abduction tended toward fear and helplessness. Now he had one of these monsters right outside arm’s reach but for the toothpaste rack between them and he felt no fear. Instead, he felt anger. Cold, resentful, purposeful anger. Tension in his arms built to a tremor aching to be unleashed.

	That was new.

	“I’m telling you, they all took each other out. Anastasia’s court and the Brotherhood. They dragged a couple prisoners into the party to make some demon happy and then everything went to shit. No, I told you. I was in another room having a snack. I don’t know what started it. Are you feeding off cokeheads again? Jesus.”

	Alex took in his surroundings. Shaving supplies sat next to the dental care stuff, but safety razors weren’t exactly useful. The straight edge razors were all behind a locked plastic cabinet. Straight edges? Alex caught himself. I’m in a Target. This guy is a vampire. What the hell am I thinking?

	“Yeah, I saw ‘em both. I don’t know the story, but I know what they look like. Can’t be too hard to find if we try. They’re the only complication around taking this whole fucking city.”

	Nope. Nope. Nope. Fuck this guy. Alex kept looking for options. Long shelves of hair care stretched out behind him. He could flame this guy with hair spray if he had a lighter, but he didn’t. Also, there was the matter of being in public with security cameras all around. One thing at a time. One thing at— His head twitched. The next aisle held automotive supplies. Who the hell arranged the layout of this store? And how do I thank them?

	Alex rounded the aisle and picked up what he needed without breaking his stride. He didn’t even have to worry about packaging. “Thank you,” he muttered under his breath, though it came out of habit rather than thought. If his guardian angel were around to hear his gratitude, she would probably have grabbed his ass by now. She would also take care of this problem for him.

	He didn’t think give it a second thought. He wanted to pull his own weight.

	“No, I’m not calling you for money,” the Australian went on. “If I was hard up, I’d just take a wallet or two while getting my nightly snacks. I’ve done it before. No, I’m calling because this is an opportunity. We can take this city. I can recruit on my own, but I need experienced hands to make the most of this. Until then I have to lay low. The only reason I haven’t been disappeared like all the others is because I’m smarter than the rest. I’m a survivor.”

	Alex joined him at the aisle, facing the travel-sized product bins. He waited only seconds before the Australian cast him an irritable glance—and then an alarmed double-take. “What’s up?” Alex nodded.

	The Australian took a reflexive step back. Alex turned and stepped in to close the distance. In the same moment, the stranger noticed the road flare Alex held low in both hands. Alex wanted the guy to see his grip on the plastic cap, ready to tear and burn.

	“Hang up the phone,” Alex told him quietly.

	The Australian sneered, revealing more of his fangs than he probably intended. “You can’t be serious. We’re in public.”

	“That’s my advantage, not yours,” said Alex. “I’ll have all the time I need to find a lawyer. How fast do you think you’ll find a fire extinguisher?”

	“Mike?” asked the voice over the phone. “Mike, what’s going on?”

	“Hang up the phone, Mike,” Alex repeated.

	Mike scowled in frustration. He glanced back over his shoulder.

	“Don’t make me chase you, Mike,” said Alex. “I found you once already.”

	Fuming, Mike killed the connection and lowered his phone. At a raised eyebrow from Alex he stopped short of putting the phone back in his pocket. “What do you want?”

	Shit. I hadn’t thought that far, Alex considered. If anything, Alex wanted to lop the vampire’s head off. He didn’t have the weapon for that at all, but the urge came to him like a voice shouting in his head. Several voices.

	If he still held all those memories of his past lives, they weren’t as clear as they’d been the night of the party. He didn’t know if he still had all that fighting prowess, but he sure felt all those same impulses. That explained why he was so ready for confrontation now. He didn’t have a blade or a gun, but he had their urges. He had their priorities.

	“I want your wallet, your phone, and your car keys,” said Alex.

	“What?”

	“Put them in the bin with the deodorant. Slowly.”

	Mike scowled. Mike glared. Mike growled.

	“Motherfucker, you are the last vampire in Seattle and I will take you out like all the rest.”

	Mike complied.

	“What now?” grunted the vampire.

	Alex still didn’t have an answer for that. In truth, Mike was right about his bad position. Alex really didn’t want this fight—not against a vampire, and not in the middle of a store. He couldn’t stand down from this, either. He held the upper hand. He had to hold it for dear life. Instincts he remembered from other men impressed the importance of advancing on an opponent rather than giving ground or room to maneuver. He didn’t want to fight, but he had to push. Hard.

	“It’s time to run, Mike,” said Alex. “Run your little ass out of this store, out of downtown, out of this city. Run for your life. Don’t lay a finger on anyone else on your way out, either. Don’t let me catch you here again or you’ll end up like the rest.”

	Mike’s eyes narrowed. “That’s it?”

	“The emergency exit is straight down the aisle there,” Alex said with a nod. “Don’t make me chase you out of here.”

	The vampire stepped back. He stepped again. Alex stepped forward. With that, Mike turned and ran.

	Alex raised his eyebrows at the vampire’s speed. In a reminder of the deadly advantages any vampire enjoyed over mortals, Mike cleared the distance before Alex finished his next breath. He rushed past cleaning products, past pet supplies, past—oh shit, there’s all the shelving kits! Alex realized. Then, in the blink of an eye, Mike slammed through the emergency door without a look back.

	A slender arm rose up to clothesline Mike hard before he took his third step past the doorway. Mike’s feet flew up in front of him while his head and shoulders fell backward. As the door swung shut again, Alex caught a glimpse of a white dress and a flash from a flaming sword. Then the door covered up the ending.

	White text on a red label across the door warned of an alarm that hadn’t gone off. Alex frowned. Someone should really report that.

	The wallet in the deodorant bin turned out to be fat with cash. Alex remembered what he had seen of the other vampires. They were generally old fashioned. This guy had adjusted to cell phones, but Alex wondered how far his modernity went.

	“I am so fucking hot for you right now,” whispered a mouth at his ear. The tension of possible violence quickly drained from his body, becoming a tension of a different sort. Rachel slipped her arms around him. Her mouth trailed to his neck to add, “Don’t ever do that again,” before she gnawed on him.

	“Sorry. Impulse.”

	“Sexy impulse.” Her hands trailed down his abdomen. The caress ended at his crotch, where it turned to an affectionate, hungry grip. “Fucking hot justice and smiting of evil impulses.”

	“You gonna be able to control yourself until I get home?”

	“Not sure, but we could always—aww.” Rachel growled with frustration. “Damn it, I just left a pile of vampire ashes in the emergency stairwell. It’s gonna stink.”

	“They’ve really gotta check the alarm circuits over in that corner,” said Alex. He pocketed the belongings from his vanquished foe and walked with Rachel to the shelving.

	“What’cha gonna do with the spoils of war?” the angel asked.

	“Pay for my trip here, at least,” said Alex. “This isn’t a problem for you? Seems kinda sinful.”

	“Nah. Robbing is one thing, reclamation is another. That guy was a fucking undead parasite. You’re one of the living. Not like he has any use for that shit anymore, anyway.” Rachel grinned. “Also it was kinda hot.”

	“You were watching the whole time?”

	“No. I only caught up in the last couple seconds. He could’ve really hurt you if he had read the situation better. That’s why I’m telling you not to do it again.” She clung to his arm as they walked, sliding up against him fully when he stopped at the shelving aisle. “But it was also righteous and brave and you know how that gets me.”

	“Oh yeah?” Alex grinned back at the angel. “What happens if I figure out his PIN number and dump the rest of his bank balance into the food bank donation bin on the way out of here?”

	Rachel’s eyes widened. She grabbed him by the lapels of his leather jacket and pushed him back into the merchandise rack before attacking him with an aggressive, hungry kiss.

	 


Secret Shoppers

	 

	Early October

	 

	“I don’t need a lot of clothes, right? Fuck, I dunno. Get me some jeans and a couple cute shirts? I guess I need a coat or a sweater if I have to pretend I’m cold. Or fuck it, just get me a couple dresses like what I’ve got, but different?”

	“Different how?” Alex wondered. He turned his head left, but not enough to look like he was talking to thin air. It wasn’t like anyone else in the mall could see the angel. Friday evening shoppers might be more interested in the restaurants than people-watching, but he figured at least a little subtlety was worthwhile.

	“Ugh. Same look, different colors, maybe? I know I wear more or less the same things all the time. I just don’t care. I don’t think about clothing much. It’s not like I get sweaty or dirty unless I’m rolling around in the mud or some fucking nonsense. Angels don’t worry about this. We’re not that materialistic. We figure out what we like and we stick with it.”

	Walking hand in hand with Alex on his right, Lorelei could turn to Rachel without the move seeming strange. Anyone would think she was speaking to him. “You think about mine.”

	“It’s different with you,” said Rachel.

	“How so?”

	Rachel’s rolling eyes eventually settled on Lorelei. “When I wear clothes it’s like, ‘Oh hey clothes are a thing. I guess I should wear some.’ When you wear clothes it’s like, ‘My naked body is lethal, and thus I have shown you the mercy of wearing clothes. Except oh look, I’m so fucking hot in this outfit your hormones are boiling you to death. Sorry, not so much mercy after all. Lick my boots and like it, sluts.’ Clothing is one more weapon of conquest for you.”

	“Um. Wow.” Alex blinked hard. “I feel like we’re not really talking about clothes anymore.”

	“Is that why we’re here?” asked Lorelei.

	“Isn’t it?”

	“Perhaps as an aside, I suppose. Priorities.”

	“What, like lusting after you?” he asked.

	“Always.” Her grin was too charming to call smug, except it was that, too. “The fixation is entirely mutual, love.”

	Alex looked down at his ensemble. The dark button-down and jeans under his leather jacket were fine, but: “I do not compare with either of you.”

	“Different flavor of horny, same hot and bothered,” said Rachel.

	“Exactly how I feel about the two of you,” said Lorelei. “I am merely better at managing my obsessions. It will be better for all of us if we lean into our desires together.”

	“In public?” Alex wondered.

	“Everywhere.”

	“Sounds good to me,” said Rachel. She slipped her hand into their man’s back pocket. Once again, he couldn’t react.

	“Good,” said Lorelei. “Then on the other topic: you don’t want a little variety?”

	“I’m here shopping with you two, right?” said Rachel.

	“Hold on, I’ve seen variations in your clothes,” said Alex. “Sometimes part of your dress hangs over your shoulders like a shawl. Sometimes the hem is lower. Or there’s a sash around your waist. Pretty sure I didn’t imagine that.”

	“No, because you’re always checking out my ass. And no, I don’t mind,” she added.

	“Okay, so where do you keep your different clothes? Do you have a closet in Heaven?”

	“No.” She sighed dramatically. “We grab bits of cloud or fog and weave it into whatever we want. It’s like a nervous habit. Sometimes we knit. We can make good needles out of the longer feathers from our wings.” She watched his mouth turn to a skeptical frown. He didn’t need to ask if she was serious this time. “Aren’t you more interested where my underwear comes from?”

	His lips tightened. So did her hand in his pocket. They kept walking. “Damn right I am,” he admitted.

	“Feels good to lean into it, huh?” asked Rachel.

	“Yeah,” said Alex. “Where’s the underwear come from?”

	“Drawn from the ether formed by only the purest of horny thoughts,” she teased.

	“You’re never answering any of this, are you?”

	“It’s not a total dodge. Horny thoughts really do lead to the best underwear.”

	“Lingerie,” said Lorelei.

	“That word is hotter when you say it,” said Rachel. “You’re bound to have better taste there, too. I trust you.”

	“That means more than I can say, love. But you should still have some input.”

	“We’re only talking about the occasional mortal appearance. I’m not worried about honoring my personal tastes. I’m worried about looking like a fucking fashion cautionary tale.” Then she let out a sigh and her shoulders sagged. “Aw hell. I gotta go.”

	“Now?” Alex wondered.

	Rachel gestured to the upper level. Her partners saw nothing more than ordinary shoppers. “Frankie’s up there giving me the ‘business’ wave. It’s Friday night and the weather is okay, so I imagine some mortals somewhere are being drunk and dumb. I’ll be back when I can. Have some fun for me, okay? The dirty kind.”

	“You have my vow,” said Lorelei.

	“Love you,” said Alex, but she was already in mid-leap. His gaze followed her up into the air and on her way to the top floor—and fixated squarely up the billowing hem of her short dress.

	The view didn’t last. Rachel ghosted through the guardrail and disappeared. His attention returned to Earth and Lorelei, finding her with the same appreciative upward gaze. “You can’t still see her, can you?”

	“No,” said Lorelei, but her smile held. Her hand replaced Rachel’s in his back pocket.

	“Do we want to shop for her?”

	“If something stands out, perhaps. I know what will fit her. Until then, I have priorities.” She walked with him toward one of the escalators.

	“Like?”

	“My plans for our first shopping trip took a wrong turn from the start. I thought we might try again.”

	His eyes wandered along one side of the mall. That first trip involved a chain store with an outlet here, too. “Didn’t turn out all bad.”

	“All for the best, I think,” said Lorelei. “And yet my plans remain unfulfilled.”

	“Is that where we’re going?” he asked. “Kinda hope Audrey hasn’t transferred there. I’m not sure what I’d say after that.”

	Lorelei smiled. “You remember her name.”

	“She’s the second person I ever had sex with and it was only a couple weeks ago. It’s not exactly hard.”

	“We’ll have to work on expanding your list until it can’t be recited from memory.”

	“Hey,” he said softly, halting their progress. Lorelei turned and drew closer. He found her free hand with his. “I’m not against any of that, but I wanted to focus on us tonight. The three of us, if Rachel comes back. If not, then you and I.”

	She didn’t flash the seductive grin as a matter of performance. With Alex, it came naturally. Sincerity only made it more enjoyable for her. “I want the entire weekend, love. Tonight is only the start. Do you trust me?”

	He wondered why she would ask in the middle of a mall, but he answered. “With my life.”

	“Then come with me,” she said softly, “and have no concerns for propriety, or moderation, or whatever anyone else might think.” Her lips brushed his, breaking with the sensation of a spark of flame between them. He thought he saw more embers in her eyes. “Demon sex magic,” she taunted. “Lean into it.”

	They walked. He trusted, but still dreaded at least a little. Bumping dance music and that palette of bright colors against dark backgrounds awaited. Then they shifted course. “It turns out there’s a better place, anyway,” said Lorelei. They turned toward a calmer store. Still women’s apparel, still upscale and colorful, but he didn’t know the name and the displays outside left him expecting outerwear and maybe even towels as they passed through.

	Inside, he found lace and straps on the shelves, and the displays, and the mannequins. Nope. Still a lingerie store. Serious about it, too. Less flash than the chain store across the way but more variety. Only a handful of women were present, with presumably two of them employees and the others customers—and Alex as the only man.

	“They won’t notice you,” murmured Lorelei. “Magic.”

	“Ah. Thanks,” he whispered.

	“Ssh.”

	Lorelei strolled around a couple of racks with Alex close at her side. She looked over the merchandise with mild approval, but picked up nothing until they were near the other side of the store. Alex hardly noticed what it was. He wasn’t sure she did, either. Regardless, she continued on to the fitting rooms.

	The store only had two, but they were spacious. This one even had a humble loveseat along with its mirror and wall hooks. Lorelei ushered him in, closed the door behind them, and pushed Alex against the wall for a long, fierce kiss. Her body slid against his, hands sliding his jacket up and off his shoulders. Her breath grew hot. She had him hungry, raging with energy to get aggressive right back at her, and then her nails dragged along the back of his scalp and his neck. The tremor she sent through his body felt incredible, but it disrupted that surge of intent. She had him wildly aroused and too shaky to do anything about it.

	“Hold that thought,” she told him. “Give me a few minutes. I have a plan.”

	“Huh? Wh-what?” Alex blinked. Lorelei smiled, casually tossed her coat onto one hook, and slipped back out of the fitting room again. He stared at the door. “The hell?”

	 

	* * *

	 

	The wares were interesting. The setting even more so. Lorelei sauntered through the store at a casual pace that belied her agenda. She paid less attention to the clothes than the roll-down gate over the false double doors at the entrance, the pair of subtle cameras in the upper corners, and the two store attendants at hand. A glance at the time confirmed the rest. This wouldn’t be too hard.

	“If there’s anything you’re looking for or any way I can help, please let me know,” said the closest attendant.

	“There is.” Lorelei rested her eyes on the table beside the young woman until they were close. “I might want to try on a few things. How much longer are you open?”

	“Oh, we’ve got another hour and a half. You’re fine.”

	“Thank you,” Lorelei smiled back. “I’m sure you’re ready to get out of here. In fact, you might just lock up and go as soon as it’s time. Why bother with the usual chores?”

	“Huh.” The attendant’s eyes fluttered briefly, but cleared again with a shuddering breath and a shy smile. “Yeah, it’s been a long day, but we’re happy to help until closing.”

	“Of course.” Lorelei smiled. One down, one to go. The other was at the counter, where a computer screen served as part of the register. Lorelei tapped at a bustier on the table. “Do you know what other colors these offer? Is that something we can look up?”

	 

	* * *

	 

	She returned to the fitting room with near silence. Alex clearly expected a knock, what with the latch on his side of the door, but her demonic tail took care of that problem. Lorelei found him on the little loveseat, leaning forward with his knees on his elbows, eyes cast downward at his cell phone. Whether catching the door out of the corner of his eye or the motion of shadows on the floor, he glanced up before she made it inside.

	A finger to her lips kept him silent as she closed the door. Alex sat upright. Lorelei gracefully raised one high-heeled foot to his shoulder to pin him against the wall. He threw a quizzical look, first to her face, then her leg, and then her face again. Lorelei answered him only with one raised eyebrow.

	He opened his mouth to speak. The spade-shaped end of her tail appeared out of nowhere—at least, to his eyes—to settle over his lips. She held it for only a moment before the tail curled back away once more.

	He said nothing. Questions came from his eyes: confused, amused, unsure, aroused. More of the latter as she held the pose and stared at him. His desires rose as she held him there, one foot on the ground and the other pinning his shoulder, both in high heels, all without the slightest difficulty. The longer he looked, the more he wanted her. She felt his desires.

	She felt the same way about him.

	“You wonder at times if you do enough for me.” Though quiet for the sake of stealth, Lorelei spoke with the same confident dominance of her pose. It worked too well for both of them to let up yet. “We are bound by more than curses and rituals. You could sit back and enjoy me without lifting a finger to make me happy, and we would still be bound. Yet you could never be that kind of man.”

	“No,” said Alex.

	“I live at your feet. You kneel at mine.”

	He glanced at the shoe against his shoulder. Rather than spoil the moment, he held back his smirk. Mostly. She cracked only the slightest grin in response.

	“I love you for so many reasons, Alex. You know who and what I am, and you embrace it. You let me enjoy being me. You would be surprised how rare that can be.”

	Lorelei unfastened her top with a single twist of the clasp at her chest. The fabric slipped easily from her shoulders, leaving her in a black lace bra made to draw his attention. She cast the top onto the loveseat beside him, only to move on to her skirt. The zipper went all the way down. She didn’t need to take her foot off his shoulder.

	No stockings tonight. Only lace and heels now, and so much skin. Stripping off her clothes did nothing to abate her rising heat. She didn’t expect it would. “Everything I do with you is selfish, love. All of it.”

	Once again, he didn’t see the tail coming. She hooked it in at the gap of his unfastened collar and pulled downward to cut each button loose. Despite his surprise, he didn’t object. He didn’t have much time. Lorelei pulled her foot down only to push him right back against the wall with a passionate kiss.

	Her hands made short work of his belt and the fasteners beneath.

	“We will be here a while,” she whispered. “Forget the time. Relax.”

	His eyes fluttered back out of the trance of her suggestions as soon as she finished speaking. “Are you—?” he began softly, but Lorelei was already on her knees pulling away the last restraining fabric over what she wanted. Her tongue ran up the hardened length of his arousal. Alex groaned at the sensation, and at her eyes gazing back at his when she did it again. He shuddered when her fingers curled around the base. His heart pounded when one side of her mouth spread in a taunting grin.

	She felt it all with him: the deep excitement in the stomach. The pounding within the chest. The rush of sensation carried through nerves on overload…and with it all, the rush of power.

	He gave it freely. With unquestioning trust.

	Lorelei slid her tongue and her lips over his cock and reveled at his groans. Her body came alive. She indulged herself and her lover slowly, encouraging him to relax against the wall with a nudge of her free hand. His skin was as delicious as the intangible reward of his lust. When he shook with pleasure, Lorelei shook with him.

	“This will go on,” she told him breathlessly. “Do not anticipate. Relax and savor.”

	Her mouth descended again. Alex inhaled sharply, but soon settled in with dreamy bliss. His fingers caressed her hair. He followed her advice.

	So did she.

	 

	* * *

	 

	He wasn’t the only one to lose track of time. She wasn’t sure how long they were alone when she noticed the darkness and silence. The loop of carnal and mystic ecstasies had her fully immersed through closing. Her mortal partner couldn’t share in all of that, but he was beyond happy with what he experienced. Even now she had him in a near trance blocking out everything but sensation and desire.

	As much as they both liked it, she had other plans.

	“Alex.” She slid beside him on the loveseat. Her soft voice and the stroke of her fingers eased the end of the trance. Snapping out of it was never difficult or painful, but this time might be a little jarring. “Love. There’s more.”

	“Huh? Why’s it so dark?” he whispered. “Holy shit, did we stay here past closing?”

	“Yes,” she hissed into his ear. She tapped the phone sitting beside him. “Nearly an hour.”

	“Oh man,” came his mortified laugh. “How do we get out of…?”

	He didn’t finish the question. Lorelei smiled against the side of his neck. “Now you see,” she murmured. Her fingers traced down his bared stomach and groin. “Trapped in a lingerie store with a succubus. Do you want to escape?”

	“Wow, I’m in love with you.”

	“How fortunate for us both.”

	“There’s gotta be security,” he thought out loud.

	“A motion sensor and camera. They should be disabled. Allow me to check.” She rose from the loveseat and looked down at him with a grin of anticipation. The light from his phone’s screen was just enough for him with his eyes adjusted to the darkness. Lorelei saw him looking back, still enthralled at the sight, perhaps even more with the limited lighting.

	“Get naked,” she told him. “I like you that way best.”

	Caution twitched at his lips.

	Lorelei unhooked her bra as she turned away and tossed it back onto his lap on the way out. He dropped his caution.

	A little ordinary stealth was all she needed for simple store sensors. Her rising power made it even easier. After centuries of using those powers to navigate danger and serve to the Pit, she felt a special joy in turning it all to mischief and seductive fun with her lovers.

	A single glance outside the hall to the fitting rooms assured their seclusion. Red dots on the upper-corner devices noted their inactive state. A closer look at the system controls confirmed it. The roll-down gate over the entrance even provided the extra favor of frosted faux-glass panels, and a look through one side window revealed an empty mall gone mostly dark…and a few stores with some lights left on. Even if the mall had a nighttime patrol, a light or two wouldn’t be out of place.

	Her survey took mere seconds. Now she had time for fun.

	Lorelei cast her gaze to the round racks and tables, casually looking over garments ranging from comfortable and practical to racier things. She always preferred those.

	 

	* * *

	 

	He couldn’t get undressed gracefully. Lorelei might have left Alex in an appealing state of disarray, but finishing the job was more of a fuss than it sounded. His new shoes didn’t kick off easily like the old pair. Trying only twisted up his pants. Alex practically had to get dressed again to get undressed. He was glad she didn’t see it.

	Then again, this sort of sexytime inconvenience virtually never happened when Lorelei was involved. Everything went smoothly with her.

	The silliness of his escape from his own clothes ended when he put the last of them on the little shelf along the wall. Then the silliness of standing naked and horny and alone in a fitting room caught up with him. It doubled up with the return of dim light as one of the lamps in the hallway turned back on.

	All of the silliness vanished when Lorelei stepped through the door in black ensemble of sin and straps. Lots of straps. Lots of skin, too.

	“Wow,” he breathed.

	“I thought you might like it.” She took a slow turn to show off her sides and her back. He noticed string at her hips, too. Drawstrings, separate from the rest of the ensemble. Her grin told him she knew what he saw.

	“How did you pick that out and get it on so fast?”

	“Skills and expertise built over millennia. All of them at your disposal, love.” She stepped close with one hand on his chest and the other at his hip.

	Alex shivered as much more sensitive skin bumped against the lace over her crotch—and slid between her thighs as she drew close for a kiss. Her kiss brought wild pleasures. The heat sliding over his length was whole different rush.

	“I would love to take your every request,” she whispered. “We have a whole store to ourselves, all night long. Plenty of time to try out anything you like.”

	“I like this one,” he confirmed.

	“As do I. But we should give it a thorough test.”

	Lorelei gently pushed him back into the loveseat. She twisted and turned in her new outfit for mutual benefit, but she didn’t tease him long. Her fingers took up the drawstrings of her panties and pulled.

	Alex helped with the rest. He drew Lorelei into his lap. With a few taps of her fingers against the phone beside him, she filled the air with appropriate music. His hands slid along her sides, her back, and all the rest. The mirror on the other side of the fitting room made for another point of view for both.

	He watched her face as she guided his cock to penetration. Lorelei sighed with bliss, pushing back against him for more.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Coffee didn’t shake off the morning blur in Lisa’s brain. She woke up enough to get to work without any accidents or anything forgotten. Nobody treated her like she was walking around with her eyes closed. Maybe that was an accomplishment. Maybe she’d feel prouder of it if she were more awake.

	Lisa mumbled a hello at Melanie upon opening up the gate. She turned on the lights, left her stuff in the back room, and had the drawer slotted into the register before she randomly caught the missing piece of their routine. She looked up to Melanie as her shift partner slid the gate the rest of the way up to mark the start of business. “Hey, you didn’t turn off the security system, did you?”

	“No.” Melanie glanced up at the sensor in the upper corner. “I thought you did.”

	“They forgot to turn it on last night.” Lisa rolled her eyes. She glanced under the counter. “Forgot to take out the trash, too.”

	“Doesn’t look like anything is out of place,” said Melanie. “Guess they just split as soon as they could.”

	“Yeah. Probably half asleep when they closed up. Like I am now. Sorry.”

	“No worries,” said a new voice. “I had a long night myself.” She appeared at the counter out of nowhere, and if she was the least bit tired, she didn’t look it. The woman was so beautiful and so perfectly put together Lisa thought she must be famous somehow. Her disarming smile caught Lisa by surprise. So did the guy at the customer’s side.

	He at least looked a little tired. No, more than a little. His hair was a mess. Clothes wrinkled. Was his shirt even buttoned? She only got a glance at him before he set a bundle of merchandise on the counter. A big bundle. So did his companion.

	Lisa blinked. Much of this was high-end stuff. Sometimes they didn’t ring up this much in sales in a whole day. She looked at the clock, then back at the pair.

	“We tried out some things last night,” the guy mumbled.

	“Tried on,” the woman corrected pleasantly.

	“Right. That,” he said. “Sure.”

	 


Date Night

	 

	November

	 

	Alex had a solid plan until he had to find somewhere to park.

	The rain already threw a wrench into that plan. Most of the time Seattle only got drizzle, but mid-autumn could bring this sort of evening deluge. Heavy rain cut visibility and made every other driver on the road extra stupid. Friday night traffic left I-5 crawling and surface streets weren’t much better. Lorelei had insisted on taking her car instead of his bike, for which he was grateful… although the less he thought about that conversation right now, the better.

	All her words were loving and supportive. Nothing she said was any problem. The visuals left him with a different issue. She saw him off in a robe and scanty lingerie, with plans of her own for whenever Rachel came home. She knew that would get him worked up. It had to be a deliberate ploy.

	The distraction only made it harder to find parking. In fairness, that was likely in his head. The image of Lorelei in show-off lace under a silk robe seemed burned into his eyes, but that didn’t blind him to an open guest space in the complex’s little parking lot or an opening along the street immediately outside. The spaces simply didn’t exist. The memory still left him preoccupied.

	He would get over it soon enough. He knew that. He only needed to get where he was going, which meant taking that spot right there before the other guy sees it! Yes! Got it!

	The spot even offered a little shelter, thanks to the boughs of the mighty fir tree reaching over the sidewalk. With the car settled, Alex hurried around to the side door, mindful of the time and hoping to keep his slacks and the nice shirt under his leather jacket at least partially dry. If he got inside again quickly, he’d be fine. The duffle bag on the backseat required no special care. The bouquets were more delicate. He couldn’t just yank those out, but he handled it all with a small measure of grace that no one else would appreciate out on the darkened sidewalk.

	A gust of wind blasted off every drop of water held by the fir tree. Alex went from dry to drenched in a single, freezing second.

	Not unreasonably, he wondered if this implied he was in trouble for being late for his date.

	Steady rain followed him through the dark yet plain complex of small apartments stacked in twos. His destination sat under stairs leading to another largely identical apartment, though the Halloween decorations here were a level up from the rest. Most neighbors had already taken theirs down. The skulls and bats guarding this doorstep were more likely still out in defiance of the new month rather than the laziness of the residents.

	The staircase and the doorway shielded Alex from the rain, at least. He knocked and waited.

	Onyx opened the door and banished his lingering preoccupation with his lover’s farewell. She tended toward gothy black dresses, but this one was slimmer than most, showing off her curves much more than usual. Her black curls, blue eyes, and lovely pale features all carried an extra spark. Like Alex, she was put together for a night out.

	He held up the roses with an apologetic grin. Once he thought of it, Alex couldn’t resist the callback to her first visit to his home. “Sorry I’m late. This time they really are for the two of you.”

	The flowers were a winner. He could tell that from her grin as she accepted them. He also noted something behind it. Reluctance? Something awkward? She seemed in a good mood, but also…shy? Onyx took in a breath as if steeling herself for a confession. “Are you good with a change of plans?”

	“Sure. What’s up? Everything okay?”

	“Molly talked me into trying sex magic tonight.”

	“Wait, what?” Alex blinked.

	“Don’t make me say it twice. I don’t know how to have this conversation. It’s not dangerous, it’s just ridiculous to talk about out loud.”

	“Do…um… do we need to cancel?” he asked. “Should I go?”

	“Oh no. Canceling on the club, sure, but we want you here.” She winced. “That’s half of the idea.”

	His mouth moved but produced nothing. He wasn’t sure how to answer this.

	She tugged him inside and threw the locks on the door. “Yeah, you’re good with it.”

	“I didn’t say anything.”

	“Don’t have to. I can see your aura.”

	“That’s all you need?”

	Her look said, “Oh come on,” but she didn’t give voice to the words. “The roses are lovely. Thank you.” She carried them to the kitchen only a few steps away with another look over her shoulder. “You brought an overnight bag?”

	“Yeah…and my understanding that I shouldn’t assume anything’s going to happen. Like you said earlier.”

	“Guess I oversold it on that one.” Onyx pulled a pair of tall glasses from a cabinet and filled them with water. “You can throw your jacket anywhere. Did you get splashed by a truck?”

	“No, a tree. I should dry off fast enough.”

	“Won’t really matter for long, anyway,” she muttered.

	Alex set aside his bag and jacket, watching Onyx get the flowers out of the way. He waited for her at the edge of the kitchen. “Hey. It’s me. You can talk to me.”

	His soft tone broke her stride. She bit her lip, holding up a finger as if to start making a point, then forgot about it to step close and gently thump her fist against his chest. “That’s why you’re here.” Her fist bumped him again. “And that’s how I got talked into this. I just don’t want you to feel like this is all there is to us. Sex and magical rescues and that’s it.”

	“Would it be easier for you if I said no to whatever this is?”

	“No. I mean yes, that’s easier. But no, because I don’t want you to say no.”

	“Okay, so I’m saying yes. I guess. To whatever we’re talking about.”

	“Ugh, don’t say that like it’s weird,” said Onyx.

	“We’ve had sex when I was here last week. All three of us. I know you’re witches.”

	“Yeah, but we haven’t combined the two. I can’t explain it without sounding stupid.”

	“You want to give it a try?” he suggested.

	She took a deep breath, summoning up her courage and willpower. It all ran away from her before she got a word of it out. “No.”

	Onyx tugged him by the wrist once more, this time to the small hallway between the two bedrooms. To one side sat their library with its second-hand bookshelves and carpet rolled to one side in favor of the ritual circle in the bared concrete. To the other awaited their actual bedroom, dominated by candlelight and incense. In the center of their queen-sized bed sat Molly, barefoot and comfortable in dark pants and a faded black t-shirt with a couple of large paperback books by her side. Her head of short, spiky red hair turned up from her meditative pose.

	“Aw, yeah.” Molly’s red lips split into a grin. “He’s up for it.”

	Onyx covered her face with her hand.

	“How—okay, what? What does my aura look like?” asked Alex. “How do you know what I’m up for?”

	“Your aura says you’re horny,” said Molly. “You’re usually horny.”

	“No, I’m not.”

	“Yeah, you are,” Molly countered with an approving nod.

	“I—well, maybe toward you two, but—”

	“No, it’s most of the time ever since the succubus cooties. Also before, but especially now.”

	Alex blushed. “Seriously?”

	“Also sweet and warm and sincere,” Onyx rattled off as if the rest were obligatory, eyes cast up toward the ceiling. She comforted him with a hand on his back. “It’s not a creepy horny. You come by it honestly. We’re fine.”

	“And we know how you feel about us in particular,” Molly taunted. “We like that.”

	“Don’t do the voice. The voice is creepy horny,” said Onyx.

	“So what’s going on, exactly?” he asked. “All Onyx said was you talked her into trying some sex magic with me. And we’re passing on the club.”

	“The club you’re still a year too young for,” added Molly.

	“Not the voice,” Onyx repeated.

	“Fine.”

	“So…?” Alex pressed. “What’s going on? Tell me about sex magic.”

	“Yeah, that still sounds weird,” said Onyx.

	“I live with a literal sex demon.”

	“We know,” said both witches.

	“Sorry.”

	“Let’s not get into comparisons with the sex demon or the angel,” said Onyx.

	“Or the envy,” said Molly.

	“That,” Onyx agreed, gesturing to her. “That, too.”

	“Never. I promise. And I’m here with you now, aren’t I?” he pointed out.

	“Yyyeah—right, voice. Sorry,” grunted Molly.

	“Are you trying to cast a spell? What is this for?”

	“It’s potentially for lots of different things,” said Molly. “We know some of them work, but we don’t know about all of them, and some are probably bullshit. The only way to find out is by experimentation.” She grinned again. “Sexperimenta—”

	“God damn it,” sighed Onyx.

	Their guest looked from one to the other, holding back a grin. “So when you say you know some of this works…?”

	“Yeah, of course we’ve tried some stuff. We’ve been sleeping together for years,” said Onyx.

	“There’s method and then there’s purpose,” Molly explained, tapping each of her books. “The people who write about this use frillier words, but whatever. You can use sex as a method for getting into a state of mind or for generating energy. Then you use that for whatever spell you’re trying to cast.”

	“Assuming it’s something you can cast while you’re having great sex,” added Onyx. Again, her eyes turned to the ceiling while her voice fell. “That kinda narrows down your options.”

	“Mediocre sex doesn’t cut it, huh?” asked Alex.

	“I’m sure I wouldn’t know,” said Onyx.

	“Aw, thank you,” said Molly. “That’s the spirit.”

	“I never said I didn’t like it, there’s just not much you can do.” In spite of herself, Onyx fought a losing battle against a grin. “Works like a charm as an enhancer, though.”

	“For magic or for the sex?” wondered Alex.

	“The sex, mostly. Little bit of magic.” She shrugged. “It’s way too easy to get sidetracked and forget you were ever working magic in the first place.”

	“There are also spells that call for ritual sex specifically,” Molly went on, tapping the second book again. “A lot of them are oriented toward sex and relationships anyway: building intimacy, reconciling, ensuring pregnancy, figuring out if your lover is cheating on you, that sort of thing. It’s the kind of stuff to make you wonder if there’s really any magic at work at all, but we’re professionals. We’d know.”

	“Also sex rituals for banishing illness,” said Onyx. “I don’t know how anyone’s supposed to get in the mood to have sex when you’re feeling gross in the first place.”

	“There’s some real patriarchal heteronormative bullshit wrapped up in lots of this, too,” added Molly. “We’re ignoring that garbage. I was willing to give it a second look when you came into our lives with your different plumbing, but it’s just dumb. Pretty sure we don’t need the ‘purity of man’s seed in woman’s sacred chamber of life’ for anything but pregnancy.”

	“Ugh.” Alex made a face. “Did a man write that?”

	“Of course.”

	“Of course. God, that actually makes me less interested in sex.”

	“You’re about to get it on with both of us,” said Onyx.

	“Right. That fixes that. What are we doing, then? Is this a goal? Uh… oh god, do we need a sex plan? Are there instructions?” Alex laughed.

	“Now you see,” hissed Onyx.

	“Maybe there should be a safety waiver?”

	Molly pulled her shirt off and threw it at him. Naturally, the sight of her in nothing but pants and a black bra stopped him short. So did her arched red eyebrow. “Do you want to fuck us all night or not?”

	“I do. I totally do,” came his instant, solemn response.

	“Are you asking him or me?” murmured Onyx.

	“Yes,” said Molly.

	“What do you need?” asked Alex.

	“Ritual sorcery sex requires complete intimacy and trust,” said Molly. “Take off your shoes. And your socks! Don’t make it weird.”

	“When do I make it weird?” Alex muttered as he complied.

	“And you,” said Molly. She beckoned to Onyx with a finger. “C’mere.”

	Onyx kicked off her shoes and crawled onto the bed. “Oh, have we begun The Sex now?”

	“Shut up.” Molly grinned into her kiss and got to work pulling off her lover’s dress. She pointed at Alex. “You. Get naked.”

	He bit back more banter as he unbuttoned his shirt. Molly threw him a glance that instantly became more than a glance. Onyx looked back, too, her dress half-off and her awkwardness fading under a grin of interest. After the last few weeks, Alex was far less shy. He didn’t have to put on a deliberate show to hold their gaze. Confidence and a little physical fortune did the job.

	“I like that,” said Molly.

	“What about you?” he asked.

	“I’m not the one who needs to get comfortable. Besides, you need to wash.”

	He blinked. “I took a shower right before I came here.”

	“Ritual cleansing. We have special soap.”

	“He got soaked by a tree before he came in,” said Onyx. “You can smell the fir on him.”

	“Oh, never mind, then.” Molly unfolded her legs, turning to pull Onyx the rest of the way out of her clothes, only to yelp when Alex caught hold of her feet and tugged her closer to the foot of the bed. The move left her on her back. “Hey!”

	“What was that about trust?” He unfastened her pants. “Something about intimacy?”

	She did nothing to resist. “I’m the one in charge here, mist—hey?” This time, the interruption came from Onyx leaning in on her hands and knees to kiss her. Wordless noises made up the sum total of her protest.

	Molly lifted her hips as Alex slid her pants down to reveal alluring red silk completely out of sync with the rest of her clothes. His lips descended to the edges, tracing the line between skin and silk to draw out a shiver of delight from her. Onyx let up on her kisses, but with her lips now freed Molly had nothing to say.

	Alex continued on, softly moving downward between her legs with his fingers and his mouth, still leaving the red barrier in place. Her heavy breath and another shiver provided clear approval for more. The gentle roll of his fingers over her mons sent the rest of Molly’s body into a slow-motion ripple. The touch of his tongue drew a low noise from her throat. Though he wanted her panties off from the start, the slow escalation was more than worthwhile.

	Shifting weight on the bed turned into closer company. A familiar leg slid down by Molly’s hip along with the hanging fabric of a half-discarded dress. Onyx busied herself with her mouth on Molly’s neck and across her collarbones, warming to the interplay. Not to leave either feeling unappreciated, Alex swept away Molly’s panties but caressed one hand up along Onyx’s leg as he settled back in to continue.

	One partner shivered at the stroke of a familiar hand up beneath her dress. The other gasped sharply and then moaned at the light touch of his tongue between her thighs. Molly inflected a question into her next breath. “Huh?”

	“He’s doing it again.” Onyx purred at the stroke of his fingers between her legs. She wore lace rather than silk but it soon grew just as damp. Her hips pushed back to encourage more.

	“I know, right?” Molly huffed. “He’s…mmh…good at this.”

	“Do I need to change it up?” he asked.

	“No, I’m not complaining,” Onyx whimpered. She still didn’t complain when he shifted behind her to push her dress up over her hips and slide her panties down. Onyx bent forward and unleashed a loud moan directly into a pillow when his tongue brushed and swirled along her wet lips. Molly began to roll on her side, only to stop short when Alex returned his left hand between her legs. She froze in place. After only a few strokes, his fingers pushed in deeper.

	“This is, um…mmh,” Molly grunted.

	“Yeah,” agreed Onyx.

	“Too much clothing.” Molly tugged at her lover’s dress, now only dangling from her hips. “Can’t get it off like this.”

	“Me, neither.”

	“Sorry,” Alex said without a shred of regret. “Don’t want anyone to feel left out.” He moved back to Molly, resting between her spread legs for further attention. Once again, the first brushes of his lips and tongue were feather-soft. He soon got more direct. A single swirl around her clit was enough to get her breath caught in her throat. He kept up with that while Onyx shed the rest of her dress.

	“Yeah,” Molly hissed. “Yeah. Yes yes wait no! Stopstopstop,” she pleaded, pushing his head back from her crotch. “Don’t make me come already!”

	He relented. “Oh. Really?”

	“Oh my god, you know you’re doing that to me and then you’re all innocent about it.” Molly slumped back onto the bed.

	“This is the other problem with sex magic.” Onyx slid in alongside Molly, now only in her fancy and necessarily substantial black bra. She grinned back at Alex. “Usually we have a longer build-up.”

	“Should I slow down?” Alex climbed closer on the bed, taking Molly’s other side.

	“No. Yes. No.” Molly pouted. “Why can’t I have both?”

	“This works for me,” Onyx told him. “The anticipation has been building for a while.”

	Lying face to face with them both, Alex ran one hand down Molly’s bared body to her inner thigh and back again. His caress continued, exploring, soon joined by Onyx. “We can do both.”

	“Nope. Revved up like mad now. Trade places with me and roll over. Get on your back.”

	“Okay?” he answered. The exchange of space naturally wound up silly. Alex found himself in place soon enough, with Onyx lying against him. He stole the chance for a kiss and instantly wanted more, but he had to let her go as the bed bounced with movement and shifting weight.

	“Oh, now I get a normal kiss,” she noted.

	“That a problem?”

	“Maybe when you already started with the other kind of kiss. I’m trying to decide how serious I am about us being more than just sex all the time. Zero to sixty has its upsides.”

	“Yeah, yeah, friendship is magic, too, whatever.” Molly rolled in against his other side, planting a wet kiss on his mouth and then giving Onyx the same. “Scoot down on the bed. We need all the room we’ve got. This worked out better in my head before we had all three of us here.”

	“That’s what you said last time we had him over.” Onyx rolled back to make room for Alex as he moved down, clearing space between his head and the wall. She knelt by his head with a half-embarrassed, half-eager grin. “You’re okay with everything?”

	“You know I am.” He understood their plan before either partner got into place. It wasn’t exactly a novel approach, and he’d gotten to know it recently. Maybe don’t tell them that, he thought. It didn’t diminish his enthusiasm for the moment or his partners in the slightest.

	Thoughts of home vanished when Molly threw one leg over his hips and settled in on top of him. Her hands rested on his chest for balance as she teased him with a slow grind. “I need you to go steady on me,” said Molly. “Both of us. This isn’t about getting off. Push us up, not over. Y’know?”

	“I understand.” Another leg swung over him, this one settling in with knees tucked near his shoulders. Alex smiled up at Onyx, but a thought occurred to him. “Getting off spoils it?”

	“Getting off is awesome, but that’s not what we’re trying for,” said Molly. “We want to get right up to the edge and stay there.”

	“Zero complaints if anyone accidentally blows it.” Onyx let herself down, thighs spread over his face. He tilted his head back to meet her, welcoming the taste and scent even more than her instant gasp and groan.

	“Hell no,” hissed Molly, stroking back and forth on top of Alex. She slid one hand around his cock to guide him in. He pushed back, wanting her badly after all this. Penetration brought a rush of pleasure and relief, but the latter went only so far.

	He gently pushed back as much as he could from below, moving first out of self-indulgence. Awareness rose as he continued his oral service of Onyx. This sort of thing was always better if he focused on his partners rather than sinking into his overwhelmed senses. It lasted longer that way, too.

	Riding on top of him, Molly’s eyes fluttered open to the sight of Onyx lost in bliss. It was all her lover could do to stay upright in those first moments. Molly knew the feeling. Part of her wished she could push Onyx out of the way and lie down on top of him. She knew Onyx had to have the same thoughts. The other part of her wanted more—specifically, more of the lovely woman right in front of her.

	Molly leaned in to kiss her. Onyx returned it eagerly, her hands soon on Molly’s shoulders. One slowly bucked while the other leaned in for support. The effort to stay upright limited the reach of their hands, but they did what they could. Nobody complained.

	No one kept track of time, either.

	Steady indulgence built a rhythm for Alex and Molly and a decadent intimacy between him and Onyx. Love and trust rendered Molly and Onyx vulnerable to one another’s every kiss and every touch. Every single caress of her sides or her breasts left Molly trembling. Their eyes met now and again, each time sharing the same entrancement in the pleasures of their bodies.

	Heat built. So did need.

	“Molly?” whispered Onyx.

	“Hm?”

	“Magic?”

	“R-right,” said Molly. The stiff tool deep inside her felt like magic enough. So did the sight of her lover in the same surrender. She nearly sank right back into it, but distantly remembered a secondary purpose to all this.

	Molly chanted under her breath. Onyx joined her. She felt the air change with the effort, still warm and heavy with the sounds and scent of sex, but clearer somehow. More acute. Welcoming to her senses. Though her voice wavered with pleasure, she embraced the unsteady notes as part of the ritual and continued on.

	The magic was here. She could feel it coiling up within her, powerful and relentless, pushing deeper like his…

	…like his…

	“Mmh,” she groaned and rocked harder against him. And harder. He met her pace. That only made it better.

	Onyx felt it well before she saw it. That constant kiss and swirl at her sex tempted her to think of nothing else, but it wasn’t hard to split an equal share of her attention to Molly if she opened her eyes. Sight fluttered back in, along with awareness, and then: “Molly?”

	“Mnh! Yeah!” Molly whimpered. “Oh fuck yeah!”

	Climax rippled through her, electric and overpowering and wet. She stayed upright thanks only to Alex instinctively holding her by the waist and Onyx with more deliberate hands on her shoulders. She groaned and grunted loudly, loving it, riding it out, but utterly losing control—until some thought in the back of her mind grabbed hold of that control again.

	Her eyes opened with a faint red light.

	“Molly?” Onyx asked with concern.

	Alex stopped, remembering they had more goals beyond a good time. He couldn’t see from under Onyx, but he could hear.

	“Yeah?” she breathed, her eyes still aglow and with no sign of tracking anything. She looked right and left. Her voice still trembled with intense pleasure. Every word came out like another note of orgasm. “Oh wow, it’s… oh wow.”

	The glow vanished. She relaxed and sank sideways onto the bed. Onyx crawled over to her, freeing Alex to sit up. “Are you okay?” he asked.

	“Wow, yeah,” said Molly, sounding half delirious. “That was unbelievable.” She blinked it away and swallowed hard. “C’mon. Let’s go.”

	“Uh… c’mon?” Alex blinked. “You’re lying on the bed.”

	“Molly, what did you do?” asked Onyx.

	“I found him.” She rose from the bed, turning quickly to the closet. “Come on!”

	She didn’t explain, grabbing her pants and shirt from the floor and rushing out of the room without another word. Onyx rolled out of bed, prompting Alex to do the same. Everyone was at least half-dressed by the time they joined Molly out in the living room where she snatched her phone, wallet, and keys off the kitchen counter. “Who did you find?” asked Alex

	“Ricky! It’s not raining anymore, so we’ve got to catch up to him before he moves. C’mon, I’ll drive.”

	“Ricky?” Onyx frowned. Unlike the others, she wore a robe rather than getting back into her earlier clothes. She added her long frock coat off the rack by the door. “Why should I be surprised?”

	“Who’s Ricky?” asked Alex, but Onyx answered with only a look. “What?”

	He followed them out to their car. The world around them was still soaking wet, but no more water fell. Onyx had suspicions. “Molly, did you stop the rain?” she asked as they piled in and the car got running.

	“Yeah.”

	“I don’t know whether to ask how or why first.”

	“Is that weird?” Alex wondered. “She’s called up lightning and fog before, right?”

	“That kind of magic isn’t like flipping a switch,” said Onyx.

	Molly took off out of their parking lot and promptly turned onto a nearby side-street. “It worked. I had this huge rush of energy and it felt fucking amazing and then I was like, ‘Oh right, the magic,’ and I had to do something with it, so I did. I still feel incredible. You two are great.”

	“So you turned off the rain?” asked Alex, fussing with one shoe in the back seat.

	“Yeah. That, too. It wasn’t hard. I bet I could do it again easily now. Like, I’ve got it now, right? But no, it’s like either time slowed down or my brain sped up because I had time to think and do stuff and I was still getting off the whole time. It was awesome!”

	Onyx threw a skeptical look at their partner in the backseat, then Molly again. “Time did not slow down.”

	“Okay, so the other thing happened. That’s still cool.” She drove on.

	“Who’s Ricky?” Alex tried again.

	Molly pulled off onto an even narrower side street lined with thick overgrowth and tall trees. Shadows over a dark depression suggested a canal, explaining the lack of development. Molly parked the car, blocking the road with the lights on, and hopped out. Alex and Onyx followed.

	“Ricky? Ricky!” Molly called happily. “Come on, buddy. I know you’re here. We’ll take you home. Come on.”

	Alex looked at Onyx, who only hugged her coat closer and grumbled under her breath. “Is Ricky a…?” he began.

	Rustling bushes heralded an answer to his question. A shape of white and brown burst out of the overgrowth to rush into Molly’s hands, wagging and panting happily. “Ricky’s a beagle,” said Alex.

	“Yeah,” sighed Onyx. “There are signs up in the neighborhood looking for him. He lives with someone around here.”

	“That’s right! And he’s a good boy,” Molly agreed. “He just got a little lost. Normally doggos understand me just fine and they’ll come running when I call, but I guess Ricky was too far to hear and too scared of the road.”

	“Molly, what did you do?” asked Onyx.

	She turned to face the pair with a wet dog in her arms and a huge grin on her face. “I sent my sight outside my body! And my hearing. It’s like I projected my mind, except I was still there in bed with you, too!”

	“Are you serious?” Onyx fumed. “I’ve been trying to do that for—ugh!” She grabbed Alex by the wrist, pulling him toward the car. “Come on.”

	“Huh?” he blinked.

	“We’re going back to bed. If she can do it, so can I.”

	“Hey, I can help, right?” asked Molly.

	“I dunno, are we taking Ricky home right now?” Onyx pointed out.

	“It’s the middle of the night. We can’t take him back until morning.”

	“Right, so I guess you can join in once you’ve got the excited wet beagle settled down in our apartment and he understands he’s not allowed to make a mess of anything.”

	“Okay, okay,” Molly sighed. She handed Ricky off to Alex. “Not even sure how I pulled it off or if I can do it again. I don’t know how to explain well enough to repeat it.”

	“Whatever. We’re fine with trying until I get it,” said Onyx.

	Alex opened his mouth to speak but closed it. She wasn’t looking his way and couldn’t have seen his aura this time. She also wasn’t wrong.
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	She ravished him through much of the night. He wasn’t sure of the time, and gave such details only the most fleeting of thoughts, anyway. The evening involved romance and sweet indulgence in lingerie along with Rachel until duty called her away. At some point thereafter she let him sleep for a time. She wasn’t in the bed when he woke up and wandered to the bathroom, but she crept upon him once he returned and pushed him onto his back. She rode him there ever since.

	Her black lingerie remained: thigh-high stockings, long gloves, and a bra of black lace over white fabric. The only discarded piece would’ve gotten in the way of what she wanted. Lorelei continued her grind, merciless and steady, holding him near the edge of orgasm but switching things up whenever he got too close.

	Alex had little control over this. She kept him on his back, swept away by sensation, and cast aside his hands whenever he reached for her. He wasn’t meant to participate. He was meant to experience, or perhaps endure. They didn’t speak of it. Deep inside her and enraptured by her beauty in the dim light of their bedroom, Alex couldn’t exactly analyze anything. He didn’t have a complaint in the world, either.

	Lorelei fucked him with a smile of love and well-earned arrogance and a touch of cruelty all at once. The latter showed in particular when she caught the change in his breath heralding his release. Her grind stopped. He felt her tighten and saw her grin flare, but after a moment she began a long and indulgent roll of her hips instead of the earlier straightforward motion.

	The break in their pattern set him back from the edge, but not far. This, too, felt incredible. He let out a groan that wasn’t entirely plaintive.

	“You love it,” she taunted. “You love me.”

	“Is that… ever in doubt?” he breathed.

	“No, my love,” said Lorelei. Her eyes fluttered. “But you like to hear it… like to know.” Her breath deepened, too. Alex wasn’t the only one riding a high. Hers climbed higher. “You like it explicit. More than you admit. You want this… want… mmfh.”

	Her motions changed. Alex couldn’t do much to help other than raise his hips to try to match her lead. She’d made her point by throwing back his hands. He didn’t want to distract her now. He wanted to help. She didn’t need that help, of course. She could use him like a toy all on her own. Little moans and the twitch of her lip carried plenty of appreciation, anyway, as did all the rest of this.

	A louder grunt signaled her release. She grew tighter, wetter, her body shaking. Lorelei rode him harder and called out her orgasm with wordless joy. It was hardly her first of the night. Though she stretched his torment out and made him yearn for it, Lorelei gave in to her sensitivity again and again. She had no reason not to. It wasn’t like Alex ever complained.

	He loved seeing her like this. He gave in to his lust and basked in the sight, the sounds, and most especially every intimate measure of touch. Lorelei came harder and longer because of it. Beyond her love of the physical delights of sex, the succubus coveted his surrender to his base desires. She drew power from his desires, and with it another form of ecstasy. Alex understood just enough to provide by choice. All he had to do was give in.

	When her spasms passed and her mind cleared, Lorelei greeted the presence of his hands on her breasts with a smile. She resumed her earlier grind, steadily impaling herself again and again toward his surest satisfaction. Leaning into the touch of his hands and an intensifying the motion of her hips, Lorelei favored Alex with a wicked grin. “This, too. I want it all.”

	Everything she did felt good, but some strokes worked him harder than others. Willpower and any instinct to reciprocate fell off somewhere in the back of his mind. Climax didn’t hit right away, but he almost regretted the speed of his rush. Then he remembered how long she’d been fucking him, her countless denials…and his needs. He needed this. Now.

	He’d need it again, too. Sooner rather than later. That wicked grin promised it all. Spasms of pleasure rumbled through his groin and outward, but intensified at their core until and on through release. Lorelei’s breath of triumph and rapture came as yet another reward.

	She laid against his body to cool down with him, eventually sliding off to his side with kisses. “Thank you, love.”

	“Huh?” Alex breathed. “You did all the…stuff.”

	He felt her grin at his ear. “You wanted the ‘professional treatment.’ Wanted it all. You said so clearly.”

	“Hey, emotional intimacy and kink stuff happened first,” he replied, though not objecting. His breath remained heavy. “We had a whole conversation. You led me into that.”

	“Yes. I enjoyed it all. But it’s the quotable fantasies I savor the most.” Her gloved hand ran up and down his body. “This is a greater indulgence than you know. More reality than fantasy. I am grateful for your trust…and I am grateful that you value this part of me.”

	His mind was already blown before she said that. “You say it like I’m not the one getting the best of this.”

	“You are not.” With a deep kiss, Lorelei slid away from him and off the bed. Every move was a show. “You need to catch your breath, but understand: I am at your beck and call today and tonight and I like it. You may not ask if I am sure or double-check my enthusiasm. I am yours to enjoy at your whim and I am glad for it.”

	  At the foot of the bed, she swept a sheer robe over her shoulders. He could see everything through that fabric. She looked back over his shoulder with a grin that reminded him that was the whole point. “Should you wish to continue the ‘professional treatment’ beyond tonight, all you ever need do is ask. Explicitly. Your surrender to desire is all the payment I require.”

	She walked out of the room with the stride of someone in complete control, because she was.

	His smile lasted until his breath steadied and he felt like he could move again. A fumbling hand found his phone, and the time. “Holy shit,” Alex murmured. The slivers of morning light at the edges of the blinds weren’t just a hint. It was well into morning.

	He climbed out of bed, into the bathroom and out again to throw on dark pajama pants before wandering out. Alex moved like he was sore or worn out, though he felt exactly the opposite. His body didn’t want to rouse from the state she left him in.

	“Professional treatment” wasn’t a euphemism for any mortal profession. Not as Lorelei once practiced it, anyway.

	Living room windows greeted him with a clear day he knew full well to be more dreadful than it looked. A November cold snap awaited outside. Downtown winds would menace the streets below, too. In here, Alex had shelter and warmth…and her.

	Lorelei sat at the end of the dining room table between the hallway and the kitchen. Another pose, another show. Her posture comfortably showed off her body, but she didn’t look back at him. Instead, she browsed through pages and pictures on her laptop.

	“Are you shopping for lingerie?” he asked.

	She fixed him with a feigned scolding glance undercut by a grin. “I am immersed in my role.” Then she turned her attention back to the site. “Enjoy your part.”

	“We’re roleplaying?”

	“We have safe words. We share these pleasures without fear despite how deadly they have been for so many others.” She wasn’t looking at him, but her quiet grin smoldered. “Surely, it’s sinful and perverse to take pride in what I am, but I feel it when I am with you. Perhaps roleplay is the wrong term after all.”

	“What’s the point of intimacy if you can’t be perverted together?” Alex mumbled on his way past her to the kitchen. Even there, fishing around for a glass and water, he stole glances at her. The dining room chair put her only a couple of steps from the kitchen’s island counter. Without a word or a glance of acknowledgment she turned and adjusted to accommodate his eyes. He played along and said nothing. He needed a good drink, anyway. Food, too, but nothing complicated. Alex laughed at himself silently—or almost silently.

	“Hm?” Lorelei prompted.

	“I’m thinking of the easiest thing I can eat because I don’t want anything getting in the way of all this. No cooking, nothing that might affect my breath. Just…silly that I’m thinking about it like a practical issue.”

	“Embrace your priorities. They are hardly silly to me. Rapture and addiction are all part of the experience. Rachel and I will help you manage,” she teased.

	“You’re joking about the addiction part, but I don’t worry about that anymore.”

	“I am glad, though I’m curious why not?”

	“It doesn’t fit. I worried about it enough to look it up.” He found the box of croissants on the other side of the counter. That would be simple enough for now. “I’m not excluding other parts of my life. I might get horny easily and more often, but I don’t have withdrawals or stress over it. I don’t rationalize doing shitty things for sex. I’m not putting myself in any risky situations.” His list halted. Lorelei’s wicked grin acknowledged the irony. “See, none of the dangerous nonsense has been about sex. That’s about love and loyalty and doing what’s right and all that stuff. Far as sex goes, I’m safe with you.”

	“Always,” she conceded in a tone that said absolutely otherwise.

	“Right. So what if you’re a demon and countless other guys have met a bad end with you? Silly to call that a warning sign.” He resumed his list. “I don’t cheat.” Again, he paused. “It’s an open relationship and everyone is fully consenting. No dishonesty, that’s the point. And on that note, I’m not hiding this from friends and family. Okay, not from my friends, at least.”

	“Family generally prefers to keep these matters left in the dark,” agreed Lorelei.

	“Right.”

	“You don’t exclude other parts of your life?” she asked.

	Alex rolled his eyes. “Allegedly I’ve missed out on a lot of good TV, or so I’m told. It’s not like I’ve dropped any obligations or family…oh. Hm.” She prompted him with a raised eyebrow. “Thanksgiving is soon.”

	“Ah. I’ve been meaning to ask. I take it you have family traditions?”

	“Not traditions so much, but there’s usually something. I dunno how much of that has been a matter of Mom trying to be a mom.” He frowned. “My smoking hot girlfriend is telling me to embrace the sex assassin turn-ons and now we’re talking about my family and my childhood.”

	“My lust will not wane, love. As I said, you need a moment to collect yourself. Did we not touch upon the importance of tending to other matters? Mortal peril will remain within reach,” she taunted. “Tell me.”

	“Christmas is a bigger deal. Thanksgiving just sorta happens. Sometimes we’d go over to my grandparents’ place. They came to ours a couple times, and we did a thing with Drew’s family once but they usually go out of town to see relatives. We took a couple shots at reconnecting with the rest of my dad’s family after the divorce. Someone felt like it was worth a try after, what? Six years? More? The only thing I learned from that is I’m kind of attached to having an actual dinner and not just a party with munchies and beer. Ugh. I wasn’t even sixteen yet.”

	“You don’t speak of them much.”

	“Not much to say. I was in grade school when the divorce happened. Everything else felt too little, too late. I don’t miss them. I think the truth is we don’t all like each other much.

	“Anyway, I don’t know what Mom has in mind with her moving and all, but I imagine there’s gonna be something. Maybe with my grandparents, maybe Drew’s family. Point being you’ll be welcome to come if you’re ready for that.”

	“If I’m ready?” Lorelei scoffed… and then considered. “I suppose it’s a new step, isn’t it?”

	“No pressure. Wish Rachel could come, but I imagine that’s a problem. I don’t even know the plan, anyway. Probably hear about it soon.” His hand found the phone on the counter with no more conscious thought than he put into carrying it from the bedroom. The habitual check for messages turned into something more focused when he saw the text from Michelle.

	“Give me a call sometime. Need to talk Thanksgiving,” read the text.

	“Huh. Speak of…” His eyes lifted to Lorelei, and there they got hooked, naturally. “Um. Hey. Mom sent me a text. I should call before I forget.”

	“Certainly.”

	“You’re, uh… I mentioned the part where you’re smoking hot right now, didn’t I?”

	“Am I an inappropriate sight for such a phone call?” Bedroom eyes mocked him. She kicked one long, stocking-clad and perfect leg up on the table and then the other. “Suffer, love.”

	He hit the button, kept looking, and resigned himself to suffering.

	“Hey. I didn’t wake you up with that text, did I?” greeted Michelle.

	“No, I’m already up on my feet.” Alex glanced at himself. Pajama pants didn’t exactly count as “dressed” and he’d only made it as far as the kitchen…and then he looked at Lorelei again. Oh sure, I’m not hiding anything from family, he thought. “What’s up?”

	“So I talked to Mom and Dad last night, and Thanksgiving came up. Did you have any, um… expectations?”

	“No, not really. I kept forgetting about it. Why?”

	“At some point they want to meet your new girlfriend, for one thing.”

	His back stiffened. His mouth twisted into a grin at his own reactions. “I’m not avoiding it.”

	“It’s fine. It’ll happen sooner or later. Anyway, the holiday is a little more pressing, because it looks like they’re going down to Portland for some friends. I wanted to find out about their plans before I talked to you.”

	“That’s new.”

	“You living out on your own is new. That’s kind of why I wanted to talk. I’m wondering if you’ll be disappointed if I’m not around, either. As long as you’ve got someone else to be with.”

	Eyes lustfully hooked on the lace at the top of those stockings and the bared skin just above suddenly blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”

	“Will you be disappointed if I’m not around for Thanksgiving and do you have somewhere else to be?” she repeated. “Maybe with Lorelei, or Drew’s family, or I don’t know? Is that okay?”

	“It’s fine,” said Alex. He stood straighter, though still unable to take his eyes off Lorelei. His spirits rose, too. That was a surprise. “Where are you gonna be?”

	Whether she could hear the other end or not, Lorelei understood plenty from his response. She felt the stir of his desires, too. Lorelei watched and waited with interest. Even that was sexy. She could be relentless.

	“Eddie invited me to meet his family in Olympia.”

	“Oh wow. Moving fast, huh?”

	“Whatever. It’s siblings and parents and we’re not the ones who moved in together already.”

	“Wow, Mom.”

	“That’s not a complaint. You’re an adult. I don’t have a problem with her. I’m just saying you don’t get to throw any stones, mister.”

	“Fair,” said Alex.

	“Anyway, you’re okay with this? You haven’t had a holiday away from home before. It can sneak up on you. I feel a little bad.”

	“Don’t. Mom, you should go. That sounds awesome. We’ve got—we’ll do something here. It’s fine.” His eyes told him it would be more than fine. So did the rest of him.

	Lorelei waited patiently for him to wrap up the call. The moment he disconnected, she slid out of her chair and stepped close. “We’ll be on our own,” she said.

	“Yeah. You, me, and Rachel.”

	“She may be busy. Holidays can be active. Yet I’m sure she’ll be in and out… and I believe we can arrange a proper dinner from any number of sources.”

	“Arrange? Not cook it ourselves?” Alex smirked.

	“Cooking would be such a distraction.” Her hand slid up his arm. The lick of her lips was subtle, but he caught it. The look in her eye was much more obvious, as was her tone. “I am more interested in the prospect of a four-day weekend with no other commitments. Assuming you’re enjoying this one, of course.” Her lips came to his ear. “You need only ask.”

	“Four days?” Alex murmured, already trembling at her touch.

	“Four private, intimate…grateful days.”

	The room softly brightened. Alex felt a new presence at his back, feminine and loving and yet her whisper in his other ear carried a much different approach. “We’re taking her up on it,” said Rachel. “We are not passing on four straight days of slutting it up with her. Save the wholesome bullshit for Christmas.”

	“Deal.”
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	January: The week after Personal Demons.

	 

	“Are you really staying here after everything that happened?”

	The question could have been taken any number of ways if not for the unmistakable complaint in her tone. Alex looked up from the bills and advertising junk in his hands to blink at the wall of mailboxes, and from there to the woman using her outside voice from six feet away. She was somewhere between forty and fifty, brunette, white, and wrapped in the exact sort of sweater and pea coat he knew was in fashion this year only because someone had mentioned it at his old job.

	Her clothes weren’t nearly as loud a statement as the cell phone she held at shoulder level. Alex looked at her with one eyebrow dropping and the other going high. “Are you filming me?”

	“I have a right to film whatever I want in public.”

	He looked over his shoulder. Presumably the lobby of the condominium was public, but no one else was around except the random late middle-ager opening her mailbox like nothing was going on. Hugo was out at the front desk again, too. He’d already dealt with enough shit after the ‘everything that happened’ this woman referred to. Alex shrugged. “Okay.”

	“This place got all shot up last week,” the woman pressed. “People could have died.”

	No, my place got shot up, he corrected mentally, but said nothing. Alex turned back to sorting out the junk mail for the recycling slot. The motorcycle helmet hooked under his left arm and the backpack slung over his opposite shoulder slowed him down to his accuser’s benefit.

	“You don’t have anything to say?”

	“Not really.”

	“People here deserve an explanation.”

	“Management sent out an email with everything the cops said.”

	“What, that nonsense about a protected witness? Nobody believes that,” she retorted. “Who was this person and why were they visiting your condo, anyway?”

	“What’s your name?” Alex wondered. 

	“I don’t have to tell you anything.”

	“Okay.”

	With the junk mail discarded, Alex turned to leave. She got in his way. “Why should you be in this building when you’re a danger to everyone else? People are scared! Who brought on that whole situation? Was it you, or was it your sugar momma?”

	“Aw, you were so close to making me feel bad,” said Alex. “You’re blaming the victim. There’s no reason to be scared.”

	“Victim blaming? Don’t give me that PC bullshit.”

	“That’s all I’m saying. Please don’t block me.”

	“Is that a threat?” she snapped.

	Rolling his eyes, Alex stepped around her without too much effort. Her assertive voice followed him to the elevator and stuck with him when he hit the call button. “I’m posting this online for the building page. And I’m taking it to the next homeowner’s association meeting.”

	“Okay.”

	“This is how you’re gonna handle it, huh? Running away?”

	“From a stranger harassing me in the lobby when I’ve already asked to be left alone? Yeah, I’m good with that.” The elevator chime rang. An unsuspecting couple stepped out, breaking the small space between Alex and his accuser. “Bye.” He slipped into the elevator and hit the “close door” button. People said it did nothing, but he felt obligated to make the effort. As it happened, he wound up with much different company in the elevator than he dreaded.

	“Fucking zitmouth little shitbitch.” Rachel stood beside Alex like any other companion in an elevator, except anyone else would have been seen by mortal eyes, and no other companion had big feathery wings and a halo. None of them shined like their white dress and flawless skin produced light, either. “Ready to see just how far I can jam my foot up an asshole.”

	“She’s pushy, but I kinda can’t blame her for being upset.” The grin she always put on his face came through once again despite his concession. “They don’t know about the demons, but our place got all shot up. It’s scary. People want to feel safe at home.”

	“Not her,” said Rachel. “Melanie lives nine floors down on the other side of the building. She’s not even that upset. That was all performative advocacy bullshit. She’s been looking for an issue to run on for the HOA board next month. Fuck her stupid face.”

	“Calling Lorelei my sugar momma wasn’t cool,” said Alex. 

	“Right? She’s our sugar momma.”

	He snorted out a laugh. “Do you know that much about everyone in the building?”

	“No, I don’t. I only got that just now. That’s part of my problem.”

	“What’s wrong?”

	Rachel let out a frustrated breath. Her lips scrunched to one side with that same sentiment. “I’m supposed to protect you. I don’t know if I should ask for your help.”

	“Right, so you just did whether you meant to or not,” he said, grinning back.

	“Shit. Sorry, that wasn’t passive-aggression.”

	“I know. I know you. And you know I always want to help you, so what’s up?”

	“Demon.”

	“Demon?” Alex blinked.

	“Yeah. We’ve got a demon in the building. I can smell the fucker.” She clenched her fingers in front of her nose. “Smoke and brimstone and oily promises and shit. At first, I thought it was some lingering nastiness from the fight, but it’s sticking around just out of reach. Something’s here. I need help finding them. I’m gonna fuck them up before they get cozy.”

	“By ‘them,’ do you mean more than one, or is that a singular ‘them?’”

	“Singular. Don’t know if it’s a boy or girl demon or neither.”

	Alex nodded. “That’s what demons smell like?”

	“Lots of ‘em, yeah. Assholes. That’s part of it, too, most of the time. Like this lingering undertone of exposed asshole.”

	Alex made a face. His eyes turned to the floor numbers. They were practically there, though the elevator needed a second to settle. “Not Lorelei, right?”

	“Oh, fuck no,” said Rachel.

	“I usually think of lavender. And, y’know, all the sex,” he mumbled.

	“Don’t gotta be shy about that with me, lover,” Rachel huffed. “I know what you mean.”

	“Her sweat actually smells good,” he said quietly. His eyes slid sideways with a grin. “So does yours.”

	“Aw, Alex,” Rachel groaned with frustration. The bell rang quietly with the parting of the doors into the hallway outside their home. “I’d porno-fuck you right here in the elevator if I didn’t need to be on the job.” 

	“Love you, too. Lemme put my stuff down inside. Should I grab anything?” He already had his keys in the door. “I’d really rather avoid more guns right now. Not sure any of ours would work, anyway.”

	“Nah, they’re no good on demons if they aren’t magicked up. Best they’d do is knock it around a little. You’d do better with a baseball bat.”

	“Except I don’t want to be seen carrying that around, either. Wish I hadn’t lost that sword in Beirut.” Alex set the mail and his belongings on the kitchen counter. The living room was still empty and unsettled from the assault of demons and gun-toting wizards. At least new windows and balcony door were finished. The building management company helped expedite that out of concern for insulation and the exterior image, though Lorelei had to pay for that speed. Plenty more still needed to be replaced and repaired after that fiasco. “Lorelei’s got that late thing at the conservatory. Should we call her? Anyone from the regular crew?”

	“Might shoot Lorelei a text to let her know, but I don’t think we want to wait,” said Rachel. “This asshole is hiding rather than starting any shit, so they might know I’m onto ‘em. As long as we’re on our toes, you should be fine.”

	“What about the other angels? Other people in this building have guardians, right? Can’t they help?”

	“Ugh.” Rachel rolled her eyes. “As soon as I try, it’ll be all, ‘What? A demon loose in our domicile? I must cleave to my mortal charge!’ Also, why the fuck does ‘cleave’ mean ‘split’ but also ‘stick together?’ Fucking English. Anyway, unless there’s a fight right in front of them, most will be useless. Even the ones who like me are gonna default to defense.” 

	“So, what’s the plan?”

	“I’ve been up and down through the building and I haven’t found this fucker,” she began. “It’s been a few days since the fight. Either they found a hidey-hole away from everyone or they shacked up with someone inside. The latter would probably be some shitbag who doesn’t have a guardian angel. Some demons are slippery enough to dodge around a guardian anyway, but if this one was that slick, I don’t think the building would have this lingering aura of evil and farts. Asshole probably doesn’t have a human skin, though, or if they do it might not be fitted right.”

	“Then we’re talking either a full-on monster demon or somebody wearing a badly-fitted human body? What’s that look like?” Images of Senate Republicans filled his mind. 

	“Not as obvious as it sounds, at least to mortal eyes,” said Rachel. “Not unless you knew the mortal before it happened. Plenty of ordinary creepy fucks aren’t demons.”

	“Ain’t that the truth,” he muttered.

	“Mortal help is still the safest route for a demon hiding in the mortal world, though. Either someone to shelter them or a body they can occupy, and even from there they’ll always want more. But demons prefer the low-hanging fruit, which means mortals who don’t have guardian angels around.”

	He knew where this was going. “I’m low-hanging fruit, aren’t I?”

	“You are awfully well-hung, babe,” Rachel teased without missing a beat. Her next beat brought her right back to business. “I’m your girlfriend, but technically you don’t have a guardian angel anymore. Demons can sense that. To them, you look like an easy score.”

	“So, I’m the bait? How do we do this?”

	“Still trying to figure that out,” she admitted. “It’s a matter of how he’d approach you and why. Most of them know there’s more mileage in manipulation and temptation than straight murder. They look for something you want bad and offer to help you get it. Especially if it’s something forbidden.”

	Her words drifted off with her thoughts, and with them, her eyes. It was a mutual problem. She only caught herself when she realized she was staring absently at his crotch in those jeans, and then realized he was staring at the bump of her hip under her white dress. He, too, caught himself in that same moment. Their eyes met again, with Rachel grinning lewdly. They didn’t have to wonder where each other’s attention had gone.

	“Forbidden, huh?” he grumbled.

	“Y’know, it’s only a problem because your bullshit mortal society is so fucking insecure,” she mused. “There’s nothing inherently wrong with being a horny slut. It’s only a matter of how you handle things. This is one of the things I love most about you and Lorelei.”

	“Ethical slutting won’t be a deterrent for a demon?”

	“Nah, they’re not gonna know you like I do. They’ll assume you’re another toxic brain-in-his-dick douchebag like all the rest. Bad enough to lose your guardian, even.” She smiled at his sour expression. “Let your inner horndog out and they’ll fill in the blanks. We only have to figure out how and where to apply it inside the building.”

	“Oh, I think I’ve got a couple ideas,” said Alex. 

	 

	 * * * 

	 

	What he really expected to exercise in the gym was his patience. Rachel wasn’t sure if the demon was on the move, nor could they be sure he would attract any attention as “bait.” He wondered if Lorelei would get home before they saw any sort of results.

	Instead, it took all of five minutes.

	Dressed in loose black gym shorts and a simple blue t-shirt, Alex sat at the chest fly on one of the four-sided weight machines. The condominium’s gym—they called it a fitness center, of course—had three such machines, along with lower body sets. Treadmills and exercise bikes in similar numbers lined the other side of the room. Three walls held mirrors, while the fourth side of the gym was bounded by floor-to-ceiling windows and a glass door. The latter wall ran along a hallway to either side of the gym, with restrooms to one side and a small sauna to the other.

	Alex set the machine to a light weight and waited until someone else walked in before making even the lightest of efforts. He didn’t want to wear himself out ahead of a fight. Slacking on the machines didn’t hurt his act.

	He didn’t know the guy who walked into the gym, but there were plenty of strangers in the building. Rather than merely catching Alex’s attention, the look of the guy all but made his thoughts trip and fall over. The man wore sweats and a sleeveless t-shirt with a beer advertisement from before Alex was born. He had a little bulk, but it wasn’t all muscle nor all fat. Thinning black hair laid back on his head under some oily influence, matched by lazy dark eyes with much the same sheen. Underneath that polite grin and nod as he entered lingered some perpetual, casual contempt. Resting Fuck You Face, Alex thought, along with another, more pressing notion: he couldn’t possibly have found their target already, but this guy was somehow Just Not Right.

	“How’s it goin’?” His low voice carried a slight tremor, like a friendly chuckle gone wrong.

	“Hey.” Alex sat back as if to start another set while the guy stepped onto the treadmill. He didn’t have anything to set down before he started. No wallet, no water bottle, not even a towel. No headphones. None of it condemning, either, except for the unsettling clench Alex felt within his neck. 

	“You new in the building? Visiting?” the man asked over his shoulder. His treadmill beeped its way to life, with the belt under his feet rolling into a slow and safe start.

	“Sorta new,” Alex answered. “It’s been a few months.”

	“Well, you don’t always meet your neighbors around here.” He set up his workout, though it didn’t amount to more than a steady walk at a slight incline before he glanced over his shoulder again. “I’m Ransom.”

	Luckily, it was only a glance. He didn’t see the way the name made Alex blink. Sometimes they liked to use clever names. Ransom? Alex thought. Like Rob Gorge? Then he remembered to respond. “I’m A-Andy,” he lied before it was too late. “Good to meet you.”

	“Yeah,” Ransom huffed. He continued walking on the treadmill, bumping the speed up only a couple notches. It was a normal enough sign, at least. If Alex hadn’t grown up around people from out of town, he might’ve thought the “Seattle Freeze” was normal everywhere. Seattleites often went only as far as polite greetings and stopped short of real connections. Then this guy had to go and be abnormal again: he kept talking. “What’s your floor?”

	“I’m sorry?” Alex stopped in the middle of a rep and let the weight push back into resting position. “What floor do I live on?”

	“Yeah.”

	Other questions like, “What do you do for a living?” or “Where did you move from?” were at least common ways to get to know someone. Alex was a little more sensitive than most to the unspoken economic probes behind those questions, and he knew it. Asking where he lived in the condominium’s pricing hierarchy seemed awfully direct. Who asks that?

	“I’m on the eighth,” Ransom grunted when Alex didn’t answer right away. He gave no hint of reaction at Alex’s silence. “I guess that shooting only hit the seventeenth and a couple bits of the eighteenth. You see any of that?”

	“Wasn’t home when that happened.” It was technically true. He only arrived late on the other side of the street, where the shooting had come from, and then only got back inside after the fight was over.

	“Crazy stuff. Makes you feel like you aren’t safe in your own home, huh?” He didn’t sound particularly scared. “This city gets crazier every month. Gotta look out for yourself.”

	“Y’know, violent crime has been falling in this city. Especially in the last few months.” 

	“Huh. That we know of. Keep those numbers down so property values go up, right?” Ransom left space for a response, but heard none. “Anyway, if they’re up on seventeen, I imagine they aren’t going anywhere. Lawyers and all that, right? Even the cops and the city attorney’s office don’t want to talk about it.”

	Ransom walked on. The man’s skin took on a light sheen quickly, considering he wasn’t working much harder than a brisk walk. He already had a slight odor, too.

	Thoughts of his weird conversational choices led to other suspicions: if he knew that much about the incident, did he see Melanie’s cranky online posts about it? Did he know the names of the residents? Did he know who Alex really was—and if so, was he trolling? This seemed like one sort of probe or another. Maybe he knew…or maybe he didn’t?

	Alex made himself pay attention to Ransom instead of glancing around for Rachel. They had a plan, or at least the outline of one. With the way the demon had avoided Rachel already, she didn’t trust her ability to go unseen out in the open. She had to remain out of sight. Witnesses diminished most supernatural power and the demon wanted to go undetected, so violence wasn’t likely unless they had a victim isolated. More likely, a demon would approach with something to offer and try to sink their hooks into him. Alex only needed to get the demon interested, and then make sure no mortals were around. Rachel could take care of the rest.

	Remembering himself and his cover, Alex pulled on the weights again. He got three reps in, then four. Ransom didn’t say or do anything weird. Rachel didn’t jump out from the wall with her flaming sword.

	The break came with a new voice and movement in the corner of his eye. The movement seemed to go a little farther to his side than he could track, especially when his eyes stopped on an entirely different blonde from the one he expected. “Alex, hi. Nice to see you down here.” She was different from the angel in so many ways: taller, tanner, and older in appearance if not remotely so in fact. Her yoga pants and athletic top showed off her curves. Her eyes roamed up and down his body. “First time I’ve caught you alone.”

	“Hi, Sarah,” he mumbled. Busting him on his name wasn’t great. Nor was the new level of friendliness. Not now, anyway.

	His thoughtless look at her figure wasn’t great, either. It happened on reflex, especially since a succubus curse became part of his life. So many little circumstantial things enabled his libido. Thankfully, it didn’t seem to make anyone uncomfortable, and his relentlessly thirsty gaze generally went unnoticed… unless the subject liked it. Somehow, that connection always clicked, like now.

	Alex vaguely remembered this sort of thing being the lure he came down here to provide. Now it felt accidental.

	“I’ve been hoping we can get to know each other better.” Sarah took in their surroundings. “Is your girlfriend with you? She is your girlfriend, right?”

	“Uh, she’s still at work.” He couldn’t mistake the look or the tone. She’d been perfectly pleasant in the couple of times he met her, but other than the looks—and he got a lot of looks these days, if he was honest—she hadn’t flirted. Then again, the context was different. Her questions punctuated what a difference that made.

	“She’s beautiful. Can’t say it’s a mystery how you nailed that down, but I’m still curious.” Another up-and-down look. Her grin held. “I’ve been waiting to meet one on one.”

	That made him glance to Ransom. He kept on walking on the treadmill, but the glance said plenty. Sarah stretched a little, seemingly all for visual benefit. “Now that I’m here, I don’t know how up I am for the weights. Maybe the sauna, though.” She left Alex for the hallway just short of the glass wall. Alex hadn’t used the sauna, but he remembered seeing the privacy rules posted on the door and how it only locked from the inside. The wink and the brief, beckoning finger she flashed his way before turning the corner made her thoughts obvious.

	He remembered the plan. This was the plan. It was a way to draw the enemy out, to give them something to latch onto and a reason to approach him, but it wasn’t without complication.

	“Heh.” Ransom’s grunt drew his attention back to the man on the treadmill. “I’d fuck her.”

	Alex waited, but heard nothing more. No offer. No suggestion. Ransom kept on walking. He even bumped up the speed a notch for the first time, as if getting serious about the exercise.

	“Why shouldn’t you?” suggested a voice from behind him, so quietly it could’ve been a voice in his own head. Quiet, but alien, with the tiniest hint of hiss and gravel. Alex stopped his next repetition. The weights put his arms in a bad position for reacting, and he wanted to be sure he hadn’t imagined it.

	“She wants it. You want it. What stops you?”

	Yep. Definitely a voice, Alex understood. He’d been through enough paranormal nonsense to know a voice could be hidden. He glanced in the mirror, but didn’t see anyone. The sun was still up, so it was too early for vampires. The weight machine had stations on each side, with weights and rails and supports to obstruct things, and the strangest blur within… could it be hiding inside the machine somehow? Contorted, like a snake? 

	“You won’t get caught. No one will know.”

	Ransom walked on. His feet and the treadmill provided an unexpected anchor: normal, steady, entirely mortal sounds. Alex had found the demon, and suddenly the creep on the treadmill was a reassuring presence. The creep also complicated Rachel’s prospects of jumping in.

	“I can help. I can help with this. With many things. Trust me.”

	Alex slowly brought his arms back, resetting the weights, and got them out from behind the handles. The unseen monster left him untouched, except for the ideas. “No one else is back there but her. She wants it. You know she wants it. So do you.

	“Trust me, and I can make sure your girlfriend never finds out… about this one, or the next.”

	He looked to the little hallway leading to the sauna, pretending not to “hear” the voice and thinking about the plan. That hallway ran a short distance to the sauna space. Ransom wouldn’t be able to see back there as long as he stayed on the treadmill. Maybe it offered enough room for Rachel to work. Maybe. As long as they controlled the fight, they had ways of controlling the mess afterward.

	If he went into the sauna, he might put Sarah at risk. If he didn’t make good on this shot, the demon might move on. Rachel had to be watching somehow. He needed to handle this part, and needed to keep it out of view, both for secrecy and for Ransom and Sarah’s safety. As long as Rachel was watching and timed it right…

	“Trust me,” whispered the demon.

	Alex stood. He watched the glass door for any reflection, then cast his eyes to the floor and the walls for any shadow besides his, looking for any sense that he was being followed. He saw nothing, but he felt it. The demon was close.

	He took the turn around the corner. The sauna door wasn’t far. A soft blue light marked it as occupied, its handle now only working from inside. If she didn’t hear anything, she’d have no reason to open up or pull back the barrier on the little window set into the door.

	The door wasn’t all that far from the hallway corner. Was that enough space for Rachel? Could she do all this without Ransom seeing? Could Alex draw the demon in farther?

	He hesitated at the door, and then realized he was hesitating. He made the most of it, raising his hand to knock and then pulling back with doubt that was half feigned and half real. He took one step farther as if reconsidering. 

	Then the door opened. Amid a rush of steamy air, Sarah grinned at him wearing a towel and a sexy sheen of sweat along her exposed skin. Wet hair clinging to her shoulders. She reached out to draw him in—only to grab his shoulder and yank.

	Surprise and hidden might pulled him off his feet, bringing his back up against the wood panel wall along one side of the sauna. Her hand moved from his shoulder to his neck to pin him. The door didn’t swing shut on its own instantly, either. Something bumped past it—no, he realized. Something slid past, and then it fell shut.

	“I thought I sensed a moment of doubt out there,” Sarah taunted. The move had loosened her towel, but as it fell Alex realized her hair had covered the shoulder straps of her top. She was still fully dressed, even in the sauna. The explanation was obvious.

	“Aw hell,” Alex grunted.

	Sarah quirked one eyebrow. “Now what’s that supposed to mean?”

	“Uh…” Alex knew he should stall for Rachel. The hand around his neck and the second hidden demon put a lot of pressure on that impulse. “Did I misinterpret your invitation?”

	“Maybe a little,” said Sarah. “Or maybe I was a bit deceptive. Sorry. You seem delicious, but not the way you hoped.”

	He raised his hands to shoulder level in a note of surrender. It was too simple, too natural a move for her to counter with anything but a squeeze and her mouth opening with warning before he took advantage. Alex slapped his left hand over hers, hooking all four fingers at her thumb to peel like he’d been taught, all while he stomped at her knee and punched with his other hand at her armpit. The unnatural strength of demons put him at a serious disadvantage, but he had technique. Even a demon in human form had joints.

	His flurry of effort bought him the space to raise that same stomping foot all the way to hip-level and kick hard. Demonic strength and resilience didn’t make her body any heavier. Shoved backward, she tumbled over something in what should have been empty space at the center of the sauna’s benches. The invisible demon faded into view, crimson-scaled and winged, with a body shaped like any ordinary person except for the way it bent and twisted. No contortionist could curve that way. This demon moved more like a snake than a man.

	It also wasn’t thrilled about being busted. “Really?” he hissed. “You can’t hold him for a moment?” 

	“Shut up, Xazzal.” Sarah shoved herself back up with a growl. “I’m an—”

	“Asshat!” roared the next person to kick her. Rachel faded in through the other wall rather than needing a door. The angel’s foot delivered far more force than Alex ever could, knocking Sarah bodily into the wood paneling behind her with a loud crack. Then she blinked at the red demon shrinking downward and away from her, coiled halfway along the floor. “Wait, two asshats?”

	Xazzal didn’t waste his small measure of surprise. His serpentine body rippled and knocked Rachel back in a leap for the door. Alex caught her before she fell and gave her the chance to get upright, but at the cost of the two seconds Xazzal needed to hit the latch and push the door open. Then Sarah rushed them, only to catch Rachel’s hand with her face and get shoved right back into the wall again.

	“Take her!” Alex urged. He dove after Xazzal, catching hold of the foot and ankle marking the last visible bit of demon rounding the exit. Xazzal’s next step heaved Alex up off the floor and dragged him along, slamming him into the wall of the hallway and then the floor. Alex locked in his grip and held firm through the next rough step. He thought he heard a noise of pain from the weird demon, but it was the imbalance that brought his enemy down. Xazzal rolled and kicked Alex across the shoulder with his other foot, battering himself free and continuing his turn away. It took Xazzal a few steps farther from the exit, but deeper into the gym.

	Scrambling to his feet, Alex realized the gym was unoccupied save for himself and his foe. Ransom was gone. That possibly explained Rachel’s delay, and it gave him a little more freedom to fight. He needed that against the red scales and claws that slashed at him. Alex jerked, dodged, and kicked, and this time found much better results than his fight with Sarah. Where she was driven off balance but unharmed, Xazzal fell away with a sharp, “Oww!”

	The demon twisted and curved around one of the tall multi-station weight machines. A hiss of pain and resentment fell from his lips. “You’re not afraid. Yet you are merely mortal.”

	“Uh-huh.” Courage was a real weapon against demons like this, much more so than against a skin-wearer like Sarah. Alex knew that much, though he was surprised to have hurt the demon already. He advanced to the right. Xazzal bent left, forcing Alex to counter. The machine remained between them. He hated this game as a kid, and hated it more now.

	“Fearful or no, you are vulnerable,” Xazzal noted. His fingertips grew into talons. “You could let me go.” 

	“Not so much.”

	Xazzal grunted, eyes flaring, and lunged forward between the bars of the machine. Alex turned the hanging pull-down bar and thrust it in, bashing Xazzal in the eye. Though satisfying, the hit didn’t slow Xazzal much. If not for all the fighting he’d done alongside Lorelei, Alex might not have seen the flame coming. Thankfully, Alex knew to duck left and go low, grabbing one of the workout benches for balance. The flames erupted and vanished in little more than a heartbeat. Lorelei had put out far worse. This wouldn’t even leave soot on the ceiling, but it did advance the fight. Xazzal slipped the rest of the way through the machine, slashing with one opportunistic blow at Alex. He focused mostly on getting past.

	It didn’t work. Alex blocked with his elbow and surged back. Grappling someone who moved like a snake seemed pointless, so Alex shoved instead. Xazzal bumped into the other big machine and fell to the floor.

	The demon retreated and coiled back, driven toward the mirror-covered corner of the gym. Alex pursued, spotting the chance to finally grab a weapon. He hooked his left hand low at one rack along the wall, sweeping upward while Xazzal came at him with claws again. Those claws could rend flesh and blood with ease, but they didn’t hit so well against a twenty-pound dumbbell. He battered the slashing hand aside and heard Xazzal grunt, “Oh no,” right before Alex reversed the dumbbell and swung it into Xazzal’s face.

	With his opponent bumping into the wall mirror and a snap-kick pressing the momentum, Alex switched off the weight in his hands. He wasn’t a lefty. He also wasn’t alone in this fight. Even now, Alex was only stalling. Rachel held the real power to end this.

	Movement in the mirror at that exact moment delivered a status update on that. Yoga pants and a blonde ponytail rushed out of the hallway, wobbly as if just escaping some grasp. Sarah reached for the door along the glass wall along the hallway. Pursuit came on in profanity and angelic white, with Rachel tackling Sarah to the floor before she could touch the handle. “Cockwaffle!” Rachel shouted, bringing both blondes down hard. Alex figured she’d have her flaming sword out by now. Instead, she was in a full-on brawl.

	She wasn’t the only one. The whole moment passed in the space of a breath. He already had more to deal with from Xazzal, who recovered and battered his way past Alex with a rough shoulder. Alex snatched Xazzal’s foot in the nick of time, and though he couldn’t hold on he did leave the demon stumbling. Even Xazzal’s serpentine movements and grace couldn’t keep him from faceplanting into the seat of the exercise bike. Xazzal tumbled to the floor. Knowing Alex would keep after him, he bent left to get the exercise bike between himself and his pursuer for one more obstacle and a second or two of delay.

	Alex didn’t play the game again. He slammed his entire body into the exercise bike, knocking it over on top of the crimson snake-man and falling painfully on top of it. “Oowww!” Xazzal whined under the crash. It was one thing to slip out of a grasping hand, and another to have a bike pedal digging into his back and a handlebar jammed against his ear.

	The other fight on the floor continued on. Sarah elbowed and kicked back at Rachel, but the angel had her hold locked in around Sarah’s waist. Rachel got her feet on the floor and wrenched Sarah halfway up. “Fuckin’ demon piss-bathing wank-baron!” she growled.

	“Get off me!” Sarah twisted and punched as best she could. “Let me go!”

	“You want out? Fine.” Rachel heaved Sarah up and over her shoulder, suplexing the demon right through the glass wall beside the door.

	The crash was even louder than the fall of the exercise bike. It was also more debilitating on its victim. While Xazzal was immobilized for a moment, Sarah practically went limp. Rachel swept around the demon’s awkwardly folded-over body. She got a head full of hair and pulled backward. With her back to Alex, he couldn’t see what she was doing until a familiar line of flames grew beyond the obstruction of her shoulders. The angel tugged the flaming blade back along that same line with a brutal jerk. Sarah’s head tilted back and then fell forward with the rest of her body, all of it quickly crumbling to embers and ashes.

	Distracted by the scene, Alex lost track of his own opponent for a critical instant. Enduring the pain, Xazzal tugged and slipped free of the exercise bike and slithered like lightning across the floor to get away from Alex. He could only go in one direction to get that distance, blocked as he was by the next bike over and then another weight station. Alex shouted, “Rachel, behind you!”

	The angel whirled around with her blade, flames trailing in a broad arc. She almost caught Xazzal if not for an unnatural sideways twist of his torso. His body rippled back and forth again like something out of a cartoon. Then he curved and slipped to the right, gaining more distance and more room on his way to the door. In combat, with every little move mattering so much, he had the briefest advantage in escape. Rachel was extended in the wrong direction and swinging back; Xazzal had room and enough agility to counter while she recovered. 

	Alex had a twenty-pound dumbbell. He was hardly as accurate with a workout weight as he was with a bottle or any number of other weapons, but he didn’t have to throw it far. The compact dumbbell clocked Xazzal across the side of his demonic head with a chilling thud. Xazzal reeled, staggering to keep his balance.

	Then he saw the flaming blade coming for him. “Aw, hell,” he grunted, right before the fire sank into the center of his collarbones. A choking noise escaped his lips, along with a tiny gust of smoke. Angry orange ripples of heat and embers spread from the wound across his body, leaving his scales blackened and charred in their wake. Like Sarah, he crumbled to dust in another wave of disintegration. Also like Sarah, when the ashes fell apart, they drifted off into nothing. Every trace of him was gone within seconds.

	Every trace except for all the damage from their fight.

	“You’re okay?” Rachel asked. Her blade vanished.

	“Yeah,” he huffed. “Yeah, are you?”

	“Fuck yeah.” Her natural concern split into a wild grin. “That was fucking awesome.”

	“Yeah, I guess it… oh, shit.” Reassurance let him turn his attention to the gap in the glass wall and the shiny sea of debris in the hallway outside. The exercise bike still laid on its side. Even the dumbbell had landed outside the black rubber mats that covered most of the gym. He winced at the cracks it left in the tiles.

	“Sorry I took so long.” Rachel pointed to the opposite end of the hallway from the sauna. “I had to get Ransom to fuck off before we made any noise. That guy’s kind of a dipshit. Anyway, I didn’t realize there were two demons. I’d have heard about ‘Sarah’ disappearing or dying if she had a guardian when that asshole in her body killed her. Wish I could’ve saved her before that happened, but I’m not gonna cry over her now.”

	“Rachel.” He gestured to the mess with wide eyes. “Somebody had to have heard all this. We’re already in trouble with the building. Ransom saw me here.” He could hardly budge the fallen exercise bike. “Oof! Holy shit, this is heavy.”

	“I’ve got it.” Rachel crossed the gym in a few steps and hefted the exercise bike back into place with one hand. She didn’t even grunt.

	“Thank you,” he exhaled, but with only a little relief. His eyes came right back to the field of broken glass. “Fuck, even if we pay for that, it’s still more damage with my name on it on top of… fuck.”

	Alex expected someone to walk in at any second. He didn’t expect a toilet flush. It was muffled, but close by. His eyes went wide with the sound of a door opening from the other end of that hallway, right along the broken glass.

	Rachel raised one finger to her lips. “I’ve got this. Stay there.” She stepped back, then had a better idea and tugged Alex over to one of the weight machines. He stood by the bench in bewilderment while she leaped across the gym to get to the hallway.

	Ransom ventured back in, naturally wary given that he must have at least heard the window shatter while in the bathroom, if not the rest of the whole fight. He looked from the damage to Alex—and right past Rachel as she whispered three words: “It was Sarah.”

	Alex heard no supernatural power in her voice. He heard no command, no compulsion. Rachel operated under strict rules, and that those rules involved exceptions—like covering up for demons. Especially dead ones. All of that clicked the instant after Rachel spoke her words and Ransom looked from the hole in the windows to Alex again in shock. “Did Sarah do that?”

	“Uh. Yeah,” said Alex. Now that he thought about it, she did break the window, in a way. She broke it with a little help, too. That “help” slipped around Ransom and picked the weight up off the floor while the guy’s full attention was on Alex. He didn’t notice Rachel or the dumbbell. “She just… I wasn’t interested, and she just…” Alex gestured at the window.

	Such a dumb lie, Alex repudiated himself silently. It was the first thing that came to mind, and yet: That’s the dumbest lie. The fact that Rachel covered a laugh with her hand only made him feel dumber.

	“Damn.” Ransom looked back and forth again. “You really weren’t interested?”

	Alex waved at the mess again like it obviously vindicated him.

	“Damn,” Ransom repeated. He sighed. “Well, I guess I’ll tell the rest of the board and see if we can’t get a statement from her.”

	“The rest?” Alex blinked. “You’re on the board?”

	“Yeah.” He rolled his eyes. “I mean, I haven’t been going to all the meetings, but as long as you’ve got a seat, the HOA doesn’t screw with you.”

	“Charming fucker, huh?” said Rachel. Only Alex could hear her.

	“I mean… I don’t… okay?” Alex stammered. 

	“Don’t worry. People have their drama in any building,” Ransom went on. “Shit happens. It’s why we pay dues. I’ll go tell the maintenance staff.” He wandered out of the gym with only a last glance at the debris and a shake of his head.

	Alex shot another look to Rachel. “He’s on the board? And he doesn’t even recognize me?”

	“Do you go to HOA board meetings?” Rachel shrugged.

	“Fuck no!”

	“Then don’t go in when Lorelei meets with them about the other fight,” said Rachel.

	“This is a little deceptive for an angel, isn’t it?”

	“A broken window and a cracked tile to send a couple demons back to Hell? Yeah, I can cover that up.”

	“Aw shit, the tile,” Alex groaned. Ransom hadn’t noticed that yet.

	“Oh. Yeah.” Rachel tugged one of the rubber mats over the damage and grinned back at Alex. “See? I can cover up all kinds of problems.”

	 


Wandering Monsters: Side Quest

	 

	“No, we’re not gonna sneak up and murder these guys in their sleep,” grumbled Scars. “We’re not gonna stealth-fireball. We’re not gonna cave the roof in on top of them before they see us. And we’re not gonna lead a bunch of wild predators up to the door to let them eat the problem for us, either.”

	Thick tree roots and clumping bushes forced the crew into a zig-zagging path. A slight slope to the ground demanded an annoying extra effort from each step, too. Thankfully, the forest at least blocked out the worst of the sun. Goblin folk generally didn’t relish the outdoors at their brightest.

	“Why not? They’re raiders. Bandits,” said Shady Tooth. She normally ranged out ahead of the crew while they traveled. With their approach still undecided, the dark-furred bugbear walked with the rest of the group for now. “You want to negotiate a fair fight with them?”

	“We don’t know they’re bandits,” said Scars.

	“But the notice on the board said bandits,” objected DigDig. “Bad guys!”

	Scars frowned at the goblin. “The notices say we’re bad guys, too.”

	“We know the reason for that.” Though rugged and strong like the rest, War Cloud’s chain and leather armor added up to more of a burden than the others carried. He drenched his hyena-like features with a spare waterskin to cool himself. “We know who put those notices up and why.”

	“Seriously? You, too?” Scars turned from frowning to scowling, which only made the tusks and the brow from the orc half of his heritage more prominent on his brown face. “You’re taking that side of the argument?”

	War Cloud shrugged. “Not taking any side. You made a point. I met with another.”

	“Fucksake, it’s like arguing with druids,” grumbled Scars.

	“Hey. That’s a little harsh,” the gnoll grumbled back.

	“He’s not wrong.” The only human among the group stayed at War Cloud’s side with her bow in hand after carrying it on her shoulder snagged it in too many branches. Teryn’s brow held a light sheen of sweat beneath brown hair. “The bandit notice is a local thing. It’s not the same as the king’s army hunting us.”

	Sighing, Scars looked down to their quietest companion. Barely taller than Scars’ hip and wearing dark robes, Yargol had to work harder than the rest in this terrain. The effort and the heat didn’t motivate him to pull down his hood. “You’re quiet.”

	“I see your point, Scars,” said Yargol.

	“Thank you.”

	“Also, none of my fire magic includes any kind of stealth component. Much the opposite, I’m afraid. More’s the pity.”

	“Could choke ‘em all out, though, right?” DigDig pointed out. “Take all the air away from ‘em? That isn’t noisy.”

	“True enough, if conditions are right,” Yargol conceded.

	“We’re not doing that unless it comes to a fight,” said Scars.

	“You want to give them a chance to take us out first? Fair and square?” Shady Tooth scowled back at him.

	“We don’t know they’re bandits. We saw a notice on a board that says they are. You all keep saying it’s bullshit that we’re being hunted, so what about them? You think that can’t happen to humans, too? We don’t even know if these are all humans. All we know is someone complained about them and wants them dead enough to offer a reward.

	“Maybe they’re like us,” he went on. “Maybe this is some overblown feud over a debt. Maybe it’s a local power struggle. Maybe whoever posted that notice is worse. We don’t know.”

	“Technically, I’m a bandit, too,” Teryn admitted.

	“See?” said Scars.

	“Yeah, but you’re not,” said Shady Tooth.

	“How can you tell unless you talk to her first?” asked Scars. “What, do you see ‘bandit’ in big white letters over every bandit’s forehead? Maybe a little bar to show how threatening they are?” He watched War Cloud frown, Shady Tooth scratch her head, and Teryn look away awkwardly. “Wait, do you see that?”

	“What? No,” said War Cloud. “No, of course not.”

	“Never,” said Shady Tooth.

	“Yeah,” Teryn huffed. “That’d be crazy.”

	“I mean, I can sense demons and undead and… certain things,” War Cloud added. “All those abominations my goddess compels me to destroy.”

	“There is a spell that conjures fast-paced music whenever one is in danger,” said Yargol.

	“Wait, really? Do you know it?” asked Teryn.

	“No. No, the wizard who invented the spell died. He couldn’t hear the assassins coming over the sound of the background music.”

	Scars rolled his eyes. “Look, if they’re demons or undead or whatever offend your goddess, we’ll shank ‘em. Otherwise I don’t want to jump to conclusions if it means people die. We can’t resurrect anyone.”

	“And if they attack us?” asked Yargol.

	“Self-defense. Nothing more to be done about that. But it’s self-defense on their part if we come at them screaming and brandishing swords, too.”

	“I didn’t realize you were this concerned about the legitimacy of bounties,” said Teryn.

	“How many times have you killed people without talking to them first?” Scars looked from one face to the next. “Not armies of clear enemies. Not self-defense. How many strangers have you ambushed?”

	Most of the crew frowned. None spoke. Shady Tooth looked skyward and tugged on her scarf.

	“Talk to ‘em first, then?” asked DigDig.

	“Yeah. Or we find some other way to figure out what these guys are about before we go for our blades. Agreed?”

	He saw nods and shrugs. Teryn’s face even brightened a little. Whether or not she’d planned on such a course, she seemed more comfortable with this one. Even Shady Tooth held up both hands in concession. “War Cloud?” she asked.

	“We’re close. I think it’s the next hill over.” He closed his eyes, inhaled, and listened to the guidance of his goddess. War Cloud reached out on a diagonal line from their path. “The nearest hearth is that way. Two hearths, close together. Maybe even the same building. Neither of them are welcoming.”

	“That’s nothing new for us,” said Shady Tooth. With their plans settled, the bugbear picked up her pace. Long strides on long legs carried her ahead of the others quickly and quietly. Soon enough she was nearly out of sight, leaping across fallen trees and sturdy boughs along the rising terrain.

	The crew could still see her when she dropped out of a tree again, looking off to the left of their path. A break in the forest canopy illuminated her dark fur and muscles. She beckoned to her companions, stepping to one side to get at least a bit of one tree trunk between herself and whatever she saw in the distance.

	War Cloud had been right about the hills. Lacking maps and wanting to stay off the roads, the crew expected a couple wrong turns and the need to adjust along the way, but his ability to sense a nearby hearth kept them from getting too far. The ruined tower rising over crumbling grey masonry walls fit the few words on the bounty notice, as did its location near the stream on the other side of the hill. No flag or banner marked the structure, though far worse things adorned the walls.

	Sharpened stakes around the hill’s perimeter prevented any sort of massed approach, with thin chains strung between them to enhance the barrier. Bodies dangled from several of the stakes, stripped to their last rags. Several more hung from ropes on the walls in a gruesome display. Two looked badly burned. The others showed similar signs of a merciless death. With the trail running down the hill from the walls, it seemed likely more such bodies decorated other angles.

	“Alright, fuck these guys,” Scars decided. “We’re taking them out.”

	“That’s it? All of them?” asked Yargol.

	“Unless we find any prisoners or servants,” said Scars. “Might be some victims in there, I’d guess. Don’t hurt them, obviously. Anyone with a weapon gets it.”

	“There are dark ashes all around one of the burned victims,” noted Yargol. “They likely have at least one magician among them.”

	“Fair. Anyone with weapons or magic gets it,” Scars corrected.

	“We’re sure they’re bandits now?” Shady Tooth didn’t grin. Not exactly.

	“They’re stringing up mutilated bodies. I don’t need to know more than that.”

	“What if this is some act of revenge after horrible crime?” she nudged. “What if those are the bandits and the people inside are traumatized victims? Shouldn’t we talk to them first?”

	“If we find a pack of revolutionary farmers in there, I’ll reconsider. Doesn’t seem likely.”

	“You sure? Maybe it’s a cultural thing around here.”

	“The only time humans do this is when they’re bloodthirsty assholes,” said Scars. “Orcs don’t do this. Goblin folk don’t. Elves and dwarves don’t. Who does this like it’s normal?”

	Shady Tooth cast a glance at the only gnoll in the crew. “Oh, my people do this, but my people are fucked up,” said War Cloud.

	“Is this a sensitive point for you, Scars?” Teryn asked.

	“No more than anyone else, but now I’m convinced everything in that notice is legitimate. Or it might as well be, because these people are assholes.”

	“So. Fireball?” DigDig perked up with the prospect, his yellow eyes growing under his horned helmet. “Suffocate ‘em? Sleepy-stab?”

	“Sleepy-stab?” Teryn blinked.

	“Bet Shady Tooth is good at that!” said DigDig.

	“It’s not my last choice, but we don’t know how many there are,” said Shady Tooth. “And I’d have a hard time getting in there without being seen before nightfall, assuming they have any sort of watch posted. That’s a good twenty yards of open ground most of the way around.”

	“Wanna sap ‘em?” DigDig pulled the shovel off his shoulder. “Teryn told me about sappers. Dig under the walls, crash ‘em all down. Bet I could do a real good job.”

	“Not this time, Dig. We don’t want to wreck the tower. We want to wreck all the assholes in the tower. Before they do any more of this shit.” Scars pulled the dwarven crossbow from over his shoulder.

	“Hey,” Teryn ventured. “We’re gonna scout first and work out a plan, right?”

	“Yeah,” said Scars. “That. Sure.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	The approach was difficult. It wasn’t impossible. Shady Tooth only needed the right moment, a matter made much easier with DigDig up in one of the tall pines. The rest of the crew stayed in the tree line, only twenty yards or so from the ruined walls. Long ago, the tower’s inhabitants likely kept the grounds clearer and the trees farther back, but no one needed the tower to guard the nearby road now. Not until the new tenants came along, anyway.

	Like the bodies on display, the spikes and the chains between them weren’t meant as anything more than a delay and a deterrent for any casual approach. Shady Tooth navigated them all with ease. With a rock’s throw from DigDig, she knew when the last sentry along the ruined wall passed by. A virtually silent dash from cover took her to the chains, which her long legs handled in a single leap between their lines. In seconds, her dark fur was up against the wall. One would have to peer over the side and directly down to see her.

	Getting this close gave her a better look at the corpses. The display didn’t look like an all-at-once event. Some bodies had been out longer than others. Yargol was right about the signs of magic as well, with two of the dead burned where they hung with no signs of wood or fuel about them. The bodies weren’t all of one race or another, either. Up close, she saw orc and hobgoblin features along with humans, and one she thought might be an elf.

	Whoever the bad guys were, they didn’t limit themselves to tormenting one kind or another. Shady Tooth wondered if that made them better or worse.

	Quietly rounding the wall, Shady Tooth found fallen blocks and aspiring plant growth here and there but little sign of activity or footprints from patrols. Voices carried from the other side of the wall without enough clarity to make out their content. She heard the occasional laugh and a recognizable word at best. No one spoke or moved with urgency or anger. Someone sharpened a blade. Someone else scrubbed and dunked an object in a bucket. She continued on.

	Then: “Look, we can take whatever we want from the farmer and be set for a while, right?” He wasn’t far, only a few more steps along the curve of the wall, where Shady Tooth noticed a trail curling up from the hill to the tower. She must’ve found the gate. “Or we could go take what we want right now and keep one of the farmer’s family. Wife, older kid, whatever. Then we can get whatever we want from the farm after that all nicely packaged up, and we get someone to do some work around here.”

	“Work? Like what, Knuckles? Farmer’s wife gonna take my guard shift?”

	“No, fool. Like cleaning this place up. Laundry. I didn’t run off to be a bandit so I could wash my own sheets. Not like the wizards are doing it for us.”

	“Ugh, I know. Doesn’t take ‘em any more than a wave of the hand and a couple words. I see them do it all the time for their own stuff. Like it’d cost them anything more to help us out?”

	The one called Knuckles let out a grunt. He sounded older and bigger. “If they did that, we might forget the pecking order around here. Everyone’s equal except for how we ain’t. If they spent five minutes cleanin’ up to save us a few hours of work, we might dare to ask for more.”

	“You’d think they’d at least clear out the smelliest stuff. They live here, too.”

	“Knuckles. Patrick,” came a softer, steady voice. Shady Tooth heard sharp breaths. Skulking a mere few steps away from the entrance, she found shadows cast through the portal to mark out the two guards and the silhouette of the apparently robed figure arriving between them. More importantly, she noted the lack of any gate, door, or bars. “Something on your minds?”

	“Huh? Nah, Craelon,” said Knuckles. “Just talking about our next supply raid is all.”

	“Yeah. Merchant caravans don’t come in our reach every day,” said Patrick.

	Guess that confirms the notice, thought Shady Tooth. They really are hitting travelers and merchants—aw, hell. Now I’m thinking like Scars.

	“Ah. I thought you were talking about more domestic issues. Fear not. We’ll be meeting about our next excursions in a few minutes. Once it’s decided, you’ll hear.” Craelon paused. “I’ll be sure to let the others know you’re hoping to find a pet. As long as you’re willing to see to care and feeding out of your own supplies, I’m sure there’s no problem with it.”

	“Hey, really?” asked Patrick. Knuckles thumped him with a quick fist at his side.

	“Thank you for your vigilance here at the gate,” Craelon added. “Simple jobs are important to everyone’s discipline, aren’t they?”

	He walked away. Shady Tooth already wanted to stab him, but she’d have to stab the other two men on her way to him. What came after might be a problem, and the frontal approach was often more effort than it was worth. The info she gathered in the brief exchange was worthwhile, as was verification of the gate. With no standing doors or bars, the pair of watchmen were the only barrier going in or out through that side.

	“Arrogant pissant. They’re mostly apprentices, yet they all act like that,” hissed Knuckles.

	“A couple aren’t so bad. And any apprentice still has more magic than we do,” said Patrick.

	“You’re still new to this. Magic doesn’t make a body invulnerable.” Knuckles paused. “Not most, anyway. Doubt it for any of our wizards. Even the big hat.”

	“I notice you’re keeping your voice down about it.”

	“Yeah, well… that’s the other rule about working with wizards.”

	The pair fell silent. Shady Tooth waited a little longer, tracking the sentry on the wall by his shadow before she slipped back to her starting point. Once she was in line of sight for her friends again, Shady Tooth began her climb. The old masonry made for an easy ascent, with gaps between the stones left by years of weather and ambitious plants. 

	Eavesdropping revealed much. Poking her head up over the side for a look added more. Shady Tooth clung to the edge of the wall with her ears perked up, her eyes scanning, and her nose hard at work to learn everything she could of the place without entering. Most of the space between the walls and the old tower was left open apart from a handful of tables, a cook-fire pit, and a decaying wooden structure that was likely once a small stable.

	Apparently, the bandits were few enough in number to allow everyone to sleep in the tower. Several occupied the courtyard taking care of mundane tasks or simply talking. She saw Craelon on his way up the steps to the tower door. He wasn’t the only one in dark robes. Craelon and the red-haired woman at his side both looked young by human standards, though she suspected some elf blood in him. Sigils sewn into the woman’s robes looked crude and simple, but Shady Tooth didn’t know enough about magic to tell if they had purpose beyond decoration. She saw no staff or wand carried by either, though, and counted that as a lucky break—though only one in the crew would know for sure.

	She’d talk to him soon enough. Until then, Shady Tooth watched and counted every body and each weapon in sight.

	 

	* * * 

	 

	“Wizards, huh?” Like the rest, Scars turned his eyes to Yargol.

	“That gate guard has a point. Great power is rare, and rarer still to be holed up in an old tower with a batch of ordinary thugs with a gruesome threat display outside.” His right hand, cracked like leather, rose to stroke his chin while he bowed his hooded head in thought. His left hand, furry and dark brown, kept his staff up. “There’s no strict definition to ‘apprentice.’ It at least implies a lesser magical threat than we have faced in the past. Yet it seems there are several, with a mentor of at least some skill and power. Numbers matter.”

	“I can’t see how there could be much more than twenty people inside,” said Shady Tooth. “It isn’t like they’re all wizards. Or even most of them.”

	“If the magicians are running the show, that meeting keeps them isolated for at least a couple minutes,” said War Cloud.

	“I’m thinking the same thing,” said Scars. “DigDig, you sure you can do it?”

	The little goblin rapped his knuckles against his preferred weapon. “Magic shovel. I got this.”

	“Do what?” asked Shady Tooth.

	“We’ve been talking while you’re gone. DigDig thinks he can get in without tearing down the wall. And if it does come down, well…” Scars shrugged. “As long as it doesn’t come down on any of us, right?”

	“We’re doing this?” asked Teryn.

	“Yeah. We’ve got a sense of the enemy and we’ve got an opportunity. Let’s not overthink it.”

	“A distraction would still be good,” said War Cloud.

	“I’ve got that. Teryn, stick with me to cover? Everyone else goes in with DigDig. You’ll see her sign.”

	“Someone want to catch me up on the plan?” grumbled Shady Tooth.

	“Stay with DigDig on the way in. If it goes wrong, we pull out on the usual calls and regroup back here. Past that, take out the bad guys. Let’s keep it simple.”

	Shady Tooth’s eyes narrowed. “What’s your distraction?”

	“I’m gonna knock on the front door. They did us the favor of backing themselves into a corner. Shame if we don’t help them make the most of it.”

	Scars and Teryn got on their way. With their backpacks and provisions left at the rally point, the pair moved lighter and faster inside the tree line. The sentry on the tower wall continued his patrol without noticing any activity. The gate remained quiet, too. Before long, Scars and Teryn held a downhill spot in line with the bend in the trail leading directly to the gate up ahead.

	“Can you make these shots?” asked Scars.

	“Yeah. Bit of a reach, but I can make it if nobody spots the trouble,” said Teryn. “Closer is better, of course.”

	“Give it a second to see if I come running back. I might need you to cover me. If not, come on up to join me.” He pulled the hood of his cloak over his head.

	“You know they’ll see the tusks, right?” warned Teryn. “You’re walking into the sun.”

	“Kinda hoping that makes the approach a little more believable. Who else would do this?”

	Teryn’s lips pressed tightly. “Yeah, who else would do this?”

	He made a face back at her, ensured his blades were tucked and ready to go, and emerged from the tree line. Behind him, he heard the slide of an arrow against Teryn’s bow. He couldn’t see the others hidden in the trees from here, and it was best he didn’t look anyway. Scars trudged up the hill onto the trail, and from there casually toward the open gate.

	Knuckles and Patrick stood straighter as they saw him. Though neither man lowered his spear, they both stepped a little closer together to block the entrance. Knuckles spit out whatever he had been chewing. Patrick grunted something Scars couldn’t hear.

	Closing in, Scars gave them a wave. “Hey, there.”

	“That’s close enough, stranger,” called Knuckles. “What do you want?”

	“To talk.” Scars gave an exaggerated shrug. “Silly to shout back and forth, isn’t it? I’m alone. Nothing to fear.” He resumed his approach.

	“What’s to talk about?” Knuckles growled.

	“Looking for work. I heard about your raids and wanted to join up.”

	“You’re an orc,” said Patrick. His eyes narrowed. “No. Half-orc?”

	“Yeah, that’s right,” Scars replied cheerfully.

	“Stop there,” Knuckles ordered. “Let’s keep it safe, stranger.”

	Scars frowned. “Six feet apart makes it kind of weird, doesn’t it? I’m no threat.” He held out his empty hands. “It’s not like I’m dangerous.”

	“You say you want to join a crew of bandits,” noted Patrick.

	“Oh, yeah, but I’m not dangerous to you.” Past the gate guards, Scars could see most of the courtyard within the walls. The tower stood at the far end, its door closed at the top of a few steps up from the ground. A handful of the dozen or so bandits in the courtyard took notice of the meeting at the gate. Scars casually stepped closer, still talking and shrugging again to distract from their shrinking distance. “Listen, there’s not a lot of work out there for a guy like me. But when I see a wanted notice like the ones for you, and then I see the decorations you’ve put out around here?” He gestured to the bodies strewn along the sides of the tower walls. “I figure this is a job I can handle. My kinda work, y’know?”

	Another casual half-step closer prompted Knuckles to tilt his spear toward his partner, barring the space between them. Patrick caught on and mirrored the move. Beyond them, a couple other bandits stood and watched, each with a weapon in hand. “Aw, c’mon now,” Scars chuckled amiably. “If I wanted trouble, would I walk up in broad daylight?”

	“Let’s say we believe you,” said Knuckles. “This ain’t no simple gang. These are tough folks. We’re killers. Murderers. Who says you’ve got what it takes?”

	“Oh, I’m real good at it. See?” Scars illustrated his point with the dagger he produced in his low left hand, driving it up under the leather cuirass that might’ve protected Knuckles from a more direct attack. He filled his right hand with Patrick’s face in the same instant, turning and pulling the lighter man off his feet to slam the pair together. They fell in a tangle, granting Scars the moment he needed to wrench one of the spears free from his enemies. A quick turn and a merciless downward thrust of the spear ensured neither man would be getting up.

	“Look at that,” huffed Scars. “Turns out six feet was the safe distance after all.”

	“Trouble! Weapons up!” shouted one of the bandits in the courtyard. He had already stood from his spot at a workbench, abandoning his ropework to watch the gate with a blade in hand. Now he hefted a shield and came forward. “Attacker at the gate! Get the bosses!”

	Pulling the dwarven crossbow from his back, Scars tracked three other bandits converging at his spot. Once Scars had the crossbow up, the loud one got the first shot. The bolt punched through that leather and wooden shield and on into the bandit’s shoulder, and while it wasn’t a killing blow it still put the target down.

	A sharp whistle behind him ended with a painful yelp somewhere overhead, and then a thump and clatter on the ground. Scars couldn’t track the sentry atop the walls while he stood within the gate. As he hoped, Teryn took care of that little matter. He hoped the others saw the obvious signal provided by Teryn’s arrow and the sentry’s fall.

	Reasonably enough, the others in the courtyard kept coming. An ordinary crossbow would’ve left Scars in a hurry reload. Instead, his dwarven crossbow had another bolt in place and ready to shoot with a single pull of its crank. This bandit’s shield did considerably better than the first, deflecting the bolt cleanly. It still made him hesitate. Another pull of the crank and half a second to aim sent another crossbow bolt over the bandit’s head.

	Those bandits closest to the gate took the hint and scattered. Others weren’t as concerned. A javelin sailed through the air to strike the wall beside Scars. An arrow followed, flying much closer to his flesh. Scars retreated around the outer corner, figuring marksmanship may have already taken him as far as he could get. Then another arrow flew past his arm, this one going in the opposite direction to bring down a man who’d launched himself into the gateway with a spear and a war cry. Teryn’s arrow left the bandit tumbling over his fallen peers.

	With Scars on the left side of the gate, Teryn took up a spot behind the wall on the right. “Any shots left?” she asked, nocking another arrow in her bow.

	“Two, but not worth it.” Scars set the crossbow against the wall and unslung the shield from his shoulder. At best, he might aim and take down another bandit if they rushed, but then he’d be holding the wrong weapon for the rest. “Did you see the others?”

	“They’re moving, yeah,” said Teryn. She risked a peek around the corner and followed it with an arrow shot. Her target escaped death only by diving face-first at the ground. “Are we—?”

	“Out of the way,” boomed a voice like thunder from the other end of the courtyard. Nothing natural could speak with such power. Scars and Teryn saw the tower’s door open with a handful of people in robes spilling out. At their center came a man wearing black robes and a scattering of golden jewelry. He crossed his arms with his hands up at shoulder-level, fingers in some arcane gesture Scars didn’t recognize—but strange enough to warn him to pull back. “Out of the way,” the wizard repeated, and then with a magical boost to his volume: “Move!”

	Wind and kinetic force tore through the gateway, knocking Scars and Teryn to the ground even with the walls to protect them from the worst. Both rolled up immediately, knowing trouble would follow. Scars drew his sword from his hip while Teryn plucked one of the few arrows that hadn’t fallen from her quiver. She stepped back while Scars moved up, ready to shoot the first face to emerge from the gateway.

	“Fuck, that was loud!” a bandit yelled over the ringing in Scars’ ears.

	“What the hell, Evvik? Warn us next time!” complained another.

	“Shut up! Get them!” shouted the wizard.

	“They just killed five of us! Why don’t you wizards get them? You’ve got all the magic!”

	“Teryn, can you hear?” Scars grunted.

	“Barely,” she said. “I don’t want to put myself in line of sight.”

	“Don’t. Wait for it.”

	“I don’t want to wait for more magic.”

	He couldn’t argue with that. He also didn’t need to remind her that magicians had limits. With Teryn angled to shoot the first person to come through the gateway, Scars waited and listened. If the whole mob rushed out, they’d be overwhelmed, but that was half the point of taking out a few in sight of the rest. Nobody wanted to be the next to die.

	The other half of the point would turn up eventually.

	“Craelon, Lilly,” said Evvik. “Lead the way. Tomas, Jared, go with them. Now.”

	Scars risked another peek around the corner. The elf and the redheaded human woman Shady Tooth had spoken of stood out among the scattered defenders, both in robes like a couple of others besides Evvik, the apparent leader. The pair also stood out for the way they vanished from sight as they came forward. Two other bandits followed, one with an axe and the other with a sword, but at least Scars could track those.

	“Shit,” he grunted, pulling back. “Two wizards just went invisible, and they’ve got back-up coming along.”

	Teryn straightened her line of sight into the gateway and let her arrow fly without more than a glance. She had little chance of hitting a target she couldn’t see. Scars wasn’t sure what she was thinking until he noticed the downward look in her eyes and she shouted, “Now!”

	He swept his shield around the corner into the gateway, figuring it was harder to duck than his sword. The impact surprised him, but then he had no way of knowing where exactly his foe might be. Even now, he saw only a cloud of dust burst from the ground where the apprentice fell. That explained Teryn’s plan: she’d shot her arrow purely to force the wizard to dodge and kick up some dust. Scars followed with a long, horizontal slash of his sword, hoping to catch the other one before their mundane back-up arrived. He hit nothing but the inner wall of the gateway.

	A sharp whistle and thud at his feet produced a shriek of pain. Teryn’s arrow disappeared as soon as it struck in a further confirmation of her aim. That had to be good enough for Scars. He had no other target until the two visible bandits engaged. Warily, the pair hesitated at the other side of the gateway rather than charging through. That gave Scars a chance to withdraw in hopes of another lucky break.

	Instead, he swept around the corner of the gate to see flashing lights burst from the air in front of him. The flashes struck his chest and gut with terrifying heat. Scars gasped for breath, pushing his back against the wall to keep himself propped upright. A shimmering outline revealed the magician for only a brief instant, but it had to be enough. He lunged and swept outward with his shield in one arc and his blade in another.

	“Whoa! Shit!” he heard a woman gasp, but he struck nothing. “Get out here and help me!” she shouted. Scars swung for the sound of her voice only to cut through empty air once again. His ears still rang from Evvik’s thunderous shout. The pain from whatever searing magic Lilly cast at him only subsided amid his adrenaline and focus. Scars didn’t know how much more he could take, or how long he could stay on his feet.

	Shouts from behind heralded Tomas and Jared’s charge from out of the gateway. Turning to meet them, Scars watched the one with the sword and shield take Teryn’s next arrow in his side. He didn’t fall instantly, but the delay let Scars concentrate on Jared and his axe. The downward arc of the weapon and the headlong charge spoke of a reliance on muscle and weight. Jared had to know he’d be blocked by the shield, planning instead to simply bowl Scars over.

	Despite his wounds, Scars proved Jared wrong. The strength and rage inherited from his mother more than matched the bandit. The pain from his wounds only enhanced that rage. Jared was a big man, which only meant that much more of him felt it when that shield smashed through his arms and into his face and body. As in the gateway, Scars followed his shield with his blade. Jared suffered a fatal slash to the neck before he hit the ground.

	It meant turning his back on a magician. Though he couldn’t see her regardless, facing away from the threat left him unable to react to anything she did. He expected fatal heat, or crushing cold, or some other nameless harm to end his life. The rush of movement and the cry of a woman’s voice right behind him came as a surprise.

	It was a woman he knew.

	“Fucking wretch!” Teryn shouted, staggered by the same eldritch force that nearly took the life out of Scars once already. Fighting her own momentum to stay upright after the jump, Teryn homed in on that same telltale shimmer of energy around the otherwise invisible magician. She still had her bow in her left hand, but her right held her blade. After a single slash, Lilly also held Teryn’s blade—in her ribs. Her invisibility spell unraveled to reveal a face contorted in shock and pain.

	Teryn sank to her knees. Her sudden drop wrenched her sword down from Lilly to worsen the wound, but Scars took nothing for granted. He stepped past Teryn and slashed again, tearing another fatal gash through the apprentice before she fell. His attention instantly turned to Teryn. “Hang on,” he urged. “Hang on.”

	“Yes. Hang on,” said a deep, loud voice. “Cling to life long enough to answer my questions.” Evvik emerged from the gateway with armed bandits following him to either side. They watched Scars warily, a handful at most, all waiting on their leader’s word rather than advancing.

	Another handful still remained inside, though they’d be out soon… all except for the robed apprentice yanked out of the very back of the crowd by furry, armored, and well-muscled arms. Another fell silently to the flash of twin knives held by hands with even darker fur. Those up front didn’t even notice. At another glance, Scars realized it left only one enemy wizard.

	Rasping for breath at his side, Teryn remained on her knees. She had clearly gotten a worse dose of Lilly’s magic than Scars. He shifted in front of her, his shield low to protect her more than himself. She only needed a moment. Hopefully, she’d get more than that.

	“Quite a mess you’ve made, orc-blood” sneered Evvik. Fire enveloped both of his hands. “You will pay for it in—”

	Shunk! The soft noise interrupted from behind, metal driving into dirt, seemingly without any significance other than distracting Evvik’s monologue. “Stop that! I’m talking here!” he barked without turning around. He opened his mouth to speak again.

	Sharp, sudden rumbling cut him off. A line of earth heaved upward and burst from the gate to Evvik, bringing most of the bandits off their feet and pelting them all with rocks and dirt. The wizard staggered and fell forward with an undignified noise. Though not every bandit lost their footing, all of them lost the moment.

	Charging out of the gateway, War Cloud carried his two-handed sword over his shoulders until open ground allowed him to hack through one bandit’s neck and into another’s side along Evvik’s left. A third foe nearly made it up in time to counter, only to take War Cloud’s boot squarely in the face. The slaughter was over nearly as soon as it began, with the last of the bandits on his side cut down amid a desperate and flailing counterattack.

	Shady Tooth crashed through the other side. She shouldered one bandit off his feet and hit the next in a tackle, rolling off and springing up again with no lost momentum. Blood trailed from her knives. She stopped at the last bandit in a sudden spin. Her final victim collapsed with his hands over a wound in his chest and no idea how it had happened.

	To his credit, Evvik knew the danger came from behind and that Scars and Teryn were the lesser threat given their wounds. At a wave of his hands and a snap of his fingers, the wizard conjured a bubble of purple light around himself. Evvik spun over to look back at the gateway, still half-seated and unsure of where to move or whom to fight.

	DigDig and Yargol walked out of the gate, the former carrying his shovel in both hands and ready to fight and the latter holding his staff up and tilted downward. Yargol shouted quick and simple words that brought the slightest flare to the gemstones embedded at the top of his staff. In his bubble of light, Evvik blurted out much more dramatic phrases of magic—until suddenly his voice failed. No sound came out.

	“An eldritch shield will block almost any harm,” said the little robed magician. His hood kept his face hidden almost completely in darkness, but the grin came through in his voice. “Yet a wizard still needs air to speak the words of magic, no?”

	Swirls of dust and the faintest traces of frost gathered at the top of Evvik’s bubble. The wizard spat out a soundless curse and practically reached for the air with his hands. Yargol tilted his staff upward as if pulling on a fish with a rod and line, drawing all the air to the edges of the eldritch shield.

	Turning red with rage and desperation, Evvik snapped the shield out of existence and reached toward Yargol with some spell on his lips. The barrier had allowed Yargol to control the air in a small space. Against the winds of the open sky, he had far less influence, and no ability to stop Evvik’s breath. He did, however, still control the air his spell already commanded.

	Yargol snapped his staff downward before Evvik spoke. Hardened air slammed across Evvik from head to toe and drove him onto his back. Yargol followed with more visible magic, hurling a pair of conjured daggers of burning ice that burst on contact with the wizard’s robes.

	“Help out?” asked DigDig.

	“Sure,” said Yargol.

	Evvik turned and rose to his feet again in a rush, with arcane lights flashing across his body in a defiant buildup of power. “Little pissants,” he began.

	DigDig planted his shovel in the ground, stepped on it, and pulled. Another line of earth split and rippled upward, this time building in a sudden wave going straight at Evvik. Rocks and clay pelted the wizard an instant before the deluge hit and sent him tumbling against the nearest tree. He slumped there, breathless and dazed.

	No one else threatened or cried out. War Cloud rushed to Teryn’s side to see to her injuries. Shady Tooth and DigDig passed over the fallen bandits to see if any had survived, but it wasn’t a difficult task. Yargol walked past the rest, reaching up to touch Scars on the back with a furry hand illuminated by magic. The crew’s leader straightened as his pain subsided, his next breath coming with greater ease. “Thanks,” said Scars. “I needed that.”

	“Of course,” said Yargol.

	“Thought you’d be along sooner.”

	“Tunneling under the wall took a little more care and finesse than DigDig first expected. Even his magic shovel has its limits.”

	Scars looked to the wizard sprawled against the tree. “Don’t we all?”

	Together, they approached Evvik with vigilant eyes and ready weapons. The others followed only a few steps behind. Bleeding from his mouth and clutching one of his hands close to his chest, the battered and dirt-covered wizard glared back at them. “I don’t know you. Any of you,” he coughed. “Who sent you? Was it Vishtil the Undying? The college? The Order of Night?”

	“No,” said Scars. “We found a flyer.”

	“You… you what?”

	“There was a notice on a message board.”

	Evvik’s eyes turned to the bandits and apprentices strewn in an arc all around and the trail of instantly-tilled earth leading into the gate. “You did all this for a bounty notice?”

	“Sure.” Scars shrugged. “You were on our way.”

	“He’s a wizard. Is he still dangerous like this?” asked War Cloud.

	“Not in his condition, I don’t think,” said Yargol. “He is wounded and spent, and it is difficult to cast anything meaningful with a broken hand. He’d have acted already if he could.”

	Evvik said nothing in response. He looked away.

	The silence held.

	“Well, now it’s awkward,” said Scars.

	“The bounty notice said ‘slay,’ didn’t it?” asked Shady Tooth.

	“It did. I didn’t mean to capture this jerk, but now he’s sitting here harmless.”

	“Is the job finished if he’s still alive?” Shady Tooth frowned.

	“It feels completed,” said Teryn, looking better now after War Cloud’s aid.

	“Does it?” wondered DigDig.

	“I mean, we’re not just going to kill a prisoner,” said War Cloud.

	“No, but…” Shady Tooth waved a hand at Evvik. “If we take him into the nearest town, they will execute him for all this anyway, right? Is that different?”

	“They might stand around and have an awkward conversation about it first,” said Scars.

	The crew looked to one another. Awkwardly.

	“You know, that’s usually called a trial,” Teryn mumbled.

	“What, having a fancy word for it makes it less awkward?” asked Shady Tooth.

	“Kind of,” said Teryn.

	“I’m right here,” said Evvik.

	“Yeah, and you murdered and tortured and mutilated people. Shut the fuck up,” said Scars. He looked to his friends and sighed. “Alright, fine. Let’s gag him and bind him so we know he can’t work any magic. We’ll heal his stupid hand so we don’t have that on our consciences, too. The locals can decide how to deal with him.”

	“You think they’ll pay the bounty?” Evvik scoffed. “You’re goblin folk! Monsters!”

	“What part of ‘shut the fuck up’ do you not understand?” asked Teryn. “I’ll collect the bounty myself. They’ll pay what they owe.”

	“A simple side job, was it?” Yargol wondered, looking to Scars.

	“Tell me about it,” Scars replied. “This is all starting to turn into actual work.”

	



	

Wandering Monsters: Overhead

	 

	Light from lanterns on the porch and in the windows didn’t reach all the way across the road. The crew couldn’t have hoped for a stronger array of camouflage than the tree line and slope dropping off right behind it—though they could’ve done without the relentless rain. And the cold wind, chilling them only days after a warm spell. And the mud. Especially the mud.

	A sign bearing the seal and name of the Cozy Coyote swung in the wind over the door. The carved and illustrated namesake of the inn smiled out at the darkness, curled in front of a nice fireplace. Grinning. Smugly.

	“Do you see either of them yet?” Scars kept his voice low along with his posture, crouching behind a thick tree trunk at the edge of the ridge. His cloak looked lumpy and odd thanks to the crossbow and shield beneath it, but hopefully no strangers would see him out here. If they did, he hoped he wouldn’t have to use either.

	“No. You see better in the dark than me, anyway,” whispered the young woman at his side. Like Scars, Teryn hid under a wet cloak and hood and kept her weapons slung and sheathed. “You all do.”

	The half-orc could see his breath escape from between his tusks. “Not with just enough light to spoil it.”

	“Ah. I didn’t know it worked that way.” A shiver overtook her breath, but she tried to hide it. “We’d have heard something if they were discovered.”

	“I’m not worried, just annoyed,” Scars grumbled. “Revenge work is the worst. Retrieval isn’t much better. It’s work on spec. Sure, you can loot the fallen if they’ve got anything worth taking, but most of it is probably stolen anyway. What do you do? Keep the shit they stole from others for yourself?”

	“Anna said she only wanted her ring and the necklace if we could get them back,” said Teryn. “She told us to keep any coin.”

	“She let us sleep on her floor and cooked breakfast for all of us. Sent us out with three days of potatoes and fresh vegetables, too. This is a giant pain in the ass with almost nothing to gain for it, but I’m not keeping money someone stole from the one nice farmer we’ve met in weeks.” When Teryn didn’t respond to his grumbling, Scars grew suspicious. “You’re grinning under that hood, aren’t you?”

	“I’m not,” she lied.

	“You are.”

	“It’s the cold and rain. My mouth is shivering.” 

	“How are you holding up?”

	“I’m fine.” Teryn didn’t complain. None of them did. “I can slip around the curve to check with Yargol and War Cloud.”

	“Be careful,” Scars murmured.

	“Always.” She turned to move—and promptly slid down the ridge as the mud beneath her gave way. “Shitshitshit!” Teryn hissed, but to her credit, didn’t yelp. A quick turn and roll let her catch one thin tree with her boot, arresting her slide. Mud, water, and several arrows fallen from the quiver on her back all sloshed past her like a small wake.

	Wet, filthy, and disheveled already, Teryn let her head fall back against the ground. “Fuck.”

	Rustling leaves and the squish of wet soil heralded the arrival of a tall, muscular shadow of chain mail, hardened leather, and fur. She could barely make out the silhouette of his hyena-like head, but War Cloud’s inhuman appearance didn’t scare her. “You alright?”

	“I get it now,” she sighed. “I get the attraction of living underground.”

	“Caves can get wet, too. It’s how most of them became caves.”

	Big hands reached down for her shoulders. “You don’t have to—oh,” said Teryn. The gnoll had her upright before she had the words out of her mouth. “Thanks.”

	“That didn’t sound great. You aren’t hurt?” asked War Cloud.

	“Sure I broke an arrow or two, but I’m fine. Filthy on top of being soaked, is all.” Teryn flung a little of the mud from her hands. It hardly made a difference. “And feeling incompetent. I’m usually more graceful than this.”

	“They say adventurers always have a five percent chance of fucking up anything, even if it’s their best trick,” said Scars. He held his spot atop the ridge.

	Teryn blinked. “Did you just call me an adventurer?”

	“If I’m labeling you, I’m labeling all of us,” Scars grumbled.

	“Wow. You really are cranky, aren’t you?” War Cloud laughed.

	“Not without reason,” said a robed figure emerging at War Cloud’s side. Standing only half as tall as the gnoll, Yargol leaned on his ornate staff with one hand and War Cloud’s hip with the other. His hands didn’t match—the right leathery and dark, the left covered in brown fur. Softly glowing eyes under his dark robe were different, too, one red and one yellow. Night and shadow covered the jumble of features and stitches beneath his robe. Nothing about Yargol matched. “I have fallen twice already myself.”

	Yargol’s hand left the stability of War Cloud’s hip to twitch and curl his fingers at Teryn, ending with a snap. Mud and water fell from her clothing and skin all at once, leaving her perfectly clean and dry. The latter didn’t remain true for more than an instant in the rain, but it made a difference. “Thank you,” said Teryn.

	“Anytime.” Yargol flicked his wrist at Scars to cast the same spell, and then to War Cloud. Both enjoyed a moment’s relief and comfort. “This is little effort.”

	“It’s gotta be tedious, at least,” said Scars. He held his spot on the ridge, but now had his back to the road and the inn to face the others. “We can’t keep asking.”

	“You can,” Yargol assured him. “It’s our best comfort in such miserable weather, and it costs me nothing.”

	Scars frowned, but a returning figure behind him interrupted his discomfort. Shady Tooth slipped past him to put a tree at her back. Nearly as large as War Cloud but with darker fur and muscular, catlike features, the bugbear moved with unnerving silence. “Did Teryn fall?”

	“Yes. You heard me all the way over there?” Teryn sighed. “Of course, you did.”

	 “Not your fault. Big ears,” said the last of the crew. DigDig arrived at Shady Tooth’s side. The jade goblin was little taller than Yargol, clad in leather armor and a horned helmet. “Fall was mostly quiet. Good job.”

	“Thanks,” Teryn muttered.

	“What’s the story?” asked Scars.

	“There are a few dozen people inside, mostly human and a handful of dwarves,” Shady Tooth began. “Three of them fit the descriptions that farmer gave us. Almost everyone is on the bottom floor for dinner. They’ve got a bard performing in there, too.”

	“A bard or a minstrel?” asked Scars.

	“What’s the difference?”

	“Did you see a weapon or any magic?”

	“Were they cute?” asked Teryn.

	“How the hell would I know?” Shady Tooth scowled at her. She wasn’t alone. “Humans.”

	“It could be a clue,” Teryn mumbled.

	“Bards are usually adventurers,” Scars explained. “Could be trouble. Any others?”

	“Not likely. I didn’t see any weapons or armor other than with the bandits,” said Shady Tooth.

	“A place this nice will have at least some muscle to deal with drunks,” Scars thought out loud. “Probably more to protect from robbery. We’re outside of town. Help is some distance off.”

	“Second floor is mostly dark,” DigDig continued. “Six rooms. Some have stuff like people are staying there. Others are empty except for furniture. Windows can open from outside.”

	“They can? That seems a little odd,” said Teryn.

	“Don’t think they’re supposed to open that way, but I can do it,” DigDig corrected. “Building is solid. Wood’s thick. Can slip a parchment through the windows to lift the latch, though. Hey, Yargol?”

	The little mage cast his spell on DigDig and Shady Tooth, freeing fur and clothes from twenty minutes of rain. DigDig sighed. “Thanks.”

	“War Cloud?” asked Scars.

	The gnoll shook his head. “My goddess reveals every warm and welcoming hearth within two leagues. Every cold hearth, too. This one is something different. It is almost welcoming, but uneasy.”

	“Is it too much to ask your hearth goddess to explain what that means?” asked Shady Tooth.

	“Dastia has already kept us from knocking on the wrong doors,” said War Cloud. “It’s more than we’d know without her aid.”

	“I don’t need her to guess how most humans feel about goblin folk at their doors. Not much of a mystery,” Shady Tooth replied.

	“She brought us to Anna,” Teryn pointed out. She nodded to the inn. “Maybe this town isn’t as keen on the edict of banishment as others? I could go in and find out.”

	“Or go in and get recognized,” said Shady Tooth.

	“It’s a risk.” Teryn agreed. “I doubt it would happen. Traveling alone would be the real point of suspicion, especially in all this.”

	“I imagine coming back out into this mess again would be weird, too,” said War Cloud. “Who would do that?”

	Teryn could only answer that with an uncomfortable shrug. She hadn’t complained, but Scars knew she was miserable out here. Yargol had the worst of it, though he toughed it out like the rest. War Cloud did his best to keep spirits up, which spoke to his sense of the crew’s discomfort—one he likely shared. He followed a hearth goddess, after all. Shady Tooth feigned indifference. Of the whole crew, DigDig was likely the only one who really did feel indifferent.

	Though he didn’t want to admit it, Scars missed sleeping in an actual bed. He glanced across the muddy, rain-swept road to the inn. “Alright. We’re doing this, and we’re getting paid.”

	“Yeah?” asked DigDig.

	“Yeah, but maybe not in coin. Teryn and I will go inside to get a room, but you’re already going to be there. DigDig, pick an empty room and take everyone else up. Quietly.”

	“I can carry Yargol. War Cloud is no burglar,” warned Shady Tooth, glancing to him. “Do you think you can do this?”

	“I can climb a rope in the dark,” War Cloud answered. He looked to Scars. “How will you get by? You plan to keep your head bowed into your hood all the way up to our room?”

	“No. Teryn, do you still have that bandit mask?” Scars looked from her to Yargol. “And could I borrow your staff?”

	 

	* * *

	 

	“Oh, finally! We’re saved,” Teryn exhaled on her way through the door. Her load was already lighter without her weapons, but the interior was still a relief. Warmth and light washed over her, along with music from one corner and chatter all around. She looked back to the door before it shut. “Samuel? We made it. I told you, see?”

	“Uh-huh hurrgh,” Scars wheezed. He staggered in with his hooded head bowed and a gloved hand up over his masked face. With his shield out over his cloak and his crossbow gone, he cut a more natural silhouette. Stooping and coughing drew at least a little attention away from his size. “Sure did,” he rasped.

	Heads looked up from conversations and meals. The musician in the fine velvet jerkin kept on performing The Snows of Calamost with his lute, but even he looked up. His welcoming smile stood out from the wary curiosity of others—and those eager to keep the cold out. “Close the door!” someone demanded.

	“Oh, sorry, sorry,” Teryn fussed. She whirled around Scars to pull it shut.

	Left to stand on his own, Scars leaned on Yargol’s staff, high enough for a suitable walking stick for someone of his height. He lifted his eyes to take in the crowd and found their marks without much trouble. All three bandits sat close together at a table in the opposite corner: one bald, one bearded, the last with tattoos along the sides of his scalp, and all of them brawny, weathered, and armed. All three watched Teryn throw her hood back to reveal her pretty face, as Scars more than half expected.

	“Help you, miss?” asked a low voice—from a low point. Scars turned to find a dwarf staring right up into his hood. That bushy red beard couldn’t hide his scowl. “Are you wearing a mask?”

	“It’s a sca—ah—arf,” Scars coughed into his hand.

	“I’m sorry, my companion is ill,” Teryn explained with a higher tone and sharper enunciation than she normally used. It seemed like something she preferred to leave behind, but she knew the trappings of nobility. “He joined me as an escort. It turns out I’m the one helping him. Are you the innkeeper?”

	“One of ‘em,” said the dwarf. “Helgo. Welcome to the Cozy Coyote. You are?”

	“Meredith. Meredith of Blackstone,” Teryn added. “Have you any rooms available, sir?”

	“Sure.” Helgo cast another suspicious glance up at Scars. “Come over to the counter.”

	Teryn kept to her role, guiding Scars by the arm to follow the innkeeper. Conversation and drinking picked up again. Scars risked a few more looks to confirm Shady Tooth’s assessment of the inn. The bottom floor couldn’t have held more than thirty people at most, with somewhat more men than women, and few of either looking particularly rough—mostly the very men they came to find. A few glowstones in wall sconces were the only signs of magic evident.

	 “Rooms aren’t cheap here, I should warn you.” Behind the counter, Helgo kicked a stool into place and stepped up with a ledger. “They go for a gold a night. It’s yours until midday. If that’s too steep, we’ll allow floor space here in the tavern for a silver, but you’re at the mercy of the crowd for peace and quiet. That’s not likely until after we stop serving at eleven.”

	“Oh, a room is no problem if you have one,” said Teryn. “That’s quite reasonable.”

	Helgo raised an eyebrow. “If we’re cleaning up after someone’s sickness, we charge an extra two silvers.”

	“Perfectly fine. We’ll take a room, please.”

	 “Two rooms,” Scars rasped.

	“Two?” Teryn blinked. “Oh. Yes. If you’re sure. I didn’t want to leave you alone. We’ll take two rooms, if you have them.”

	“Sure do,” said Helgo. “Paid in advance. Sign your name, please…and sign for him.” He laid a quill and ink on the counter. Across the floor, the musician finished his song to warm applause. As soon as Teryn finished and dropped three gold coins on the counter, Helgo handed over the keys. “Rooms five and six. They’re marked.”

	Scars noticed the applause dying off. “Huh?” he grunted at Helgo.

	“Five and six.”

	He cupped one hand to his ear. “Louder?”

	“She’s in room five and you’re in room six!” Helgo barked.

	“Thanks. Sorry. Ears are stuffed up.”

	“That’s quite fine, Samuel. Let’s get you upstairs where you can dry off and we’ll get you something warm to eat.” Teryn led Scars across the tavern floor, politely working her way past benches and tables. “Pardon us, pardon, so sorry. Careful, Samuel. Don’t slip.”

	He grunted and coughed. She knew exactly how to be warmly polite and patronizing towards the help all at once. Scars was glad this was only an act, but whoever taught her the role had earned his hatred.

	“Milady? May I be of assistance?” The musician intercepted them at the last table, offering a hand and also a radiant smile beneath blond locks. “Alston Silvernote, at your service.”

	“Silvernote?” Scars muttered under his breath.

	“Is your man sick?” Silvernote continued. “Your… husband?”

	“No, no,” Teryn laughed with nerves Scars hadn’t heard from her before. “I mean, yes, he’s ill. Very ill. But he’s not my husband. He’s my escort. On the road,” she corrected quickly.

	“I see. Nevertheless, if I may be of service?”

	“Nn-nh,” Scars coughed.

	“No, I think we’re fine. Sc-Samuel only needs to get to bed,” said Teryn.

	“Will you be down later?” Silvernote asked.

	“Ah…yes…yes, maybe? I might.”

	“Splendid. I look forward to seeing more of you.”

	Grunting louder, Scars feigned a slight stumble and steadied himself on Silvernote’s shoulder with a strong hand. He leaned in. “Your D-string is wound too tightly and you’re sliding into head voice,” he said quietly. Catching a stunned look from the musician, Scars clapped his shoulder in thanks and heaved himself up onto the stairs.

	“Ah. Thank you, Alston.” Teryn gripped Scars by the arm to follow him up. “What was that?”

	“Needed to know if he’s a bard,” said Scars.

	“And?”

	“Can’t be sure. They usually have a little more in the shoulders for swinging a sword. And he didn’t offer to heal me with the power of music. What do you think?”

	“I don’t know bards…but now I have to talk with Shady Tooth about what ‘cute’ means.”

	Scars twitched, but didn’t broach the subject. Better to leave that one alone.

	The stairs brought them to a single hallway lined with six rooms. Safely alone, Scars dropped his act of illness to check out their lodgings. He found Room Five empty, but Teryn caught a hiss in the darkness of Room Six. “In here,” said Shady Tooth.

	Drawn into the room with Teryn, Scars closed the door behind himself. All four companions emerged from the shadows and cover of furniture. Even War Cloud had done a decent job of hiding himself. “How’s it look down there?” he asked.

	“Busy,” answered Scars. “The innkeeper seems a little suspicious, but I think he’s happy to take our coin. It’s noisy enough to cover us up here. The bandits took notice of us and I think we baited the hook well enough. Now we need to make sure they go for it.”

	“How do we do that?” asked War Cloud.

	“We look vulnerable. They’re more likely to hit us alone than together. Teryn, you want to go back downstairs and get something to eat?”

	“That seems a little—oh,” Teryn frowned, then sighed as the thought caught up to her. “Yeah, that’s exactly the type I want to fit, isn’t it?” She tossed her backpack and cloak onto the table against one wall and ran her fingers through her wet hair. “You’re sick and supposedly alone, and I’m more likely to scream. Makes sense. They might assume I’ve got all the coin and decide to focus on me anyway. What then?”

	“Then scream,” said Scars.

	“Fair enough. I doubt I’m half the actor you are, though. Bit of a surprise there,” she added.

	“So don’t act. You said the minstrel’s cute. Just get him talking about himself or his art. That usually works with performers.”

	“Cute?” Shady Tooth made a face. Busily stowing stuff behind the bed, DigDig popped up with almost the same look. Even Yargol’s glowing, mismatched eyes took on different sizes.

	“It’s not about that. I recognize his name. He wrote the Ballad of—I’m just gonna go,” Teryn mumbled, and then she did.

	“No telling how long this will take. We should get settled, but ready,” said Scars. Then he frowned. “Why are you all looking at me like that?”

	“He’s cute?” asked Shady Tooth.

	“How cute?” asked War Cloud.

	“You think I know?” Scars snapped.

	Yargol shook his head. “I have almost no sense of these things.”

	“This important?” DigDig asked from the other side of the bed. When the others turned on him, he shrugged. “Said we’re getting paid. How?”

	“Room and board,” answered Scars. “Look outside and look in here. Which do you prefer?”

	DigDig shrugged.

	War Cloud’s jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious.”

	“Sleep fine either way. Best I ever slept was when that ghoul clawed me up. Fine ever since.”

	“You nearly died that night. Your wounds were seared shut,” said Yargol.

	“Yeah, but I had a crew. Still do.”

	Struck speechless by the sentiment, three of his crew stared back at him. Only one other could speak. “He’d better not be that cute,” grumbled Shady Tooth.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“Like a summer sunrise, and lighting up the darkness twice in one night.” Alston settled in at Teryn’s table as soon as the applause for his last song died down. “How is your escort?”

	“Resting now. I’m sure he’ll be out cold soon enough. I’ve already ordered, but may I get you a drink when the server returns?” Teryn offered.

	“That is most kind.” Alston leaned back and ran a hand through his hair with a flourish. “I did not expect to have such fine company tonight. What brings you to our town?”

	“Only traveling home from a family visit. We thought the snows would be melted by now, but we thought it would be warmer and drier than this, too. What about you? Is this your home?”

	“A small stop on a longer tour. Travel makes for greater inspiration.”

	“And recognition. I’ve heard your songs before. You have to tell me how they were written,” she added. Scars was right about keeping the attention off herself and her thin story. “Is there a tale behind the Ballad of—oh, thank you,” she interrupted, smiling warmly at Helgo’s arrival. The dwarf delivered a small platter with bread, stew, and a mug of hot tea. “Ah, could you also bring a drink for our minstrel?”

	While Alston threw in his choice of drinks, Teryn’s attention turned to movement at the corner table. All three bandits rose and turned to the stairs, assuring her the plan would go off without a hitch—until she saw a fourth man turn to the stairs with them. He was thinner than the rest, bearing no weapon and seemingly no threat. Then she noticed the slender rod he pulled from his belt and the red jewel at one end.

	Her friends planned for three bandits. They didn’t expect four, and certainly not a mage. Even that was within their ability to handle, but perhaps not quietly. The hall didn’t offer a way to get behind the bandits to block an escape. If things got noisy, the rest of the tavern’s guests might be alerted. Discovery of armed goblin folk in this tavern could get ugly fast.

	Teryn needed to stay inconspicuous, too. Taking her eyes off the bandits before her attention was noticed, she returned her gaze to her company and her table…and her meal. “You know what? Samuel could probably use this right now.” Teryn scooped the bowl off the little platter and stood. “I’ll be right back.”

	“But—er—now?” Silvernote blinked.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“Magic would be quieter and more efficient,” Yargol murmured in the darkness.

	“Didn’t you say your only silent spell would knock out everyone in the room?” War Cloud asked from the other side of the armoire.

	“In this small an area, everyone but myself, yes.”

	“That’s not efficient,” Shady Tooth hissed from the rafters.

	“Says you,” Scars said under the blankets. “I’m already tucked in.”

	“Right?” agreed the goblin beneath the bed.

	“You wouldn’t be comfortable after I fall on top of—sshh,” Shady Tooth warned. The rest of the crew fell silent. None of the others heard anything at first, but the subtle click of metal in the lock at the door warned of new arrivals. The bandits treaded quietly outside. It spoke to their care and competence, but perhaps not their judgment.

	Scars turned his back toward the door, covered by blankets and by watchful friends nearby. He barely heard the lock give way and the tiniest creak of the door. If not for the hyper-vigilance brought by impending danger, he’d never have heard it. Even the noise of the tavern hall below didn’t rise significantly with the open door.

	That thought opened his eyes in the darkness. He really didn’t hear much difference between the open door and having it closed a second before. That didn’t make sense at all. The open door should have let in more light, too, but the reflection in the window on the far wall would’ve led him to think the hallway outside had gone dark.

	Barely discernible shadows moved across the opposite wall. The softest of footsteps crept up to the bed. The door creaked again, almost surely closing. Scars felt the inarticulate but certain sense of someone standing over him, all too close and all too quiet.

	Shady Tooth swung down from the hips with her legs still braced in the rafters. Long arms planted her knives in each of the bandit’s lungs. War Cloud whirled around the armoire with his blade in line with the second bandit’s throat. Neither man saw their end coming.

	That left only one remaining, turning to the door in sudden terror. A staff from the darkest corner of the room slammed into the back of his knees, taking his balance and all of his momentum. Yargol left the rest to DigDig, who rolled out from under the bed with his shovel up and swinging. A skull-splitting metallic clang against the bandit’s head left him collapsing on the floor.

	Reacting purely to the sounds, Scars threw off the blankets and rose from the bed. “Magic,” he warned, but even his voice came out too softly. His companions had to sense it as well. Little Yargol in his black robes was practically invisible in these shadows, even with the eyes Scars inherited from his mother. War Cloud and Shady Tooth had bodies to move out of the way. Though he practically kicked DigDig on the way to the door, he couldn’t stop for care or concern. The ambush wasn’t over. It may have come undone already.

	Scars wrenched the door open with a dagger in hand. Though the enchanted stones in the wall sconces still glowed, they gave off little light. The silence held. Looking to one side and then the next, Scars found a thin man in rugged but common clothing not far from the door, one arm out to his side and the other raised with a wand in hand.

	Their eyes met. The wand came down to point at Scars, its ruby red tip glowing with magic.

	A bowl swept around the man’s face from behind, smothering his mouth with hot brown liquid while a dagger pierced his throat. The mage died awkwardly, held in place and kept silent with Teryn’s unexpected tools and grim resolve.

	“Is that stew?” Scars asked, his voice still muffled in the darkness.

	“I thought you might be hungry.” Teryn frowned, noticing the same effect. “The spell is still in—oh!” she blinked.

	Silver light banished the darkness from behind her and returned the hallway to normal sounds. Alston Silvernote stood at the top of the stairs, a glowing rapier in his hand. “What have you done to those men?” he demanded.

	“Hell, he is a bard,” Scars grumbled.

	“Those men were bandits! We were hired by one of their victims to deal with them,” Teryn began. “We can prove everything. No need to fight.”

	Silvernote sneered. “No, those were my clients. I’m the buyer for their wares.”

	“Why would you stand there and tell us you’re the fence?” asked Scars.

	“Because you’re an obvious half-breed, just as banished from these lands as that goblin in the door behind you. And because yes, I am a bard, and more than capable of handling—!”

	White fabric whipped around his head, cutting off Silvernote’s words and his vision. With an equally sudden jerk, the bard fell backward to slam his head hard against the stairwell bannister. He slumped unconscious at the feet of a gruff, bearded dwarf.

	“Figured you might need extra towels,” Helgo explained. “Sorry about the wait. Busy night.”

	“Yeah,” Scars replied slowly. “Thanks for that.”

	“How many more of you are in there?”

	“We’re six in total,” Scars answered.

	“Uh-huh. And those men? Are they dead?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then you’d better have a way to deal with the bodies yourself. If I have to charge for that kind of clean-up, it’ll be a lot,” Helgo warned.

	“We have muscle and a magician. You won’t know the difference.”

	“You’re alright with all this?” asked Teryn.

	“This asshole more or less confessed,” said Helgo, gesturing to the unconscious bard. “I can’t control the crowd downstairs, so you’d better hide out in your room. But I don’t have a problem with goblin folk, no. Wasn’t my edict of banishment. Besides, I charge by the room, not by the guest. You’re fine.”

	Scars let out a sigh. “Thank you.”

	“Night’s too cold and wet for that kind of nonsense, anyway.” Helgo looked to the concussed bard again. “And it’s a little late for carrying around bodies. You want to help me stuff this guy somewhere for now?”

	“Sure.”

	“So we’re getting paid?” DigDig asked from the doorway.

	“We’re getting paid,” Scars assured him.

	“Huh. Dibs on the bed.” Everyone turned to stare. DigDig shrugged. “What?”

	 


Poor Man’s Fight: Grunt Work

	 

	“So I’m fully qualified now. Technically. I guess. They signed me off as a helmsman, even if the captain and Morales are still grouchy about everything I do. That only took three months. Everyone is still full of talk about how I’m going to have to step up. Step up to what?

	“I don’t know how I’m supposed to contribute around here if they don’t train me and don’t trust me to touch anything.”

	 

	--Crewman Apprentice Tanner Malone

	Unsent letter, May 2275

	 

	Sensors detected the Saguaro long before anyone could possibly spot her with unaided eyes. The bridge had her course, her speed, standard transponders, and her trail of debris and gases. Saguaro arced through an unnatural course well off the usual traffic routes into empty space.

	It wasn’t until St. Jude came close enough for good visuals that Saguaro’s full state of distress became clear. The long and boxy freight hauler burned along at high speed—but also in an ugly spin. Viewed up close through the transparent canopy at the front of St. Jude’s bridge, Saguaro’s course took on a steady and intense spiral. Gases invisible to the naked eye until now left a wild, light grey corkscrew in the starship’s wake.

	 Standing at the back of the bridge, the on-duty helmsman and youngest member of St. Jude’s crew swallowed hard. Movement of his own white dagger-shaped ship could leave his stomach uneasy, and he often felt tired while underway. Tanner generally didn’t get truly sick unless he went outside the ship. Generally.

	Saguaro’s wild course presented a bad omen likely to challenge his track record. Ordinarily, he’d have handed his post off to the junior ops specialist by now, but Harper was on leave. Tanner had the spot until told otherwise.

	“That doesn’t look good,” said the XO.

	“Think they might have undersold that distress call,” said the skipper. Stevens sat in the chair mounted against the port bulkhead of St. Jude’s bridge opposite Lt. Gagne's to starboard. His bald head tilted back. “Nothing else from them yet?”

	“No sir,” replied Tanner. He turned to the astrogation table that took up the rear of the small bridge compartment. A small globe of holographic light hovered to one side, presenting the ship’s two light-minute “bubble.” He’d shifted it off from the center now that they were close to their objective. Nothing else of relevance appeared in the globe, anyway. Tanner looked to scrolling text and images displaying the ship’s stats and the original distress call. “We’ve still only got the same repeating message. External lights are flashing an SOS, too.” At a thought, Tanner shifted one screen to focus on the gas trails. “The main thrusters are all that’s firing now. It doesn’t look like any lateral or maneuvering jets are going. They aren’t stopping that spin but nothing is actively pushing it, either.”

	Looking back over his shoulder, Tanner saw Stevens turn his attention to the older man at the center of the bridge. Ops Specialist 1st Class Reed leaned on the console staring at the instrument panel until Stevens cleared his throat. Then he blinked, looked over his shoulder, and nodded. “He’s right, sir,” said Reed. “Something probably killed their laterals and started that spin.”

	“We’re close enough for live voice now,” said Stevens. “Let’s try talking.”

	Reed crossed the two steps from the central helm panel to the astrogation table. “You know what to do?” he muttered. Tanner nodded. Reed gestured to the comms button, glanced once over his shoulder, and leaned in a little more. “Don’t talk to the skipper unless he says your name,” he added quietly. “Talk to me or the XO, not him.”

	Tanner stopped himself from looking over his shoulder, but he couldn’t hold his incredulous expression back from Reed. He’d been on St. Jude for three months now. As rough as his relations and performance had been, he was a qualified helmsman. Whether or not Reed liked him, he at least recognized that. This disdain from Stevens was new. “We’re not even a meter apart,” Tanner whispered.

	Reed rolled his eyes. “He thinks it’s an etiquette thing. Anyway, fire it up.” He turned back to the helm and the ship’s officers.

	Communications began not with a verbal call-out, but automated signals. Tanner ran the computer through its commands and got a handshake tone right away. At least that much was working. “Vessel Saguaro, vessel Saguaro, this is the Archangel Navy Corvette St. Jude. We are answering your distress call. Please respond.”

	“How long did you say they’ve been on this course?” wondered Gagne. He leaned forward to pore over sensor data.

	“Maybe an hour, at least. If they can’t correct in that time...” Reed shook his head.

	Tanner repeated the callout. “We are on scene, please respond.”

	“Hello? Hello?” came a feminine voice in response. Stevens and Gagne looked back, but Tanner saw them only on a reflection against the backboard. Neither got up to take over. “S-St. Jude, this is... uh... Saguaro. Unh. Mayday. We’re... we’re in trouble... helm... helm out.”

	“Saguaro, we have you in visual range,” said Tanner. “We are on an intercept course. What is your status?”

	“Helm lost. Lost helm control. Engines... blew. Unh. Sorry. Dizz... so dizzy.”

	“Yeah, they look it,” murmured Gagne. “Barely holding it together, I’d bet.”

	“Sorry,” said the voice from Saguaro. “Trying to remember how to report. Status is... uh...”

	“Saguaro, forget the protocol. It’s fine. Just talk to us.” Tanner didn’t notice the captain’s head snap back with a glare. “We’re here to help. What happened?”

	“Oh man,” she replied with some relief. “Something in engineering exploded. People got hurt. Shit flew everywhere, all kinds of stuff broke.” She grunted again, her voice still unsteady. “We vented for the fire but it’s a mess. Most of our engineers are hurt. Helm control is gone. We’re all dizzy as fuck. Can’t fix anything. Can’t shut down the thrusters. I don’t know why.”

	“Ask them—” Stevens began, but Tanner was already ahead of him.

	“Do you have gravity and oxygen?”

	“Yeah. Mostly. Air’s running out. Gravity, yeah, but it’s damaged. The spin is killing us.”

	“Right,” said Stevens. “XO, tell the chief and Freeman. We’re going over. Send Flores for the wounded. Reed, bring us in. Malone, tell them we’re going to board.”

	The others set to their tasks. Tanner swallowed hard again, glancing back to the helm. Though Reed stood at the hardware controls, he used little of them. His hands worked the holo screen overlay along the dashboard instead. It made sense. Everyone here was a skilled pilot—except Tanner, who was barely competent if one stretched the definition—but this was a job for the computer.

	The closer they got and the clearer their view became, the harder that job looked.

	“Saguaro, we’re coming for a link-up,” said Tanner. “Can you send us your manifest?”

	“Manifest... uh... We’re bringing back... ore from, uh, Augustine.”

	“Understood,” said Tanner. He tried to hold a patient tone. St. Jude kicked into a new level of acceleration and turned hard enough to feel even with the ship’s artificial gravity. He glanced only once at spiraling stars in the bridge canopy screen and the image of Saguaro turning through space directly ahead. It was enough. He didn’t need to watch his own ship catch up. Specifically, his stomach didn’t need him to watch. “How many crew and passengers?”

	“F-fourteen. I don’t know how many are hurt. I’m alone up here.”

	“Acknowledged. We’re coming.”

	“Landing gear extended, course and speed locked,” muttered Reed. This much talking seemed like an effort for him, but his nerve never wavered. Tanner thought the old salt’s grumpy default mood might have the advantage of carrying him through stress without panic.

	“Guess we’re about to find out if the guidance and magnetic upgrades are worth the priority the Navy put on them,” said Gagne. He, too, seemed steady, except for the way his hand gripped the armrest of his chair. “Thought it was all a little silly until now.”

	“Me, too,” admitted the captain. “Reed?”

	“Closing in,” said Reed.

	Tanner saw it all unfold on the astrogation table screens. The urge to look out at the canopy got the better of him, anyway. St. Jude rolled and accelerated into the spiral of gas left by Saguaro’s path to match Saguaro’s spin. The much larger freighter curved into sight along the port side and then the bottom of the canopy as St. Jude closed in. Tanner had felt the corvette climb to a high sublight speed more than a few times since coming aboard, but he’d never felt the ship shake before now. Loose gear in drawers and secure mounts rattled against containers and nerves.

	Without ever turning his head from his work, Reed hit the collision alarm.

	Tanner gripped the overhead safety bar and braced himself against the astrogation table. The captain and XO dug into their chairs. Whatever Reed did, Tanner missed it as St. Jude clamped onto the larger ship with an all-encompassing thud. The jolt ran through Tanner’s whole body. He nearly lost his grip on the safety bar.

	The roar and the vibration worsened. Tanner heard Stevens order something about steadying and securing, but the tremors of Saguaro and St. Jude’s own maneuvering thrusters drowned much of it out. Tanner also had his own internal struggle to master. He swallowed hard again and again, but reached for a plastic bag he kept in one pocket of his thin vac suit for any inevitable failure.

	He held on for now. So did his ship. The astrogation table showed him both ships easing out of the spiral with the effort of St. Jude’s maneuvering jets. A glance at the canopy confirmed the same. St. Jude couldn’t fully control the larger freighter, but she could straighten and steer with effort. Slowing Saguaro down would require an engine shutdown from the freighter. Presumably the freighter’s crew would have tried that by now if they could.

	“Chief, are you good to go?” Stevens asked. Tanner looked for the chief engineer on the bridge only to realize that was silly. He had to be speaking on the intercom.

	“We’re set, but we’re stretching thin,” Chief O’Malley responded. “This is hard enough on our own engines. I can’t leave only one engineer and the deckies are gonna have their hands full.”

	“What do you need?”

	“We can do most of it but we could use another pair of hands to juggle stuff,” said BM1 Freeman. Tanner saw his boss in the cargo bay on an internal screen at his table along with most of the deck hands and engineers. Everyone was suited up to go through the airlock. “Someone else here on this side would be a help.”

	“Malone, head down,” said Gagne. “We can cover up here. Suit up for zero-g as soon as you get to the cargo bay. We don’t know what they’ll need over there. Don’t worry about the helm changeover, I’ve got it.”

	“Aye, aye, sir.” Tanner tapped out on the ship’s log and headed for the “ladder” off the bridge—more like a steep stairwell, but the Navy had its words for everything. His path took him past the captain’s chair. With his orders, he didn’t stop to ask permission to leave. Though it was the correct decision, he didn’t escape cleanly.

	“Malone,” Stevens barked. Tanner turned to find Stevens scowling down at him from his chair. “You do not tell anyone to forget about protocol over an open channel unless instructed. Is that understood?”

	“Yes sir,” Tanner answered.

	The captain’s mouth tensed like he had more to say, but he shook his head. “Get going.”

	No one crossed Tanner’s path as he hustled down and across two decks to the corvette’s cargo bay. From what O’Malley said, at least a pair of the engineers would be in their usual corner of the ship. Both officers and Reed remained on the bridge. Everyone else had to be at Tanner’s destination—though a flashing light and Reed’s voice announced things had already gone a bit farther than that. “All hands, ready for cargo bay decompression,” Reed mumbled across the ship’s intercom. “Internal airlock conditions set.”

	Tanner hadn’t even made it through the last hatch to the bay. He stopped to run through the procedure in his mind: double-check hatch seals, double-check personal gear, vent the passage before the last hatch, wait for the all-clear light. St. Jude still hadn’t run more than a handful of drills since he came aboard. He’d read all the ship’s manuals—probably making him the only one in the crew to have done so—but he had to hope the crew’s practices didn’t differ from the books. No one had told him otherwise.

	He entered the cargo bay to utter silence with only a few shipmates remaining. SK2 Flores slipped down through the airlock hatch in the deck with a medical bag over his shoulders. Normally the ship’s cook stayed on board as their primary emergency medical tech, but reported injuries put Flores on the boarding team this time. Though everyone was in vac suits and zero-g harnesses with faceplates down, Tanner recognized his fellow crewman Heifer, GM3 Miller, and BM2 Morales. The three helped Flores over and through St. Jude’s artificial gravity “floor.”

	Heifer followed after Flores. Only as he got moving did Morales look up in sudden surprise. He pointed to Tanner urgently, then tapped his helmet to connect them on a direct channel. “Did you vent that passage before you came in?” Morales demanded.

	“Yeah. It’s good.” Tanner wasn’t surprised the BM2 would reflexively expect a fuck-up. He didn’t dwell on it. “What can I do?”

	“You stay in here with Miller for now. Freeman went over to get on their bridge and see if he can help get that under control. Heifer, Stumpy, and I are taking a look at the outside of the ship to see if we need to seal anything off. The chief and the engineers are already inside. You’re working for them. Get tied in on channel twenty-four and wait until someone calls for you. I don’t know what anyone might need.”

	“Gotcha,” said Tanner. He scooped a zero-g harness out of the racks and set to strapping it on. The harness amounted to little more than straps loaded with nitrogen maneuvering capsules and magnetic clamps. It made for decent mobility in zero-g. 

	Miller got down on his hands and knees to poke his head through the open hatch for a look. The sight and the vacuum in the cargo bay left Tanner with plenty of questions. “We’re not doing a vestibule?”

	“Not in this,” Morales fumed. “Why the fuck would we put up a whole vestibule?”

	Tanner bit back a retort. Given rank and stature, he couldn’t get away with arguing on a good day, let alone now. “They’ve got wounded. What if we need to transfer?”

	“Then we deal with it when that happens. Hey.” Morales stared at him with dark eyes. “You need to keep your shit together right now. Don’t fuck anything up. Got me?”

	“I’m good to go.” Tanner doubted Morales believed him. Nothing he said would assure his biggest critic, anyway. Proving him correct, Morales threw one more glare through the lenses of his faceplate before he went through the hatch.

	Straightening up to make room for Morales, Miller gave Tanner only a shrug before he found a couple of containers to lean on. Tanner tied himself into the crew’s channel as instructed, but heard no chatter. He flipped over to a contact channel and touched Miller’s arm. “Anything else to catch me up on?”

	The gunner’s mate looked back like it was a weird question. “Why the hell are you asking me? You were on the bridge.”

	“Because you’ve been down here and you’re already on the channel. I just got here.”

	“So? Guess you should pay more attention,” said Miller.

	Tanner wondered if Miller should aim his critique at himself. With nothing better to do, Tanner double-checked the settings on his zero-g harness and listened for chatter.

	“I’ve got two casualties near main engineering,” Flores reported. “Both have burns and some bleeding. They’ve gotten some first aid but I’m checking them out now.”

	“Understood,” said Stevens. “Chief, what’s the situation in engineering?”

	“Not good,” replied O’Malley. “Something went boom and sent shrapnel everywhere. This is a two-level space and half the catwalks are fucked up. Still a lot of smoke. We’re trying to get around to the problem.”

	“Chief, I think the emergency shut-off is stuck in place,” Wells spoke up. Like Tanner, Wells hadn’t been to a rating school yet, but he’d established himself as a competent enough apprentice technician after a year on the ship. “I can see the panel from here but I can’t get to it. There’s a hunk of metal stuck inside, and it’s sparking.”

	“Lots of sparks in here,” grumbled O’Malley. “Freeman, are you at the bridge yet? Can you try an engine shutdown from there?”

	“They’ve tried,” the head bo’sun answered after a pause. “I think I know what’s wrong. Who’s in the cargo bay?”

	“Malone and Miller,” Tanner spoke up when the gunner’s mate didn’t answer. Miller looked up from the open hatch with a start.

	“Miller, bring over one of the emergency battery units,” said Freeman. “Half the panels in here are dead. Maybe we can bring them back up.”

	With his head and shoulders rolling in annoyance, Miller turned pulled the requested battery off one of the supply racks. He pushed through the hatch without a second glance to the last man in the bay.

	Tanner stared down the hatch. With the ships attached by St. Jude’s two-meter landing struts, the view offered no more than a grey hull under the corvette’s running lights. He got down on his hands and knees, mindfully activating the magnetic relays on both to keep him glued to the deck. Safe and secure, Tanner leaned over for a better look.

	Wisps of smoke so thin as to go nearly unnoticed whipped past. A hunk of broken metal shot by and disappeared out into the void. Then Tanner saw a break in the hulls of the two ships, and in that break he saw stars—spinning stars. His brain threatened to spin with them.

	He jerked back into the bay. Nothing made a sound in the airless compartment, though the vibrations of the deck through his feet, knees and hand made up for some of it. Warning lights blinked in silent reminders of the ship’s situation as if he could forget.

	This was new. In the three months he’d been on board, Tanner had been on boarding after boarding—all technically unqualified—as refugees from Hashem poured into Archangel space. That was a crisis, but it was one of big numbers and people who’d escaped danger. Now his ship had danger right in arm’s reach. People were hurt. They’d lost air, power, and who knew what else. Tanner wanted to help. He also wanted to stay the hell out of the way.

	He reminded himself of how ill-trained he still was. Basic prepared him well, sure, but as with the communications channels and the airlocks, every ship had its own expectations and practices. Relatively few had been made clear even now, three months in. This was a real emergency. He didn’t know if he was ready for it. He didn’t know how to help.

	There’s gotta be something I can do. Something I won’t fuck up.

	“Shit. Malone, you still there in the cargo bay?” called O’Malley.

	“Yeah. Yes, chief.”

	“Open up Locker Three. It’s got a couple of big yellow damage control bags. They aren’t that heavy. Bring ‘em both over to engineering. We need them right away.”

	Tanner already had the locker open before the chief finished speaking. As promised, he had no real trouble shouldering one and carrying the other. They felt stuffed full but relatively light. In his three months on board, he hadn’t opened one of these, nor trained with the contents. He didn’t have time to peek now. “On my way.”

	St. Jude’s artificial gravity floor always required a fight. Tanner always won, but it took effort and inflicted vertigo every time. With no vestibule to pass between ships, Tanner also had to pull a line from the umbilical cord reel immediately outside the airlock and attach it to himself before going out. He didn’t mind the safety, but it was one more unpleasant transition on top of the usual unpleasant sequence.

	“Malone, exiting now,” he announced. It was in the books. It was part of his training. No one else had said it on their way out—something he realized only after he spoke. Grimacing, Tanner shoved himself out of the airlock and toward a hull hardly any farther than his natural height. The necessary muscle work still left him slamming against it hard. Thankfully, the relays in his suit and harness held him fast.

	A short crawl along speeding metal brought him to Saguaro’s external hatch. Though all the condition lights were out, Tanner knew the hatch worked. Everyone else had gone through. Miller used it only minutes ago. Resorting to the manual control, Tanner turned and wrenched the handle—and flew back as the hatch snapped open with a rush of smoky air.

	On pure instinct, he let the blast carry him upward. That sent him into St. Jude’s underside, where his magnetic relays once again held him fast. His head and his stomach reeled in opposite directions. This was bad, but at least he clung to a solid surface. His insides didn’t feel so solid at all anymore, and that was an even more immediate threat.

	The rush of air ended as soon as it began. The airlock had still been pressurized, but sealed on the other side. Lights inside revealed a safe refuge. With his heart pounding with adrenaline and his guts screaming of revolt, Tanner sucked in one more breath and shoved himself across the gap into the airlock. He swallowed hard enough to choke himself as he wrenched the hatch shut behind him and jammed the pressurization button on the inside.

	Air rushed in. It likely wasn’t enough, but he couldn’t wait any longer. Tanner shoved back the faceplate on his helmet and wretched his guts out all over the cramped deck. He gasped for breath, even turning his face into the vent to make sure he didn’t choke, but at least the one ugly surge was enough to clear his stomach.

	His heart still thudded in his chest. Every lethal possible outcome of his airlock accident flew through his mind. The embarrassing ones came immediately after: he had a good hour’s worth of air on him and the crew wouldn’t have abandoned him, but he’d surely have been humiliated. Reprimanded, too, given the patterns of his supervisors. Then again, he might really have been killed outright.

	Tanner realized the truth as he pushed himself off the bulkhead. The airlock’s internal lights and readings worked on their independent batteries. This wasn’t his mistake. Someone had left the airlock pressurized on both sides.

	Fucking Miller.

	He looked down to the mess on the deck. No doubt he’d catch hell for this. He didn’t have time for it. Not with all this going on. Tanner popped the second hatch of the airlock and pushed on into a passageway not nearly as bright and welcoming as the entrance. Half the lights were out. The rest flickered, revealing a thin haze of smoke. Reflective paint along the bulkheads revealed the way to engineering with labels in English, Spanish, and Chinese characters.

	The signs even listed the distance in meters. Saguaro was much bigger than St. Jude. Tanner broke into a jog.

	“Malone! Malone, you there?” Flores called out over the link. “You’ve got DC bags, right?”

	“Yeah. I’m inside now. On my way to engineering.”

	“Chief, I need him, too. Only for a second. He’s got first aid shit in there.”

	“Go,” said O’Malley.

	“Right outside engineering,” said Flores. “We’re in the water pump room. Hurry!”

	Tanner broke into a run. He practically leaped down the steep ladder well on his way, worried what might happen if he delayed. One intersection left him spinning around looking for signs. Another had him coughing from smoke until he slammed his faceplate down again. He found his destination opposite a hatch broken halfway open by some kind of blast with debris scattered across the deck. At least he wouldn’t have to search for engineering later.

	The pump room opened with no trouble. Flores stood over a woman in a vac suit laid out on a work table with blood pooled at her hip. Two more of Saguaro’s crew sat against a bulkhead, one gingerly holding a blue cooling bag against a blackened and bloody arm and the other pressing thick gauze at the side of his head.

	“Malone. Okay,” Flores grunted. “There should be first aid kits at the top of the bags. I need one. Already running out of shit from my own bag.”

	Tanner opened up the bag and found the boxy kit as expected. He also found large, flexible cubes wrapped in foil—and an assortment of wooden wedges and cones.

	His mother had been a damage controller in the Union Fleet. She’d told him about this. Basic training made him work with wood blocks and hammers, but basic had often been crude and crazy. Not for the first time, Tanner swallowed a thought about how often military life and space travel turned to primitive solutions.

	He set the first aid kit on the table. “What else? Anything?”

	“Yeah, hold her down by her shoulders,” said Flores.

	“Huh?”

	“Aw shit,” grumbled the woman, but she set her head against the table.

	“Hold her shoulders down. This is gonna hurt.”

	Tanner did as he asked. “Okay, but can’t you sedate—?”

	Flores reached into the tear in her vac suit under her arm. The woman screamed. Tanner kept her down as she tried to thrash until Flores tugged a piece of bloody metal away and cast it aside. He checked a holographic screen set on the table at her hip and let out a sigh of relief. The ship’s cook held a thick pad of gauze against the wound. “That was too close to her lung to leave it there,” he explained. “No time for sedatives. I’ll suture her up and give her painkillers now. Go get this stuff to the chief.”

	Though stunned, Tanner took up the bags. Outside, another crewman from Saguaro beat him to the broken hatch. Rather than trying to open the broken portal, the man simply crawled inside. Tanner pushed one damage control bag ahead of himself and squeezed through to follow with the other bag on his back. He came onto a catwalk overlooking a smoky room no brighter than the passageways except for the occasional flash of sparks from broken systems.

	“Boss, I’m back,” announced the civilian crewman. “Where do you want me to—shit!”

	The catwalk creaked and gave way. Tanner spun to grab the crewman by the wrist, hauling the man back onto his more stable side of the platform. Metal broke and tumbled off into a mess of spilled chemicals and sparks five meters below. Tanner held onto a man half again his size until the crewman got a grip on the catwalk with his free hand and began pulling upward. “Holy shit,” the man gasped. “Holy shit.”

	“You good?” Tanner asked once the stranger got his hip over the ledge.

	“Yeah. Yeah. Glad you were here.”

	“No worries.”

	“Malone, you here yet?” called O’Malley.

	“Just now, chief!” he called. “Where are you?”

	“Same level you came in! Follow my voice down the catwalk. It’s solid over here. Split-level. I’m behind the converter assembly.”

	Tanner had no idea what that was, but O’Malley’s voice was enough. The chief stood with his hands inside a massive piece of machinery. Not far away, Wes struggled to sort out a mess of broken cables. Leone, another junior engineer, dug through a tool closet nearby on some urgent errand. “How can I help?” asked the new arrival.

	“Open up the bags,” said O’Malley. Tanner obeyed. “Take out one of those big foil-wrapped packages. Okay, see those foam sheets inside?” O’Malley nodded at the deck. “Need you to sop up all this oily shit all over the place. Some of it’s flammable.”

	Tanner blinked. “Flammable?”

	“Yeah. Crazy, isn’t it? Fluids for some secondary system. Somebody’s getting sued. Anyway, we’ve got way too many sparks in here to mess around and we can’t shut everything off yet. We need the power to cut off the power, basically. Can’t vent the compartment to cut off the air with all the punctures in the bulkhead, either. Just start laying that stuff down and get the worst of it.”

	“You got it,” said Tanner.

	The foam pads absorbed and expanded quickly as Tanner hustled to stuff one sheet into place after another. The engine room offered an abundance of dangerous chemicals in need of care. It wasn’t until Tanner broke into the second bag and got down on his hands and knees under the converter assembly to swab out more chemicals that he thought twice about his task.

	Hell of a long way to come for janitorial work, Tanner mused.

	“Hey, chief?” he asked. “I’m sopping it up, but now we’ve got a big pile of flammable pads. I probably ought to get all this out of here. Gonna need more for the lower compartment, too.”

	“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” O’Malley grunted. “You’ll have to go back for more. Take all the used pads out along the way, would you? Dump ‘em out the airlock. Nobody’s gonna care.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Tanner scrubbed and wiped as fast as he could. The light made it easier to work here than anywhere else in the ship. Thankfully, none of this mess had frozen up. In seconds, everything transferred to a scrunched-up foam pad—one among many bunched up in his fists. He had the deck cleared when the internal warning light flashed in the silent, decompressed airlock.

	Morales and Stumpy loomed outside. They stopped, apparently surprised to see him. Morales tapped his helmet to switch to the deck department channel. “What’s going on?”

	“On my way back to the cargo bay to get more gear,” said Tanner. He gestured with his fat bundle of chemically-soaked pads. “Throwing out some trash, too.”

	Stumpy watched Tanner hurl the bundle out sideways into space. At this speed, they’d float off into infinity. “Hey, Freeman said you did the right thing with the open channel talk,” he admitted grudgingly. “That saved us time. Don’t worry what the captain said.”

	“Keep moving. We’ve got work to do,” said Morales.

	“Right,” said Tanner. He made way in the airlock, tilting his head toward Stumpy. “Thanks.”

	“Whatever. Guess it’s about time you did one thing right,” Stumpy grumbled.

	Tanner took up a detached umbilical cord and jumped for his own ship. No one else noticed, but it was a little easier this time.

	 


Prisoners

	 

	URGENT

	Combat alerts and operations are still in effect. Enemy forces have broken contact but are not eliminated and may re-engage at any time.

	Continue efforts to secure captured vessels. Be advised, information from captured NorthStar forces and systems as well as open media concerning actions elsewhere within Archangel is unconfirmed and potentially false. Officers and NCOs must keep personnel focused on current ops. Command will release information as it is verified.

	Stay focused.

	                        --Task Force Beowulf Internal Communications

	                           December, 2276 

	 

	Knowing what to expect didn’t really prepare Tanner for his arrival at the battleship’s sick bay. He reasonably figured the wounded would spill into the passageways outside. He didn’t know they would stretch all the way to the nearest junctions and around each corner. Marines and navy crewmen lined the bulkheads in vac suits marred by blood, bandages, slings, and splints. The only people on their feet were those tasked with watching over the line of wounded prisoners stretching out along one bulkhead. Aside from the color and style of their vac suits, NorthStar’s people looked no different than the rest.

	These were the people who could afford to wait outside.

	Prisoner watch took up all the attention available for crowd control. If the marine at the door even looked for more than a grey Archangel vac suit, his scrutiny probably ended with Tanner’s Master-at-Arms insignia. The sick bay’s waiting room held more patients, including two being tended by hospital corpsmen and nurses right there in their chairs. Beyond the front desk loomed exam and operating rooms tasked far beyond capacity.

	Tanner wasn’t sure where to look and knew better than to ask. He turned down the calmest passageway to start his search and stumbled upon a lucky break. A tall black officer came out of a room with his helmet off, exposing a weary face. “Lieutenant Booker!” he called.

	“Yeah? Oh, hey.” Booker clapped Tanner on the shoulder as soon as the younger man picked his way through the hall. “Glad you’re okay. You looking for me?”

	“Same, and no. Here on an errand.” The latter was a lie of omission, but he’d committed far graver sins in the last few hours. “I ran into Sanjay and Ordoñez. They told me about the hit you took on the bridge.” He didn’t use names. “Is everyone else okay?”

	Booker’s somber glance back to the open doorway answered the question Tanner knew he shouldn’t ask openly. Only then did he catch the “recovery” designation on the walls. “Yeah, the rest of us are fine. They operated on the skipper fast. She’ll be okay.”

	“Good,” Tanner sighed with relief. “The others have been released. They should be on their way back to Joan of Arc now.”

	“I ought to do the same. No time to catch up. Take care.” He gave Tanner another clap on the shoulder and headed out. Tanner let him go, grateful to see the corvette’s XO alive and unhurt and also glad he had no questions.

	Four patients occupied beds in a recovery room built to hold two. Tanner knew just enough to identify sedatives and indicators on the monitors to back up the obvious signs of sleep on three out of the four beds. Booker’s exit gave him reason to doubt the closed eyes of the woman in the far corner.

	A gel pack covered Lieutenant Lynette Kelly’s right forearm. The monitor marked injuries on her right hip and thigh. He noted blood loss, internal bruising… and fluttering emerald eyes under short, matted red hair. Cursors on her monitor bumped upward as she let out a breath and a cracked voice. “Tanner?”

	“Hey.”

	Her eyes widened, then shut tightly. “Damn, this better not be a dream. Or the drugs.”

	He couldn’t hold back a grin. “I’m here. So are you. It’s not drugs or a dream.”

	“Good.” Kelly sniffed, looking up at him again. “You’re not all fucked up this time.”

	“Nah. Got knocked around, but it was worse on my clothes than on me. I got off easy.”

	“I’m glad.”

	He gestured to the monitor. “Looks like you’ll be okay.”

	“Guess they want to keep me for a bit, though. Blood loss and exposure. Feels like they should move me out for someone else.”

	“They’ll make space in other rooms. It’s our ship now.”

	Kelly nodded. There was at least that. “Good job.”

	“You, too. This was a team effort.”

	“Uh-huh.” Her voice still came out cracked and weary. “What did you do tonight?”

	“Stuff.”

	“Right,” Kelly snorted. “Think I know you better than that.”

	“We both had a rough night. Seems like yours was rougher.”

	The answer satisfied, but other questions caught up. She lifted her head to glance around the recovery room and the busy passageway outside. “Should you be somewhere?”

	“They haven’t called me for anything. Figured this was more important.”

	One red eyebrow rose. “This?”

	“When they pulled me off that liner and after St. Jude, what I needed more than anything else in the world was a friend. Turns out I had one right there. It helped.” Tanner nodded to her bed and the monitor that could display only her physical injuries. “You’ve been through hell. I didn’t want you to be here alone.”

	Lynette lifted her head from her hospital pillow, eyes narrowed suspiciously but without anger. He’d know if she was angry. “You remember I’m a lieutenant, right? You’re enlisted with two years and I’m a CO?”

	“Yeah.” Tanner chose his words carefully and kept his voice low. “If that’s what you need, I respect it. But between you and me, after everything I’ve dealt with tonight, I haven’t got a single fuck to give for military bearing and etiquette. I don’t want to play space navy. I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

	Her suspicious look didn’t change… except for how it did. “Tanner, are you hitting on me?”

	“Y’know, that’s not a question I expected.”

	“The question stands,” said Lynette.

	“No. No way,” Tanner vowed. “Never in the next three years unless one of us gets discharged early. Or if you ever tell me not to.”

	Lynette slumped back on her bed. “God, you’re trouble.”

	Outside, people moved up and down the hallway. Some limped. Others were pushed on beds.

	Tanner waited. It didn’t take long.

	Lynette’s mouth tightened, then shook, heralding a sob from her chest. Teardrops streamed from the corners of her eyes. “They froze to the deck. I couldn’t do anything.”

	“Yeah.” He never noticed whose hand found the other’s first. “It’s like that.”

	“Stan was twenty when he came on. Romita’s wife makes everyone birthday cookies.” She took in a shuddering breath. “I keep thinking if I pulled up harder or turned faster…”

	“You couldn’t. Best case, someone else would’ve died instead.”

	Her tears didn’t last. It wasn’t long before her breath steadied. The rest would come and go in its own time, as this had. “What about you?” asked Lynette.

	“I lost friends. People from basic. Nobody tight, but… friends.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Me, too.”

	“What else?” she asked. “I’m…I heard Michael…?”

	Tanner nodded. “NorthStar took Michael. I don’t know how bad it is yet.”

	“We’re gonna fix this,” she said.

	“I know.”

	“Because you’re right. You can’t stay in that fucking uniform.”

	The buzz of his holocom interrupted his grin. Lieutenant Commander Jacobson’s name at the top of the message came as a relief. His department head was one more part of Tanner’s life to survive all this. The message read, “All Masters-at-Arms, report to the galley on Deck Three ASAP. If currently under other orders, notify your next-in-line immediately.”

	“Turns out I’m still in this fucking uniform for now, anyway,” said Tanner. “Job’s not over yet. I have to go.”

	“Yeah, you do. Take care. Thanks for coming.”

	“Wanted to.” He scooped up his helmet.

	“Hey.” Her suspicion returned. “You’re gonna come back when you can. Aren’t you?”

	“Unless you tell me not to,” said Tanner.

	She nodded. “I’m gonna act like I don’t need it.”

	“Yeah. I know.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	“Normally, intelligence handles the questioning while your shop handles the rest of prisoner intake,” Lieutenant Commander Reyes explained to the small assembly. Jacobson’s presence right beside him lent authority and agreement to the intelligence officer’s instructions. A sling restrained his wounded arm, assuring that Reyes did his part in capturing the ship. “This is a big job, and for a lot of reasons, it can’t wait. It’ll go much faster with your help.”

	Little more than a dozen Masters-at-Arms formed a half-circle around the two officers. Many were from Jacobson’s command on Los Angeles, while some were attached from other vessels for the operation. Tanner had been the last to arrive.

	“Some of you haven’t done much in the way of interviews after rating school,” said Jacobson. “Don’t worry about that. This is only initial intake, not a full interrogation. Stick to the script—but keep your wits and listen. Record everything. If they keep quiet, that’s fine. Anything beyond that, anything you notice, anything you suspect: make a note and let the intel shop sort it out. If it seems urgent, ping Commander Reyes and I on the network with a note. We imagine we’ll get a lot of that. Too much info is better than nothing.”

	“It’s not a lot of questions,” Reyes continued. “The script is direct and simple. You don’t need to be fancy. Remember, no approach has a better success record than direct questioning, and this is a game of numbers. A lot of these guys don’t have anything big to share, but with a crowd like this, something’s bound to fall out. That’s why we do it now.

	“Also, remember these are prisoners of war, not suspects in a criminal arrest,” he added. “They have all the same rights to humane treatment, but not the same legal protections. You’ve got a reminder note in your instructions. Remember it.”

	Tanner pressed his lips together tightly and looked to the overhead. When he looked back, he noted Jacobson’s eyes on him. The boss made a gesture to pull Tanner aside as Reyes set the rest to work. Both officers turned to talk to him. “You got here just in time,” said Jacobson. “Where have you been?”

	“Sick bay,” answered Tanner.

	“You don’t look hurt.”

	Tanner looked down at his blackened, pock-marked vac suit and frowned. “My kit ran out of band-aids, sir.”

	Jacobson snorted. Reyes even let out a laugh. “Fair enough,” said the boss. “Baldwin gave me the headline version of your night when she got here. I don’t have a clever way to ask this, but I have to ask: what have you heard?”

	“You mean about Michael, sir? I saw the comms feed on the flag bridge. I know.”

	“Then you might know more than either of us,” said Reyes. “How bad is it?”

	“I only saw a little. The governor gave a surrender order. Sounded like Bethlehem Station got hit pretty bad. A couple cities might’ve been hit by missiles.”

	“Damn. We need you to keep quiet on that for now,” said Reyes. “Listen, I’m from Michael, too. This fucking sucks and I want to go charge in there, but it’s not our call. We’ve gotta get this job done. The others from Michael don’t know yet. It doesn’t help to tell them. We don’t know enough yet anyway, okay?”

	“I understand,” said Tanner.

	“Are you gonna be okay dealing with prisoners right now?” Jacobson asked seriously.

	“I already took the guy who probably planned all this into custody and I didn’t lose it then. I’m good. Might’ve charged him with piracy along the way, though.”

	Jacobson patted him on the shoulder and pointed down the passageway. “That’s your room. We’ll have them coming in a couple minutes.”

	The office had to belong to someone on galley staff. Regulations and posters about nutrition decorated the walls. All that really mattered was the desk, two chairs, and the marine waiting inside. “I’m Tanner. How are you doing?”

	“Garcia,” she answered, and then his casual manner caught up to her. She let her shoulders down a bit. “Ana. This is fuckin’ crazy. I had a shoot-out on this ship’s basketball court a couple hours ago an’ now I’m here.”

	Tanner came around the desk, brought up holo screens with the script and his rules, and got his recorder ready. “Where are you from?”

	“Playa de Cristal. You’re from Michael, too, right?”

	“Geronimo, yeah.” Michael had been his first guess from the moment she spoke. Already, he had to keep the news from someone. It felt as bad as he expected. That didn’t take long, Tanner grumbled inwardly.

	A knock against the door broke him off that train of thought. “We’re ready when you are,” said a marine sergeant Tanner didn’t know. “You both clear on everything?”

	“They told me to stand here behind the prisoner and let the MA do the talking,” said Ana. “I’m only here as back-up if they get stupid.”

	“The boss says most of these guys are gonna be scrubs and grunts like us,” said Tanner. “Shouldn’t take more than a couple minutes for each of them. This will probably get boring fast. Think we’re good, sergeant.”

	The sergeant stepped out, soon replaced by another marine guiding a NorthStar crewman with his hands bound behind his back. The prisoner had a pale, wide-eyed expression and the name “Campbell” emblazoned on his vac suit. As soon as the prisoner was seated across from Tanner, the other marine walked out and closed the door.

	“Crewman Campbell, state your full name and rank, please,” said Tanner.

	Campbell burst into tears. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I just needed the money for college!”

	“Y’know, so did I,” Tanner sighed.

	“Same, bro,” said Ana.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“Please state your full name and rank.”

	“Peter David Norman, Administrator, Grade One.” He was bigger than Tanner, filling out his vac suit with a husky build and a sullen frown. “Same as on my ID.”

	“I still need to ask. What’s your home of record?”

	“Why do you need to know?”

	Tanner didn’t match Norman’s defiant energy. He didn’t need to. “So we can tell your family and the Red Cross you’re okay.”

	That deflated Norman a little. “Earth. City of Denver.”

	“What’s your unit?”

	“Personnel Division here on the ship.”

	“What are your duties?”

	“Clerical. I track sick leave and promotion schedules. That sort of stuff.”

	“What were your expected duties if this operation had been successful?” Tanner asked. He noted Norman’s quizzical look. “If NorthStar won here, what would you be doing?”

	Norman shrugged. “The same stuff.”

	“How do you feel?”

	“What?”

	“I’m asking how you feel,” Tanner repeated.

	Confused, suspicious, and scowling, Norman answered, “Fine.”

	“Okay.” Tanner hit a marker on his holo screen. “We’re done here.”

	The door opened with the return of the marine escort.

	“Wait, that’s it?” Norman blinked.

	“Yeah,” Tanner shrugged. “Do you want to stay and talk?”

	Norman stared in disbelief. Responses hovered at his mouth, but he kept them inside. With a glance over his shoulder, he followed the tug of the marine’s hand on his arm.

	Tanner opened up a new file and waited for the next prisoner.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“Fuck you. I’m not telling you shit. I’m not talking to you, I’m not talking to her, I’m not talking to any of those assholes out there. Fuck every one of you.”

	Tanner nodded. “Okay.”

	“I said fuck—wait, what?” the prisoner blinked.

	“I’ve got your ID. You’re wearing basic crewman stripes. I’ll go with that.” Tanner hit a few keys on his holocom screen. “We’re done.”

	“Fucking serious? You give up that easy?”

	“We’ve got a couple thousand others out there. You’re not special.”

	“The fuck I’m not! I’ve had enough of that shit! Workin’ my ass off for nothing, no pay, get my leave canceled, now I’m stuck here. Specialist Travis sayin’ I ain’t shit, Bo’sun Hsu sayin’ I ain’t shit, Lieutenant White sayin’ I ain’t shit. That fucker’s hiding pills in his gear and he wants to talk down to me? And now you? Fuck you, man!”

	Tanner tilted his head to distract from the touch of his thumb on his holocom, flagging this part of the recording. It hardly mattered to him, but it might matter to someone. “Who’s Lieutenant White?”

	 

	* * *

	 

	“I’m not talking to anyone but my lawyer.”

	“You’re not under arrest for a crime,” Tanner explained. “You’re a prisoner of war.”

	“What war? Nobody declared a war,” she scoffed.

	“You caught the part where your battleship invaded a sovereign system, right?”

	Her cold stare almost concealed the way her mind tripped over his question. “Then how long are you going to hold us?”

	“I don’t know. How long does the war go on?”

	“Uh…do they still pay us while we’re prisoners?”

	“Girl, you don’t even know?” Ana blurted from behind the prisoner. She glanced at Tanner. “Sorry.”

	Slowly, almost against his will, Tanner asked, “Did you not read the basic manual when you enlisted with NorthStar?”

	“No. Who reads all that stuff?”

	Tanner stopped himself from saying he had. He also stopped himself from flagging her file. He didn’t need to waste anyone else’s time.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“What were your expected duties if this operation had been successful?”

	“I dunno. More admin shit,” said Ewing. A lot of this crowd turned out to be administrative. It made sense, given the deck and the sorting of prisoners. “No reason to expect otherwise.”

	“How do you feel?”

	Ewing tilted his head, unsure if he’d heard right. “Pretty fuckin’ pissed off at getting in all this stupid shit because the bosses are morons.”

	“Okay,” Tanner replied.

	“What kind of question is that? Some sort of probe?”

	“It’s a question we ask.”

	“Bullshit. I’m supposed to believe you care how I feel?”

	“What you believe isn’t up to me.”

	“Then what do you get out of it?”

	“I guess that depends on how you answer.”

	Ewing huffed, but said no more. Tanner nodded. “That’s all. We’re done.”

	“That’s all?” Ewing asked.

	Tanner shrugged. “Is there anything you want me to know?”

	“I mean…” Ewing glanced over his shoulder at the closed door and the silent marine behind his chair. “I kind of expected… I dunno. Something.” He waited. So did Tanner. Finally, Ewing ventured, “You didn’t ask what I know. Not really.”

	“What should I ask?” Tanner replied.

	“What do I get if I tell you?”

	Tanner had no guidance on this, let alone any authority for bargaining. He did, however, have his own wits. “This is all crowd control right now. We don’t want to draw any attention to you. But whatever you have to say will go up the chain along with your name.”

	He waited.

	“There’s a guy in my group. Curly brown hair, kind of a babyface, basic crew vac suit. His nametag says Jones. He’s not a regular crewman. He’s from corporate. Some sort of auditor, had a job for occupying the system here. As soon as we got the order to stand down, he blanked out his holocom and stuffed it in a garbage chute with his corporate badge so he could hide with the regular crew. I don’t know much else about him.”

	“Good to know.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	“You don’t understand,” said Steven Jones. “It’s not just about Archangel. Those losses are compounded. We can’t cover it all. The insurance isn’t enough! That’s why everyone came in.”

	“What do you mean by everyone?” Tanner didn’t have to push hard. Jones had cracked after Tanner repeated the request for his full name and rank three times. That had been twenty minutes ago, and Jones had hardly taken a breath since.

	“The Big Three! We’re all taking big losses here and it’s the kind of numbers only a peer can insure. Nobody else can underwrite that much. You get what I’m saying?”

	Tanner tried to hold a poker face through every interview, but he couldn’t feel his brow knit together now. Not when his sense of self was overwhelmed by the sinking sensation in his stomach. “You’re all insured by each other?”

	“Yes! We don’t have the money to cover these losses—not when we’re all pulling on each other and we’re all taking hits! My whole job was to squeeze every credit and everything else of value I could find out of Raphael and Michael as soon as we occupied. All just to keep the machine going until we had a better fix.”

	“Wait, Michael?” said Ana. She’d been silent through one interview after another, but she stayed watchful and alert. “What about Michael?”

	“The other task force,” said Jones. “They have auditors like me, too.”

	Ana looked past the back of the prisoner’s head to Tanner. He didn’t try to silence her with a word or a look, but she caught herself. Instead, she called up a blank screen from the holocom on her wrist and typed.

	“What happens now?” Tanner asked.

	“What, now that you’ve taken these ships? I don’t know. The company’s got more, but this is a disaster. It’s not going to stop the operation. They can’t stop now. The hole is too deep.”

	Ana’s holo screen turned to flash at Tanner with the words, “Do they know about Michael?” She jerked her thumb toward the door.

	“Mr. Jones,” Tanner pressed on, “who are the other auditors on—”

	A knock at the door warned of it opening a second later. Reyes appeared with two marines. “Sorry to interrupt. We’re going to sit Mr. Jones with some other interviewers,” he explained. As he spoke, the marines tugged Jones up from his chair and escorted him out. Reyes lingered in the door. “This was a good catch. We meant to pull him out of line when you flagged the other file, but we crossed some wires. Did he say much?”

	“A lot, actually,” said Tanner. “I’ll send the recording. He knew about Michael. It only came up just before you got here.”

	“Shit. Alright, thanks.” Reyes walked away without another word.

	That left Tanner alone in the room with Ana looking back at him in alarm. “What’s going on? What’s happening on Michael?” she asked.

	“They hit Michael the same time they hit here,” said Tanner. “I only saw a couple flashes on a screen earlier, but it looks bad. If we’re not already on our way there, it’s gotta be because we’re still not up for another fight. I’m sorry,” he added. “They told me not to say anything. Nobody knew much, anyway.”

	“Oh my god,” said Ana.

	A bump at the door heralded the return of the marine sergeant. “You ready for the next one?”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Coming back to sick bay wasn’t such a risk by the time he could get away. Things were under control, with the docs and corpsmen moving out of triage and the crowding issue settled. Though her room was less crowded than before, the other patients were conscious now. Their only privacy came from a curtain.

	“They had to go back into my hip. First round was only a patch job so they could stabilize me while they took care of worse patients.” Though she still hadn’t gotten a shower and couldn’t get out of her bed, Lynette looked better for having rested. “I guess someone’s math said they want me back on my ship sooner rather than later.”

	“I can understand that one, ma’am,” said Tanner. Her skeptical frown at his first utterance of “ma’am” made the visit worthwhile. “Is there anything you need?”

	“The company helps.” She hesitated before saying more. He saw that wince again and knew the sort of thoughts behind it. He knew the grief behind her eyes, though her position put a significantly different twist on things. Tanner waited patiently until her eyes found his again and she beckoned him closer with a tilt of her head. She barely spoke above a whisper. “I keep trying not to think about the guys, only if I pull that off, I feel terrible for it.”

	“It’ll probably take some weird turns,” said Tanner. “You’re gonna need someone with more training than me. But I’m here for now.”

	“About that… this once I’d let you get away with hugging me.”

	 


Stress Management

	 

	“The temp duty people don’t have a post for general quarters yet. Hold tight with them where you are.”

	--ANS Beowulf internal communications, February 2277

	 

	“Tanner, you’ve gotta help me with this,” said Baldwin. “You’re the only one—”

	A sharp jolt shook the deck and the bulkheads. Dishware rattled on the galley table over their heads. As soon as it passed, Tanner threw a skeptical look at his fellow Master at Arms. “You know why you got this assignment.”

	She sighed. Jesse Baldwin’s petite frame fit under the table a little easier than his, but she didn’t look any happier to be there. With the faceplate of her helmet still racked back, Tanner saw her frown. “It was funny. You laughed.”

	“Well, yeah. I don’t hand out assignments.”

	“Ah—excuse me?” asked another voice. Tanner twisted around to the other three people sharing their shelter. Unlike everyone else in the galley when the alarm hit, they had nowhere to go. Shadows and awkward postures under the table made it hard to read the nametags. With the faceplates down, he couldn’t tell the new yeomen apart. “What was that?”

	“What was what? Baldwin’s joke?” Tanner replied. “Alliteration, mostly.”

	“No, that bang just now.”

	“Oh. That was a hit on the ship.”

	“We’ve been hit?” asked another yeoman.

	“Probably a few times by now,” he answered. “When you can feel it like that, it means we either took a missile or something on Beowulf blew up.”

	“Or something bumped into us,” said Baldwin. “If we aren’t hearing alarms and warnings, it’s out of our hands. Tanner, I’m serious. You can’t leave me hanging.”

	“This isn’t a serious assignment. It’s busywork.”

	“I know it’s busywork but it’s still orders from the boss,” she replied.

	“How are they giving you busywork when we’re under attack?” asked the third new yeoman.

	“It’s the Navy, y’know?” answered Tanner. “Half of everything is busywork whether we’re at peace or at war. Probably more than half if I’m generous. You’re yeomen. Is it any different for you?”

	“They sent us up here to finish all the admin work left by the ones who died in the invasion,” said the first. “And to catch up on casualty records from two months ago.”

	“Okay, but when that’s done?” said Tanner.

	Another jolt reverberated through the deck. Tanner’s head snapped to the side at a loud clatter against the floor. Falling plates and utensils were exactly what he should’ve expected here, but his heartbeat picked up anyway. He forced himself through a deep, slow breath.

	“When that’s done, they’d better send us back to Raphael,” grumbled the second.

	Tanner considered the additional paperwork that would follow additional enemy attacks, but he kept his mouth shut. He couldn’t blame her for wanting to leave. Who wouldn’t?

	“I didn’t ask for this assignment,” Baldwin pressed on. “I’m asking you because you’re the only one who believes me.” She grabbed his shoulder and looked him in the eye. “You’re the only one who believes in me.”

	Tanner looked at her hand on his shoulder, then back at her. He laughed. She did, too.

	After his first awful year in the Navy, it was good to have friends again. He didn’t have many.

	“Come on!” Baldwin shoved him.

	“Okay, okay. I’ll help.”

	“How are you two joking around while we’re under attack?” asked the first yeoman.

	“Because we’re locked in the galley and there’s nothing to do,” Tanner said with less stress than he felt. “We’re fixated on bullshit as a defense mechanism. I’m fucking terrified.”

	Despite their faceplates, all three yeomen looked stunned. “But aren’t you Tanner Malone?” asked one.

	Baldwin exploded with laughter. She nearly fell on her side. Tanner groaned.

	A brief, loud tone heralded an announcement: “All hands, secure from general quarters. I say again, secure from general quarters.”

	“Guess we’re not under attack anymore.” Tanner slid out from under the table. “Huh. I think that set was the only thing to fall off the tables. You can come out. We’re good.”

	“That’s it?” asked one yeoman. “We just took a couple hits. Now it’s back to lunch?”

	“Whoever’s handling damage control is probably still at it. They said to secure from GQ, but usually that takes some time. Probably gonna stay empty in here for a while.”

	“Yeah, but… it’s already over?” asked another.

	“It’s gotta be another hit and run.” Tanner pulled his helmet off with relief. “NorthStar and CDC have the ships to do that. They send a couple ships in to make us all rush to GQ and take a few pot-shots before jumping out in FTL. Then they’ll send another ship to do it again. They’ve got more ships than we do, so it’s easier for them to keep up the tempo. They don’t usually do much damage. It’s mostly to stress us out.”

	“Worked on me,” said a yeoman emerging from under the table.

	“Yeah. Me, too. They probably won’t be back for a while, though.”

	“What if they are?”

	Tanner shrugged. “Then everyone goes back to general quarters. This one’s out of my hands. I have to let it go.”

	“That’s how you deal with it?”

	“Today, yeah. Hopefully tomorrow. When that doesn’t work, I’ll figure out something else.”

	“Baldwin here,” she announced behind him on her holocom. “I’m with Malone in the galley, still with the temporary duty people. Should we send them on their way?”

	After a pause, the reply came clearly enough for all to hear. “Yeah, the way to administration is clear. Back to your patrols after that. Good looking out for them.”

	“Gotcha.” Baldwin freed her head of short, boyishly-cut auburn hair from her helmet. “That’s the show, everyone. Thanks for hanging out with us.”

	The collected yeomen glanced to one another, helmets still securely fastened. One opened up a holocom with a ship’s map and status reports. “That’s really it?” asked another.

	“Might want to ask admin where they want you for the next General Quarters,” said Tanner. “Oh, and you’re all combat veterans now. Make sure you put in for your bloodstripes.”

	“Wait, what?” The second yeoman looked around in shock. “That was like five minutes! We hid under a table!”

	“The rules say that still counts. Everyone under the tables in the officers’ wardroom is gonna do the exact same thing.” Tanner grinned. “If they have bloodstripes after this and you don’t, you undermine their credibility. Can’t have that, can we?”

	Faceplates or not, Tanner knew a dropped jaw when he saw one. The trio shuffled off, looking back in shock and confusion on their way out of the galley. Tanner meant to follow until he felt a tug on his arm. “Hey. You said you’d help,” said Baldwin.

	“I know. Soon as we take them to admin.”

	“They know the way. They’ve got holocoms. We can get back to our stuff.”

	Tanner frowned skeptically. “Pretty clear we’re supposed to go with them.”

	“Was it? I didn’t hear that explicitly.” Baldwin grinned. “C’mon, you know I found a pattern. This is the perfect time. We’re on patrol.”

	“Oh my god,” Tanner sighed. “Fine. Where? You’ve already thought this through, right?”

	“Yeah. We need a line of sight where we won’t get spotted. The table racks over there should work, especially if we turn out a couple lights. That won’t look weird.” She walked with Tanner to the serving line and then along to the far corner, where currently unused tables and benches stood folded and secured on racks. Gaps between the metal and plastic offered vision along with concealment. At the touch of a nearby button, half the lights of the galley cut out to leave pools of shadow that added to their cover.

	“This is only one access point to the stores,” noted Tanner. Even with the galley deserted, he kept his voice down. Surveillance was still surveillance, after all. “Any of the storekeepers and any non-rate on mess duty could get in there from the other side.”

	“It’s not the storekeepers,” Baldwin whispered. “I don’t think it’s a non-rate, either.”

	They waited.

	“Why not?” whispered Tanner.

	“Storekeepers could cover their tracks and a non-rate would’ve been caught by now.”

	They waited more.

	“Didn’t know you had such feelings about the bloodstripes,” whispered Baldwin.

	Tanner sighed. “Y’know, when I got mine, Admiral Yeoh told me this whole thing about how a uniform tells a story and how you can rely on people—what?” he grunted when she nudged.

	“Oh my god. ‘This one time when I was hanging out with Admiral Yeoh.’ Jesus.” She rolled her eyes. “Was that the first time you went to the Annual Address, or the second?”

	“Honest to God, you’re the last person I’ll ever try to impress,” said Tanner.

	“Good,” she scoffed. Then frowned. “Wait, why not?”

	“Because you haven’t given a fuck before now. I can’t tell you how much that means to me. I need more of that in my life, not less.”

	Satisfied with his response, Baldwin fell silent. Until she didn’t. “Still not gonna date you.”

	“I know. Still means a lot.”

	“Aw. See, that’s a good response.”

	“Thank you.”

	They waited.

	“Are you really terrified, or was that bit all self-deprecation to make them feel better about being scared?”

	“The shooting I can’t do anything about is the worst. Waiting for shooting when I know it’s gonna happen is also bad. I’m freaked out when I can do something about it, too, but at least there’s some agency. The rest of the time it’s this constant underlying dread, but it’s so constant now I’m kind of numb to it. Or maybe I’ve adjusted, and that’s a freaky thought, too.”

	“Have you talked to anybody?”

	“Bunch of people. At this point I think talking about it is how I lash out. Kind of a relief valve sometimes. All my anger comes from fear. I’ve had some people tell me to stop talking about it because it’s bad for morale.”

	“But you haven’t stopped?”

	“Nah. Fuck ‘em.”

	Baldwin snorted, trying to stifle her laughter.

	“What about you? How do you deal?” he asked.

	“I tell myself combat isn’t gonna get me out of all the other awkward and stupid stuff I have to do after the fight.”

	“Like this here?”

	“Yeah,” she said. “Also, I distract myself with pointless gossip. The rest is denial.”

	“That sounds good.”

	They waited.

	“Fuck, how long has it been?” asked Baldwin.

	“Four minutes.”

	“Holy shit, I picked the wrong rating. I’m not cut out for law enforce—!” Baldwin dropped her comment at the sound of a nearby hatch. She gripped Tanner’s arm as if to warn him, but he already had the message.

	The footsteps weren’t silent, though it was close. He passed directly in front of their hiding place, light of complexion, a little light of hair on his head, and mildly heavier-set than most of the crew. Nobody made it to the rank of chief while still in their twenties and hardly anyone in their thirties. Not everyone got the same benefits out of their longevity treatments. Still, he wasn’t likely out of fitness standards—not for the old guard, anyway.

	He carried his helmet low in one hand against his hip, looking casual. His expression of idle exhaustion and even boredom didn’t match his darting, vigilant eyes. 

	Tanner didn’t recognize him or catch his nametag, but Beowulf had only so many chiefs. This one wasn’t one of the storekeepers who ran the galley, either. Nor did he have an obvious reason to go straight into the chill stores. The hatch shut behind him with a hiss.

	“You know him?” hissed Baldwin.

	“No.”

	She brought up the wrist mount on her holocom and worked quickly with its menu screens. Her camera options came up with only one wave of her fingers through the holographic image in front of her. Another command killed the screen itself. She detached the little black marble that served as her recorder/projector and set it at the outer edge of the racked tables and benches.

	 They almost missed the subtle reopening of the chill locker. The hatch hung open in silence for a brief second, then a little wider as the chief scoped out the scene. From there, he exited quickly and moved to the coffee station. His helmet still rode low in his left hand, tilted to keep the opening close against his thigh. He slowed and relaxed once again, gathered his drink in a personal thermos, and ambled right past the hidden watchers on his way out of the galley with the same expression as before.

	Baldwin gathered her recording orb with an excited squeak. “Baxter. Did you catch that?”

	“I saw it happen, yeah,” Tanner murmured.

	She emerged from their hiding spot, calling up the recording on a holo screen. “God, I can’t believe he’s a bos’un. This is perfect.”

	“You’re really gonna double down on that after you got yelled at already?”

	“I’m gonna rub everyone’s face in it when I’m proven right, yeah.” A quick replay in dim holography confirmed his identity on their way to the exit. Baldwin threw a triumphant look back at Tanner. 

	“We gotta catch him with the goods first.” Tanner opened the exit hatch with all possible stealth and peered into the passageways. Up ahead, Chief Baxter disappeared down a ladder—No, stairs, argued the contrary part of Tanner’s brain that still hated Navy lingo. He pushed that aside and hustled with Baldwin to catch up.

	“Gotta be in his helmet,” said Baldwin. “It’s big enough that a bulge would show in his vac suit pockets. What do you think he’s doing with it?”

	“I don’t know, but that guy is not a spy,” said Tanner. “That’s fucking ridiculous. We can’t treat every bit of litter like it’s evidence of sabotage.”

	“You can if you’re Master Chief Floyd,” grumbled Baldwin.

	They followed the “ladder” down to the next deck, looked each way along the empty passage, and saw no foot traffic nor a likely hiding spot nearby. Rec rooms and the like would still be closed down this soon after an engagement.

	The next deck below provided more variety in possible destinations. “He had to have come down here,” Tanner said quietly. The passages led to mostly machinery and storage, inviting no foot traffic at the moment. “The next deck down is mostly crew quarters and below that is marine country. Besides, he wasn’t that far ahead of us.”

	“The evidence was all found in out-of-the-way areas before,” Baldwin considered. She looked over the relevant hatches as they walked. “DC gear lockers? Nah, too likely they’d get opened up for spares right now.”

	“And there’s too much open access to the tool and cleaning gear lockers,” Tanner agreed.

	Observation and consideration brought quiet words to a standstill. The silence that followed was in truth no silence at all, filled as it was by the white noise of vibrations, humming power conduits, and rotating gears. Baldwin’s face lit up with an idea. She snapped her fingers and pointed to a sealed hatch: HVAC 13.

	Tanner shrugged. It was as likely as any. His partner keyed up the recorder of her holocom for evidence and threw a wicked grin. “Bos’un Baxter, Butter Bandit,” she hissed with glee. “That’s going on my—oh god,” she gasped. Her eyes widened. “No. Think of the title!”

	“These reports don’t usually include titles…?”

	“Baldwin Busts Butter Bandit Bos’un Baxter!”

	Tanner rolled his eyes. “You don’t call someone by their rating once they make chief.”

	“Don’t spoil my alliteration! I’ve already suffered enough for my art. Now is my moment of triumph. You ready?”

	He nodded. She hit the lamp on her holocom, unnecessary for a clear picture but a nice touch for the sake of drama. Tanner rolled his eyes, took a deep breath, and threw the hatch open.

	“Oh shit!” gasped the man inside.

	“Oh my god!” Baldwin’s hand came up to cover her eyes, but she couldn’t look away.

	“What do—why are you here?” shouted the chief.

	“What are you doing with that?” Baldwin all but shrieked.

	“Uh…chief, we need you to put the butter down,” said Tanner. “And zip your vac suit back up. Please.”

	“Ugh. Gross.” With effort, Baldwin turned her head. “For fuck’s sake.”

	“Or for the lack of it,” muttered Tanner. She kicked him. “Ow! What did you think we were going to find?”

	“I thought he was eating it! Or hoarding it! Or… or…” she waved her hand at the disheveled chief. “Something else!”

	“Oh god.” The chief sucked in a shuddering breath, releasing it with a sob. “Oh god.”

	Tanner winced. “Y’know…we’re not even looking at a crime here, really.”

	Baldwin hit him. “Tell me that when I’m seeing this in my sleep!”

	 

	* * *

	 

	“Baldwin, Malone, hang back a minute,” said Lt. Commander Jacobson. Around them, the morning watch broke up from their briefing. As instructed, the pair reluctantly moved from their seats toward the small podium. Jacobson went over his notes, subtly giving everyone else the hint to step out of earshot.

	“You noted in last night’s reports that Master Chief Floyd’s concerns are ‘resolved,’” said Jacobson. “No note as to how or why, though. Can you elaborate?”

	Baldwin threw Tanner a pensive look before casting her gaze to the deck. She said nothing.

	“Sir, we investigated and took care of the matter at the lowest level, as you’ve encouraged,” said Tanner. “No victim, no crime. It won’t happen again.”

	Jacobson’s eyebrow rose. “When the ship’s senior NCO asks for an investigation, he needs a better answer than, ‘We took care of it.’ So do I.”

	“Yes, sir. I—we understand.” Tanner hesitated, giving Baldwin a chance to speak up, but she still had that same look on her face. “Baldwin noted a pattern in the evidence. The empty tubs and wrappers turned up after each engagement, so we followed that pattern. It was just someone looking for a little, um…stress relief, sir. Things are tense for everyone. He’s trying to get by like the rest of us. Nothing more.”

	“He? So you have a suspect? Who is it?”

	“One of the chiefs, sir.” Hierarchy and privilege irritated Tanner, but it was his best leverage for saving the culprit this time. He watched Jacobson’s face for the inevitable frown at all the complications invoked by that rank. “Fairly respected. Solid performance record. We didn’t want to push anyone into a corner over this. It won’t happen again.”

	Jacobson made a face. Though Tanner dreaded a demand for a name, the boss asked instead, “What was he doing with it?”

	“Unspeakable things,” Baldwin shuddered. “Unspeakable things.”

	 


Priorities

	 

	Long-range reconnaissance has located of the sort of deep space staging area we have suspected since the invasion. The operation is centered on the Anchorage, a massive mobile support vessel capable of extended resupply and large-scale repairs. Anchorage is larger than battleships, but she is slow and primarily served and crewed by civilian personnel. Naturally, she is well-protected.

	This presents us with an opportunity for an offensive operation that may limit NorthStar’s reach into our system. While the odds of repeating the successes of Operation Beowulf are slim, I believe the possibility of capturing Anchorage is worth the effort. In the event a full capture is untenable, a boarding party could still acquire valuable materiel before scuttling the ship. Either way, we would deprive NorthStar of a valuable asset.

	Any such raid must be carefully timed to end and withdraw before reinforcements arrive.

	 

	--Classified Memorandum from Admiral Meiling Yeoh

	February, 2277

	 

	Vending machines made great cover from small-arms fire.

	The Weapons and Tactics School at Fort Stalwart taught practical lessons like identifying the best available cover in combat. Students ran through courses designed to simulate urban warfare, a few different terraformed environments, zero-g, and especially shipboard settings. Wherever possible, the school provided the genuine articles for training.

	This meant every graduate had personally overturned the most common vending machine in the Union of Humanity at least twice. Put the front face down, they were taught, since it’s the thinnest side and provides the least protection. Internal ruptures meant exploding containers, and soda geysers can disrupt a weapon’s optics. The top or bottom sides were the best places to take cover, as they lined up the greatest amount of insulation, internal machinery, and stock to stop or deflect bullets and lasers. The long sides were still useful, just not to maximum value.

	The whole twenty-minute lecture flashed through Tanner’s mind on fast forward while he and Ravenell hunkered down behind the Pop! machine they’d knocked over to create some cover in the middle of the passageway. With bullets and lasers tearing overhead and slamming into the side—sadly, they needed the broad side for cover and couldn’t go for the top-down configuration preached by Staff Sergeant Marlin at Fort Stalwart—Tanner thought about the other valuable lesson about cover: most obstructions could be hammered to pieces if the enemy shot at them enough, including vending machines.

	The crew in their NorthStar vac suits and helmets at the far passageway junction had clearly figured that part out, and they didn’t look like regular security troopers. They probably hadn’t even been through a whole class on the subject.

	“You get a good look at how they’re placed?” asked Ravenell. He had his back to the machine with his pulse rifle across his lap. The faceplate of his helmet covered up his expression, but his voice carried all the right tension: alert, a little frustrated, but functional and steady. Ravenell never cracked.

	“Sort of, but it’s been ten seconds. If they’re smart, they’ve shifted.” Tanner scrunched up with his side against the machine, wanting to shoot over the top but knowing damn well what would happen if he presented a target to that kind of volume. His combat jacket could only soak up so much, and his he’d already had his bell rung from a ricochet across the top of his helmet. “I don’t think I can get a grenade that far, anyway. Not without a higher ceiling.”

	“Yeah, same here.” Ravenell fidgeted with his sleeve and his wrist until he pulled a camera ball from his personal holocom. Sparks flew from the top of the machine and the bulkheads to either side. Sodas burst and fizzled within the machine. Amid the pressure, Ravenell called up a holographic menu screen over his wrist and set the camera feed. He didn’t need to rise up into the line of fire to toss the ball over the machine and onto the deck beyond.

	The holo screen presented a high-fidelity picture of the ball’s line of sight. Quick motions of Ravenell’s fingers across the screen directed and narrowed the image of the passageway.

	Fifteen meters from their beleaguered vending machine, the passageway split left and right in front of thick, partly-open sliding blast doors to one of the big repair vessel’s hangar bays. Pulse lasers and bullets sprayed from at least a dozen enemy shooters, all of them crouched behind the cover of the hallway junction, the blast doors, or fixtures deeper in the hangar. Beyond the opposition loomed the aft end of a NorthStar corvette.

	“Oh my god,” muttered Tanner.

	“What?”

	“I’ve never done that.”

	“Never done what? The trick with the camera?”

	“Yeah.”

	“They drilled that into us. It’s supposed to be second nature.”

	“Yeah, I know. But in…God, how many gunfights? I never think of it. Never comes up.”

	Ravenell shook his helmeted head and stared at the holo screen with Tanner. “That doesn’t look good,” he decided. “I’m pretty sure those are just a bunch of techs and deck hands, too. They really did arm everyone after Beowulf.”

	“Don’t even need to be good shots to take us down with that many guns,” Tanner agreed.

	“Sergeant Ravenell!” shouted a voice from the safer end of the passageway. Then a low beep in their helmets heralded a team signal instead of shouting, along with a repeat of their names. Lieutenant Kilmeade had to be right around the far corner, and likely only remembered the comm system just now. “Status.”

	“Bunch of assholes with a lot of firepower holding down the passage and the hangar doors, sir,” said Ravenell. “We can’t get there from here. Not unless we get some help.”

	“Where’s the rest of your squad?” Kilmeade replied. “Why didn’t you call for back-up?”

	The faceplate hid their scowls, but the lenses allowed Tanner to see Ravenell roll his eyes. Kilmeade had a suite of electronics in his helmet and holocom for keeping track of his platoon. He shouldn’t have needed to ask. “I’ve got three down and one helping with wounded. We only came this far out to recon. The rest all securing the magazines as ordered, sir.”

	“Why didn’t you call for back-up?” Kilmeade repeated.

	“I did call for back-up, sir. Malone answered and you re-routed the rest of my squad.”

	“You didn’t need back-up for recon, Ravenell,” said Kilmeade. “We have other priorities.”

	“Oh my god, you just asked—” Tanner fumed, but Ravenell spoke over him.

	“That’s my status report, sir. This is as far as we’ve gotten. We’re only holding down here in case they pushed back.”

	 “Negative, Sergeant. The plans say that’s a hangar at the end of the passage. Find out what’s so important for them to protect like this.”

	“Sir, you might have noticed the difference in numbers here,” Tanner began. “If—”

	“We’re always outnumbered,” said Kilmeade. “I keep hearing about how smart you are from the news, Malone. Why don’t you figure it out?”

	“Some suppressing fire might help if you’ve got a second, sir,” said Ravenell.

	“I’ve got to get back to the rest of the platoon. Figure it out and make it happen, Sergeant.” Kilmeade never poked his head out from cover, but by then Tanner and Ravenell had made out his shadow against the passageway wall—right in time to see him withdraw down the passage where he came.

	Tanner racked back his faceplate, both for the slight break in pressure and to switch all their comms back to a default “off” switch. “You should have four or five people here now, not just me,” he growled.

	“I noticed,” said Ravenell.

	“God damn, I hate that guy.”

	“Oh, really?” Ravenell pushed back his faceplate, too, his dark brown features bent in an even deeper scowl than Tanner’s. “You think you hate that guy? I’ve gotta deal with his shit every day.”

	A sharp whack at Tanner’s side interrupted the conversation. The sensation made him jerk back from the vending machine, but a glance at the metal revealed only a dent, not a puncture. It wasn’t alone. By the time he noticed the second such dent, several more appeared. “Guess that’s it for the machine.”

	“Where else?” Ravenell fumed.

	“Hate to say it, but there was an airlock not far back the way we came,” said Tanner.

	“We don’t have a breaching kit or a bumper unit. How do we get back in?”

	“I dunno, we’ll think of something. This ship isn’t as secure as the regular fleet ships.” Tanner winced under a nasty shower of sparks. “We can’t stay here.”

	Loud bangs against the last bits of cover continued, along with all the free-flying red beams and bullets overhead. “Guess you’ve got a point. I’ve only got one chaff left, so let’s make this count,” Ravenell warned.

	Both young men slammed their faceplates down and crawled back from their diminishing cover. Ravenell plucked his last chaff grenade from his belt, hit the activator, and hooked it over the side. Pops and screams from burning chemicals and sensor-disrupting EM waves joined the cacophony of gunfire in the passageway. Shooting streams of magnesium and their resultant smoke made for even more of a disruption. The gunfire continued, but at least now it was blind and undirected.

	Tanner and Ravenell low-crawled back from the vending machine, hustling as best they could while painting themselves to the deck. Ravenell paused to throw open a utility storage door, providing a touch more cover as distance from their dying shelter left them vulnerable. Taking a bigger risk, Tanner turned onto his back and raised his rifle over his head to fire blindly down the hallway. It hardly cut down the enemy fire, but it did allow for the bigger risk of rolling up onto his feet and darting the last couple of meters.

	“Agh! Son of a bitch!” Tanner blurted, tumbling around the last step rather than turning. He slumped roughly against the bulkhead and winced at the pain along the side of his ass.

	“You hit? You okay?” Ravenell asked.

	A glance and a reflexive jerk of his hand revealed no blood. Within the next heartbeat, he knew it had to be superficial rather than a puncture. The tail of his combat jacket—technically a coat, though not something he wanted to argue now—had taken the brunt of the bullet’s impact. “Think it’s not bad. Is my vac suit ruptured?”

	“Really wanted to come all the way out here to look at your ass,” Ravenell grumbled, but he stepped around to look. “No, you’re good. Armor did its job. You sure you’re okay?”

	“I’m fine. Let’s do this before I realize how stupid it is,” said Tanner.

	Ravenell got to work on the airlock. Warning lights flashed with the first lever, even before he pulled the interior hatch. “They’ll know we’re doing this.”

	“Yeah, but what are they gonna do about it?” He glanced back to the passageway. The gunfire finally ceased, along with the pops and screams of the chaff grenade. Someone had realized they no longer had targets. Tanner limped to the corner to point his rifle around the passageway and fire off a few blasts to keep their attention. A hail of return fire answered his call.

	“We’re good.” Ravenell opened up the interior hatch and closed it again once he and Tanner were through. A tilt of his helmet indicated Tanner’s side. “You sure you’re up for this?”

	“What, being a moron? Always,” Tanner grumbled.

	“Nah, this is smart.” Ravenell paused to reset the oxygen cartridges in his helmet, prompting Tanner to do the same. They activated the magnetic relays sewn into their gloves, heels, and the joints of their vac suits. Ravenell’s glance to make sure Tanner was ready reminded him of a different concern. “You gonna be alright?”

	“Guess I’ll have to be. You know what pisses me off? If we get in there and find anything, Kilmeade’s gonna think he was right.”

	“Fuck him. He’ll think he was right no matter what happens. Doesn’t make it true. This is us surviving his stupid ass. Let’s go.” Ravenell threw the depressurization handle on the airlock and pushed the exterior hatch open the instant it gave way. A little wasted atmosphere was more than justified if it shaved off a few seconds.

	Artificial gravity reached past the exterior walls of any spacecraft, though not so strongly as to keep one attached to the surface—or even maintain the same sense of up and down. Tanner grabbed the handrail at the edge of the airlock’s interior and swung himself outside with a jump, taking a ninety-degree reorientation from horizontal to vertical in one single move.

	The world around him spun. Along with it spun his brain inside his skull, and with that, his stomach. “Wooof, okay,” he breathed.

	Then the black void lit up over his head with a cloud of fire. “Shit!” Tanner blurted, pushing himself back into the airlock. The flame lived for only the blink of an eye, as it usually did in space. The real danger came from shrapnel and debris with nothing to slow it down. Tanner cringed at the rain of blackened shards and hunks of metal that bounced off the hull. Flashing light and shadow drew his attention outward again at the white dagger shape of an Archangel corvette rushing past, laser turrets silently blazing, chasing one enemy or another who must have already escaped Tanner’s field of vision.

	Starship combat didn’t often happen at distances or speeds close enough to track with the naked eye. More ship-to-ship fighting carried on in the distance, taking the usual form of space combat: bright flashes of light between targets too far out to see. By contrast, the gunship and the corvette were engaged in a wrestling match.

	“What the hell are they doing?” wondered Ravenell.

	“I dunno, staying in close to avoid the station’s guns?” Tanner swallowed hard, trying to keep his throat and stomach under control. “I’m not good enough at the helm to guess.” This time, he crawled out of the airlock hatch rather than going for the hard swing. His equilibrium wasn’t up for doing that again yet.

	Ravenell handled the exit better, though he didn’t rush. He was only a couple of meters ahead by the time Tanner got upright and followed. For the moment, apart from chatter over their links to the platoon and those far-off flashes of light, space was as Tanner usually experienced it: big, dark, silent, and empty, apart from the surface at his feet.

	The NorthStar Mobile Docking Station Anchorage held even more exterior features than most starship hulls. While many ship designs like corvettes went for smooth surface lines, larger ships and working vessels like this one often had external pipe runs, sheltered machinery units, and sensor arrays. True to its purpose, Anchorage had many such features, along with an extra share of mooring cleats ranging from the size of Tanner’s hand to some larger than his whole body. The ship had been built to service a range of other vessels and needed plenty of options.

	It all meant Tanner had plenty of places to hold on. His rifle required at least one hand, but his instincts and his body demanded more reassurance than magnetic boots and the fading reach of artificial gravity outside the ship’s hull. At the risk of tormenting himself further, Tanner looked back to the airlock to make sure he had his directions right. He didn’t want to do all this only to get farther from their objective.

	Five steps later, a gunship curved around the hull with its weapons blazing at its rear. The corvette followed, spitting out two streams of laser turret fire. “Okay, so they’re circling in tight,” said Ravenell. “Maybe that gunship is trying to clear off the boarding team ships?”

	“Yeah, maybe.” The hull beneath them lurched as Anchorage tried whatever amounted to a quick maneuver for its speed and bulk. Tanner gulped hard. “Suh-someone thought of something smart, I guess… aw, hell. Rav, cover!”

	Ravenell painted himself against a blocky machinery unit half his height before blue flashes of light streaked past.  Shadows moved along the hull up ahead, bouncing and bobbing with the distinctive gait of low gravity and safety restraints. “Guess the bad guys had the same idea we did.”

	“I hate it when bad guys are clever,” Tanner fumed. He was down on his face already, relays in his knees and elbows keeping him nailed down while he brought his rifle to his shoulder. “Optics: human targets,” he barked. The sensor in his faceplate tracked a team of six NorthStar security vac suits. It also noted continued weapons fire as bullets bounced off the hull beside him and a pulse laser flash flew over his head.

	The team was probably just as startled to run into anyone as Ravenell and Tanner. Whoever had the assault rifle likely meant to give the rest time to scatter for cover. The weapon required a little more bracing out here than a beam rifle, and thus made a steady target of its owner. Tanner didn’t even think about it before blue flashes from his pulse laser rifle tore into the gunner’s chest. That left them up against five security troopers, and then four once Ravenell tagged a trooper in the back before they could reach the safety of a receiving pipe.

	Two down at first contact made for a good start. Tanner and Ravenell had managed two-to-one odds before. What Tanner didn’t like was the sudden spread of enemies in an arc, and all of them behind cover. Once again, he made a calculation without conscious thought. Training took over despite visceral reluctance. He tugged the magnetic grapple of the rescue line from his belt and hurled it at the deck, blurting out, “Relays off!”

	“What?” Ravenell asked.

	Tanner jumped.

	On a good day back in school, Tanner could clear two meters on the high jump. From the hull of the Anchorage, he soared upward at a rate limited only by the unspooling of the line from the dispenser on his belt. Tanner trained his eyes and his weapon “downward,” for whatever the word meant out here, at the hull and enemies who weren’t ready to put a whole new dimension on this fight.

	Blue light flashed from his weapon at the pair of NorthStar troopers left of his old position. His pulse lasers hit nothing but the hull, but he scared the hell out of his targets. One swung himself around a long exterior pipe to get out of the line of fire. The other crouched and tilted his rifle upward, recognizing the danger, only to be cut down before he could shoot by blue pulse lasers from Ravenell.

	It was all Tanner hoped to accomplish, and all he wanted to risk. “Retract! Retract!” he yelped while continuing to fire. The other NorthStar troopers had to have seen him by now, and the last thing he wanted was to be an open target moving at a predictable rate. A jerk at his waist brought him back toward the hull and away from enemy fire that surely would’ve killed him.

	Like his friend, Ravenell knew when an opportunity was worth breaking cover. He darted out around his shelter in risky strides, even planting his feet on the blocky machinery unit in another ninety-degree shift from a horizontal plane to vertical. The pair never saw him coming until he stood sideways on the corner of their shelter and emptied his power cell into them both.

	Ignoring the exchange out of imminent necessity, Tanner focused on the one remaining threat he could track on his way back down to the hull. The trooper clinging to the pipes tucked in tight and uncomfortably with his knees at his chest, all for the sake of a desperate upward shot. His target moved oddly overhead, and all against a background of almost total darkness. Tanner had a small round target on a flat surface.

	Bright red and orange lights flashed past Tanner as the gunship and the corvette made another pass. The movement distracted only one shooter. Blasting away with rapid pulls at his trigger, Tanner wasn’t proud of his marksmanship, but he could correct and walk his shots to his target by his fourth attempt. A blue pulse laser cut through the NorthStar trooper’s shoulder and left the man dangling freely against the hull by his magnetic boots.

	It all happened two heartbeats before Tanner lost his line of sight. The spool on his belt ate up the last meters of his safety line in a rush, slamming Tanner against the hull. It was a rough landing he didn’t mind. He had other immediate problems.

	“What the hell was that? Are you nuts?” asked Ravenell. “I mean, it worked, but…”

	“Oh god… hold up,” Tanner croaked. Tiny spasms reached from his core all the way up to his shoulders. He rose to his knees, inhaling and swallowing short, desperate breaths to hold back the inevitable. His helmet had an emergency latch for this on the right side of his chin. It never flipped easily, though. Too small for his gloved fingers, too tight for easy release. This would cost him vital oxygen. Biology left him no choice.

	The latch moved just in time. Tanner’s intestines did much of the work, but in the vacuum of space he could only clear his sickness all the way out by the not-so-quick-release and the forced venting of air. A three-second breach depleted considerably more than three seconds from the oxygen cartridges in the back of his helmet. It was far better than the alternatives. His helmet sealed up again on the fourth second, leaving him to deal with the unpleasant aftermath. He could live with that as long as it preserved his internal filters and the full function of his face.

	“Ugh, so gross,” grunted Ravenell. He turned away from the unsightly globules now floating away in space. “You gonna make it to the hatch?”

	“Yeah.” Tanner shuddered, but got to his feet. “Yeah, that wasn’t the first time today.”

	The faceplate hid every part of Ravenell’s grimace except his eyes and his voice. Compared to others who’d seen Tanner’s issues, Ravenell had the patience of a saint. “All good?”

	“Sure. Barely even shakes me up anymore,” Tanner huffed. He got walking again. “Not really something I wanted to get used to, but here I am.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“You know those early bubble-style spacesuit helmets didn’t have any kind of release option? Could be a lot worse.”

	“Not really something I want to think about right now,” said Ravenell.

	“How do you think I feel?”

	“Trying not to think too much about that, either.”

	“That’s fair.” Tanner looked back and around at the hull to make sure they were on the correct path again. Most of their enemies remained stuck to the surface by their magnetic relays in a haunting display. Lights and lasers continued on in the distance. Whatever had gone on with the corvette and the gunship seemed to have resolved itself one way or another.

	That left the hangar, whoever was inside, and the minor matter of Third Platoon and the rest of the battle. “Boarders, Command,” came a voice over their helmet links. “Demolitions are set. Warnings to the enemy crew been transmitted on all channels. We are fifteen minutes from the red line. I say again, fifteen minutes from red line. Leaders, check your teams.”

	“Gonna be ten minutes before Kilmeade gets around to us again,” grumbled Ravenell.

	“True, but aren’t we better off without him?” asked Tanner.

	“Point.”

	Ten more meters took them up and over an outward slant in the hull, where Anchorage’s profile broadened to make room for her massive engines. The ship was enormous, graceless, and slow, now much the slower from the damage of the raid. The Archangel Navy had hoped to take control and jump her away, but the threat of the vessel escaping into FTL made for a narrow window of opportunity. When the first pass at boarding failed, the raiders opted to knock out her FTL thrusters and loot what they could in the time allotted.

	From here, Tanner and Ravenell could see Anchorage still trailing debris. Well short of that damage, the pair came to their goal. Hangar bay doors spread out with the same thickness as the rest of the ship’s hull, but they were still built to open and retract—though not on any command given from the outside. Smaller airlock hatches presented a much more viable path, yet even they weren’t a sure thing.

	“Shit. The emergency entry pad on this hatch is dead,” said Ravenell. “They must’ve cut it off from inside when they figured out we were coming. Probably got the other ones, too.”

	“Ah, damn.” Tanner stood straight, looking around the hull for another option. Not far off, another panel from Anchorage’s aft section broke away and drifted off into space. Tanner tilted his head, remembering a cruise liner and the holes left in her engines by pirates. Emergency sealing foam that held up against the void, but not Tanner’s weapons. The crew of Anchorage knew about the Battle of Raphael. They probably weren’t thinking about a liner hijacked by pirates in the ancient days of two years ago. “Hey, Rav. I think I found our way in.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Reopening a hull breach created more than a tiny draft. Luckily, Tanner and Ravenell pushed through with nothing worse than a coating of re-sealing foam over their vac suits and combat gear. In the cool but livable environment of the engineering passages, most of the foam sloughed off before it hardened.

	The bigger break came as an absence: the pair found a pathway back to the hangar free of resistance and obstruction. Everyone on this end of the ship either stuck to their stations or had moved to the fighting—or abandoned ship, as indicated by a pair of empty lifeboat bays they found along the way. NorthStar’s over-the-top effort to hype the threat of the Archangel Navy had its drawbacks. It also provided a powerful tool.

	“No, I’m not saying we vent them all. What the hell?” Tanner kept his voice down, but his scowl was loud enough to carry through his faceplate. They crouched beneath computer and instrument banks in the control room so none of the twenty-five NorthStar personnel in the hangar would see them through the windows. “The alarm system will still go off. I’m saying we make ‘em all clear out.”

	“Okay, you didn’t actually say that part,” Ravenell hissed back.

	“Rav. This is me.” Then Tanner blinked. “Okay, what I’m saying is, these aren’t pirates.”

	“Yeah, so it sounded like crazy talk out of you, which is why I said something.”

	“Okay, well I’m not talking about that.”

	“Okay, well do it!”

	“Fine.” Tanner rose from his hiding spot to reach the bay door control panel, taking him past the door—and right in front of the two NorthStar operators returning to the control room. “Fuck!” Tanner slammed one surprised man in the unshielded face with the butt of his rifle.

	His other new opponent grabbed the rifle as Tanner thrust it forward, pulling them both into the narrow passageway. He was a stocky man, tall and bearded and—unlike his friend—smart enough to keep the visor of his NorthStar crew helmet down. Though he didn’t wear a security trooper uniform, he hadn’t flinched in combat. His nametag read “Meeks,” because sometimes the universe thought it could be funny. Meeks called to his comrades over his headset link. Tanner did the same. “Rav! Hit the doors,” yelled Tanner. The struggle for the rifle wasn’t one he would win on pure strength. He had other ways to handle this, but hated all the fastest ones.

	Tanner slammed his heel down hard on the big guy’s foot. It was a good idea apart from the steel reinforcing his enemy’s boots. He followed with a headbutt that didn’t connect before Meeks wrenched the rifle back and around himself hard, carrying Tanner with it. Brute force swept Tanner off his feet and into the opposite bulkhead from shoulder to hip.

	An elbow came into his gut. Tanner landed the headbutt on a second attempt amid the struggle, but only hit Meeks on the shoulder. He couldn’t punch or grapple without releasing his rifle. Trained combat trooper or not, Meeks knew how to use his size and how to wrestle for an object. He slammed himself into Tanner, putting the younger man into the bulkhead again.

	The rifle butt came into Tanner’s gut, and then again, and then that thick shoulder drove him up against the bulkhead once more. Despite fight after fight, Tanner never forgot how a few ordinary advantages could negate all his training and experience. Meeks had them. He also had the better grip on the rifle. Best to admit that, Tanner knew, even though he still resisted. Best to put up all the struggle he could, until he had an opening like the space between Tanner’s low, right hand on the stock and that spot between his enemy’s helmet and collarbones, protected only by the fabric of his vac suit.

	He didn’t even get his fingers curled all the way into a fist on the way up into that gap. His knuckles still did the job. Meeks jerked and hesitated, opening the path for a knee into his groin, another stomping heel aimed higher at the big man’s knee instead of those steel-toed boots, and a third try at the headbutt that finally connected and cracked that visor. The blow inflicted no trauma, but it gave Meeks something to worry about and continued the momentum.

	Tanner drove his fist up under the big man’s ribs. The first punch didn’t do much against such a strong wall of abdominals, but Tanner didn’t even slow down until landing the third such blow. It was enough to shove back off the bulkhead, putting them both on open ground and face to face. That gave Meeks the advantage of size and strength, which vanished the instant Tanner pulled the survival knife from his hip and slashed it along one of his enemy’s arms.

	“Warning: hangar bay doors now opening. Repeat: hangar bay doors opening,” announced a loud, automated voice. Yellow lights flashed. Meeks hesitated.

	“Run,” Tanner huffed. “We’re blowing up this ship on our way out. Take your pal and go.”

	A cracked faceplate and a torn and bloody sleeve settled the matter. Meeks let go of the rifle. He grabbed his stunned and bewildered co-worker while Tanner staggered back. With only a wary look over his shoulder, Meeks hurled himself and his companion into the first compartment that would open. “And tell your friends!” Tanner shouted after him.

	Ravenell appeared in the doorway as soon as Tanner turned back. “What was that?”

	“Remember when Everett and Janeka warned us to look out for talented amateurs?” groaned Tanner. “Oof, that was fun.”

	“Why didn’t you shoot him?”

	“Same reason I didn’t want to space all these other assholes. Anytime I can win without a gun, I’ll take it. Fuck, that hurt, though. What about the hangar?”

	“I fired a few shots through the control window so they wouldn’t try to fight back in here. The whole bunch scattered for shelter. Think we’ve got a couple minutes, at least.”

	A claxon warned of the parting hangar doors outside, followed by the sharp rush of wind and then nothing. Ordinarily, the air would have been sucked into storage rather than wasted. That wasn’t the pair’s problem today. They had other issues.

	“Boarders, command,” came the voice on their headsets. “Three minutes to red line. We are three minutes to red line.”

	“Not a lot of time.” Tanner hustled into the hangar bay with Ravenell. Though lacking any atmosphere, the open hangar bay retained artificial gravity. Other than the few bits light enough to be carried out by sudden wind, everything sat in place, including a NorthStar corvette. “Holy shit, they really did have something to defend here.”

	“Unless these things are all set to go, they aren’t going anywhere,” said Ravenell. “If that ship was set, they would have launched as soon as—” 

	“Ravenell, Leader,” broke in Kilmeade’s voice. “What’s your status?”

	“Standby, sir.” Ravenell rushed to the corvette’s port side while Tanner hurried to the right. The lowered gangway and open panels along the hull hinted at the ship’s condition, but not enough to be certain.

	“No, you don’t tell me to stand by, Sergeant,” Kilmeade snapped. “I’m your superior officer. When I ask your status, I want your status immediately. Report!”

	Tanner held his tongue, but he caught Ravenell’s eye and shook his head. Enough of the corvette’s main thruster assembly was open to tell him all they needed to know. The engines had to be stone cold in such a condition. With a nod, Ravenell confirmed he saw much the same issue on his side, if not something worse.

	“We made it into the hangar, sir,” Ravenell sighed. “There’s a corvette here. Harrier, it says. But she’s not in any condition to fly. Her engines are cold and she’s in the middle of some kind of thruster repair.”

	As he spoke, Tanner looked around the rest of the hangar bay. Harrier wasn’t alone, but the gunship and the shuttle nearby were in even more unprepared for liftoff. The only operational vehicles he saw were load lifters and a burly little cargo hauler with a trailer. That made Tanner look back to Harrier and her landing struts. “Y’know…” Tanner began.

	Ravenell waved sharply to cut him off, but he closed the distance between them at a fast walk. As he moved, Kilmeade let out a frustrated hiss. “Alright, fine, we’re nearly at the red line. We’ve gotten a lot from the armory and magazines. It’ll have to be good enough. We’re leaving soon, so get back here.”

	“Sorry, could you repeat that, sir? You want us to give up on the corvette?”

	“Yes, sergeant! I never wanted you to get that far away from the rest of the unit anyway! I’m telling you to leave it and reassemble. That’s an order.”

	“Copy, sir.” Ravenell tapped a button on his helmet to mute the connection, then touched Tanner by the shoulder to open a person-to-person link. “Okay, now. What’s your idea?” he asked with interest.

	“I thought we…” Tanner shook his head. “He said to get back to the platoon, right?”

	“Yeah, he told us to leave this whole enemy corvette loud and clear on the platoon channel,” said Ravenell. “So now that he can’t claim credit for things we do on our own initiative, I know you’ve got some crazy idea to steal this thing. Talk to me.”

	Tanner blinked. “Oh my god, you are so fucking smart.”

	“I know how to handle moron officers, anyway. What’s your plan?”

	“St. Catherine and Virtuous are both out there for alternate pick-up and escort, right? We can contact them directly on the link, and they’ve both got ship grapples… and those deck haulers over there have their own magnetic generators to keep their grip on the floor when they turn off the gravity in here to maneuver ships. We can turn off the clamps on the landing struts with their external panels.” Tanner’s eyes darted from the control room to the little haulers and then back to Ravenell. “All we’ve gotta do is push real hard.”

	“No way,” Ravenell thought out loud, but he was already calling up a holo screen. “No way. Physics does not work like that. No way.”

	“It’s only ten meters. Worst case, we fuck up some NorthStar stuff while trying and then we haul ass to extraction. Want me to go turn off the gravity and give it a shot?”

	“Nah, I can do it. I already routed the control room computer to my holocom. I’ve got the bow. Make sure that hauler will move.”

	They split off. Each of Tanner’s developing bruises announced their presence as he rushed into the seat of the little cargo hauler. Thankfully, the hauler answered its power and steering controls without objection. A flash of light up ahead caught Tanner’s attention when Ravenell took care of the power lead on the corvette’s forward landing strut with his rifle instead of messing with the whole system. Tanner caught on and took care of the aft strut at the bow with his own weapon as Ravenell returned to finish up on the job. Soon, Ravenell was behind the wheel on the load lifter.

	“This can’t work,” said Ravenell, clearly more to himself than Tanner. “It’s too big. It’s got to be too much mass. You ready? Magnet set?”

	“I’m good. Let’s do it,” said Tanner. The pair drove the hauler and lifter up against the aft landing struts. True to form, Tanner bumped his harder than he intended, but he didn’t need to worry about taking good care of any of this gear. He threw a thumbs-up to Ravenell.

	Three short, loud beeps in their headsets announced the arrival of the red line. Their time was up. Every boarder on Anchorage was expected to drop whatever they were doing and return to their extraction points.

	“It won’t work,” muttered Ravenell, but he killed the localized artificial gravity through his holocom. “Go for it,” he said, and hit the accelerator along with Tanner. Though the airless hangar bay carried no sound, vibrations through their vehicles and their vac suits ensured they didn’t miss out on the grinding complaints of metal against metal.

	The Harrier budged. Tanner and Ravenell looked up in surprise as the vessel spreading out and above them all but leaned forward, its landing struts scraping into the deck and then lifting up a matter of centimeters…and drifting a few centimeters more before coming to a stop.

	“Christ, it fucking works,” Tanner breathed. He looked with excitement to Ravenell, who seemed shocked that Tanner was so shocked. “It’s not like I knew for sure! There’s gotta be something else I didn’t think of going on. Maybe it’s the rest of the ship? Maybe the local gap in the grav system works in our favor?”

	“Who the hell cares?” Ravenell keyed up his communications links. “Red Raider, this is Bravo Three-Mike. We have loose change. Say again, we have loose change. Please respond.”

	“Bravo Three-Mike, Red Raider here,” came the instant response. Signals from the extraction team were on the ball. Everyone knew there was a chance some boarders might be cut off from their extraction points. The plan allocated other ships for retrievals. “What’s your status?”

	“Ravenell, what’s going on?” Kilmeade broke in. “You’re supposed to reassemble with Third Platoon. Stick to the plan.”

	“Stand by, sir. We’re coming,” Ravenell shot back. He waved to Tanner to keep pushing. Vibrations from grinding metal and straining power cells ran through their vac suits and helmets, but the Harrier moved again. “Red Raider, we’re on the port side hangar. The doors are open. We’re dumping a cold corvette out of the hangar right now. Can you grapple and tow?”

	“Wait, you’re what?” blurted Kilmeade.

	The pause from Red Raider ended exactly how Tanner hoped. “Hell yes, we can, Three-Mike. We’re inbound. Push her out.”

	“Rescue lines!” Tanner suddenly realized. He threw the magnetic grapple from his belt onto the deck. Ravenell did the same. It was their last move before slamming the accelerators.

	Harrier’s landing struts resisted and complained at first, but Anchorage moved too much to let the corvette hold traction by mass alone. Without the magnetic locks of Harrier’s landing struts, the hauler and lifter proved up to the task. The smallest nudge quickly built into real momentum.

	Tanner and Ravenell didn’t dare let up. Both floored their pedals to push Harrier right to the edge, and both opted to roll out of their vehicles rather than fighting to brake in time. The lifter and hauler floated out into space with the corvette while Tanner and Ravenell rolled to the deck and the reassuring grip of their rescue lines.

	“Red Raider, do you see it?” asked Ravenell.

	“Can’t miss it, Three-Mike. We’re on the case. Get to extraction.”

	Tanner pushed himself up off the deck, giving Ravenell a nod as he took his first steps. Then he felt the hangar spin. Aw hell, he thought.

	The exit hatch wasn’t far. He’d have atmosphere there, and room to move, and probably a bulkhead to cling to. Tanner ran as fast as he could, wobbling with every step.

	“Lieutenant, we’re on our way back,” announced Ravenell. He ran beside Tanner, passing through the hatch and its blasting atmosphere ahead of his friend. The air pressure wasn’t enough to threaten their footing, but Tanner’s sudden turn to slam the hatch shut once more surprised Ravenell—right until Tanner popped his faceplate with a retching sound.

	“You get back here right now, Sergeant! And Malone, too! He’s not even supposed to be out there with you!”

	“Yes, sir.” Ravenell cut the channel and racked back his faceplate. “Wait, you aren’t supposed to be here?”

	“Ugh. I was on security team.” Tanner ran his sleeve across his mouth. “You called for back-up. I got the go-ahead from my team leader. She didn’t ask Kilmeade’s permission.”

	“Yeah, but Third Platoon was supposed to back me up, or Second. We had people. You could have stayed back at the security point for extraction and instead you jumped on that call and into all this nonsense?”

	 “Sure. The security team is mostly people my department. I like Baldwin and the boss is fine, but they aren’t here. The rest of the team is Robinson’s deck crew. I hate those guys.” Tanner shrugged. “If staying out of fire means I have to hang out with a pack of assholes, I’d rather get beat up and shot at with a friend.”

	“Wow,” said Ravenell.

	Tanner stood straight. He let out a deep breath.

	“I’m not hugging you after you just threw up,” said Ravenell.

	“That’s fine. I don’t want to make it weird.”

	 


Odd Jobs

	 

	“Malone has been a complicated case since he came to Fremantle. We’ve already seen several attempted hits on him, but since Minos he’s more relevant to the Union than ever. I’m hoping the people who want him dead don’t want the whole Union breathing down his neck. We’ll keep an eye on him, but all his other problems are his own.”

	--Fremantle Police Internal Communications

	November, 2080

	 

	“I’m sure you’re a fine tenant aside from the explosion that leveled your previous apartment.”

	“Hey, that wasn’t my fault,” said Tanner. “Those guys broke in to kill me and they died from their own bombs.”

	The apartment manager’s lips pressed together to withhold her response. Though her office was miles away, the holocom projector presented her as if sitting at his table in the cafeteria. She was poised, professionally dressed, and utterly unmoved. “I don’t think that’s quite the approach you want to take the next time you apply for a lease.”

	“I sent my financial statements. I can transfer enough into a secured account to cover the length of the lease. I’ve even got an asylum support stipend from the Fremantle government.”

	“That won’t cover the cost of a second demolished apartment, I’m afraid.”

	Tanner ran one hand through his short black hair. In contrast to the apartment manager, he wore only casual clothes for an ordinary day on campus. He didn’t need to get dressed up for an interview about a lease, though he no longer owned such clothing anyway. What little he had went up in smoke with his last apartment. “What are the odds that’s gonna happen again?”

	“You were already the focus of anger after the Debtor’s War and a target for assassins before the crisis on Minos. Am I correct in assuming you made enemies there, too?”

	“My life is not all violence,” he sighed.

	“We don’t have active security on site, Mr. Malone. We do, however, have other tenants with a reasonable expectation of safety.” He’d gotten used to the nuances of the Fremantle accent. This wasn’t going anywhere good. “Your references are excellent and I appreciate what you did on Minos for our students, but I’m afraid I must... Mr. Malone?”

	Tanner propped his elbows up at either side of his cafeteria tray and put his face in his hands. “You’re saying no. We can drop it and say goodbye now, can’t we?”

	“I…yes,” she admitted. “Thank you. Goodbye.” Her projection winked out of existence. The remote holocom projector ball on the table went dark.

	“Fuck me.” Tanner sank back in his booth seat. This was the fourth rejection since returning from the Minos expedition a week ago. The fallout from that disaster was still falling out. He had more interviews and debriefings to do with Union authorities, Fremantle authorities, university faculty and staff, and others. Local media took on a more positive angle toward him after that fiasco, at least. Students were more welcoming of his presence on campus. None of it changed his living situation.

	Lynette stayed around with her ship for a day after bringing him back. From there he found a couch to crash on, and then a cot tucked away in the xenoarchaeology lab. It wasn’t pleasant, but he could live with a little temporary hassle and discomfort. The problem looked worse with the impending Landfall holidays and the closure of the campus. He could afford a hotel, but with the holiday crunch it would be expensive—and then his problems would only grow as his savings shrank.

	He also didn’t relish the thought of being rejected by hotels for the same reasons he couldn’t land an apartment lease. What’s the big deal? Tanner grumbled inwardly. As far as they know, all you did was throw half the Union economy into chaos, murder the richest guy in the galaxy, betray your own government, and unearth an angry ancient alien queen.

	“My life is not all violence,” he repeated under his breath.

	“It’s him. I’m going to talk to him,” hissed a voice near his booth.

	“Do you want me to come?” whispered another.

	“Obviously. This was your idea.”

	The second accent was familiar, but he couldn’t place it right away. Regardless, they weren’t local and didn’t sound like officials or media. Tanner lowered his fork and waited. Better to deal with this without his mouth full of food.

	“Good day. Pardon me, you are Tanner Malone?” He was youthful and dressed like any other student if a little on the wealthier side, with East Asian features and a bright smile shining with excitement. His companion was a woman of the same age and in similar fashion. Her olive complexion and black hair helped him place her accent from Hashem, but it was the young man who introduced them both. “I am Hideo. This is Imani. May we join you?”

	“Sure” Tanner gestured to the empty seats.

	“Thanks.” Imani smiled with excitement. “You are friends with my cousin Khalil.”

	“Khalil?” Tanner doubted but didn’t scoff. “Do you mean Prince Khalil?”

	“Oh, we are not so formal within the family,” Imani replied.

	It didn’t allay Tanner’s doubts, though it did amuse him. “Isn’t it a large family?”

	“Oh yes, very large. I suppose I should say, ‘third cousin twice removed.’ But I believe I have been in the same room with the man on a few special occasions,” Imani joked. “It is an honor to meet you. I have seen you on campus several times.”

	“I don’t think I’m ready to be an honor. Just not being a pariah is nice.” He glanced over his shoulder and to the nearest reflective surfaces out of habit. The break in his class schedule let him hit the cafeteria at the tail end of the lunch rush, leaving the hall active but not crowded. “Having people talk to me at all around here is a nice change.”

	“Yes. Forgive me. I was shy.” She nudged Hideo with her elbow.

	“Yes,” said Hideo. “I believe the students know better after everything you did on Minos.”

	“It’s fine. No worries. So… hello?”

	“I, too, am shy,” Hideo admitted. He took in a sharp breath. “Imani suggested I approach you as someone in similar circumstances. This is... awkward? That’s the word?”

	“That’s fine,” Tanner said patiently. He had to agree with that. 

	“I am from Izumoto’s Star,” Hideo began. “The university accepted me as an art student. My government does not allow many students to study abroad. I am an exception.”

	“They don’t allow many people abroad at all, from what I understand,” said Tanner.

	“Yes.”

	“Can I ask how you got the exception?”

	“Family,” said Hideo. “I have family in the government and the military. I know I earned this place at the university, but I also know the reality of powerful families. I am not proud of that.”

	Tanner shrugged. “Your family is your family, not you. What kind of art?”

	“Painting and sculpture. Traditional, physical methods. Some computer-assisted, some not. It is the ‘not’ that gets the attention. This university is the best in the Union for such skills.” Hideo frowned with an internal struggle. “My uncle, Makoto is on his way here on government business. I think he also wishes to bring me home. I do not want to go back.”

	“Do you plan to ask for asylum? You said we had similar circumstances.”

	“Asylum was granted three weeks ago,” said Hideo. “I applied after my mother died.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that. What happened?”

	“Hickam Syndrome. It happened fast.” Hideo shrugged. “My family knew I would never hurt her. That is why they would let me leave. I would embarrass the family if I defected.”

	“But without her, you’re not worried about it?”

	“The rest of my family does not deserve such care,” said Hideo.

	“Okay.” Tanner looked from one face to another. Imani’s tension was laced with hope. Hideo kept his under a tight leash, but clearly he had to let some of it out to have this conversation at all. “You’re not here to talk about Fremantle’s asylum system, are you?”

	“No,” said Hideo. “I do not want to run or hide. I can stand up to Makoto. I want to stand up to him. But I believe he will bring others. He travels with security.” He shrugged. “It is math.”

	Tanner saw where this was going. He had to ask the obvious question anyway. “You have asylum. Can you talk to the constabulary about that?”

	“My situation brought asylum, but not protection. I can cite fear of persecution at home. I do not have evidence for a specific threat here. It would be one thing if I knew when Makoto might find me, but the constables cannot give me daily protection. Also, he is involved in several high-level negotiations with Fremantle. He will be here under diplomatic privileges. The constabulary will have limited options for dealing with him as long as he keeps it quiet, and he will.”

	“So, you’re looking for a bodyguard,” said Tanner.

	“For a short time, yes. While Makoto is here, and until he gets the message.”

	“I have to tell you this isn’t really my skill set.”

	“You rescued my cousin Khalil from a secret military prison not long ago,” Imani spoke up. “You are a veteran. And you accompanied Khalil onto the floor of the Union Assembly. That did not come to a fight. The impression you made was more than enough. Maybe there won’t be any fight here?”

	“Fighting isn’t the hard part,” said Tanner. Then he winced. “Okay, that came out wrong. Fighting sucks, but at least I know what I’m doing there. What I don’t know is all the other stuff. I’m not trained in personal protection. That’s all about knowing how to watch for danger and planning your life around threats and…”

	The thought trailed off. They watched Tanner prop his arms up by his elbows and rub his face. “Okay, yeah. I live with that all the time,” he finished.

	“As I said, Makoto will have to keep this quiet, but he is also dramatic,” said Hideo. “He will want to be part of anything that happens. He will want to impress me with his power, even if it is his security who haul me away. Also, if I stay here, I will be cut off from the family. I believe he must prevent it now or live with it—and then it will be over.”

	“This is short-term,” said Imani. “We do not have to worry about this forever.”

	“Why not lay low while he’s here? Avoid him altogether?”

	“If there is any doubt, he may act on it later,” said Hideo. “I believe some confrontation must happen, or it will hang over my head forever.”

	Tanner watched his face. Though stressed and afraid, Hideo didn’t beg or plead. That might have been as much out of consideration for Tanner as his own pride. “How long?”

	“Over the next week. The government here made concessions to schedule these negotiations. They will run through Landfall.”

	“That’s another problem,” Tanner began glumly.

	“We can make this worth your while,” said Imani. “We do not ask for charity.”

	“Nothing wrong with charity. I can’t take payment, anyway. I’m on a student visa with my asylum. I can’t work.”

	“We know. Hideo has the same arrangement. You lost your home in an attack shortly before the Minos incident, yes? It was in the news. Have you found another?”

	“No,” Tanner answered slowly.

	“Then you are welcome to stay with us in our flat in the city center. As your hosts, we must of course insist on providing for every need. We will have parties over the holiday. Naturally, we’ll have to find you something appropriate to wear for each day. Maybe a few extra choices for unforeseen occasions. Should any of it not work out, you can return them yourself.” Imani let her royal formality slip again for the tiniest crack of a smile. “Your asylum and student visas prohibit work for pay while on Fremantle. They do not prohibit gifts.”

	“So this job pays in food, clothing, and shelter?” Tanner sighed. “Okay. I’m in.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	It was a good week.

	Hideo and Imani lived in a lovely, spacious flat. Given her family lines, Imani wasn’t hurting for money. Hideo had sold several works of art in channels left open by his visa conditions at rates that spoke to his talent and capability. Tanner knew virtually nothing about art, but his hosts never batted an eye at his ignorance. His idle curiosity alone set him apart from many others they knew.

	They had little worry about anything happening on campus. The area was too public and Tanner was already used to looking out for trouble there. They varied routes and routines, watched their surroundings, and went on with life. Parties at their place turned out to be tame affairs. Most traffic through their home didn’t even amount to “party,” and the two nights that did never went beyond a few drinks and casual company with longtime friends.

	Tanner didn’t need two slick new suits with accessories and substitute articles for variety to keep up with their social life. Nothing ever got so formal. Their social calendar didn’t require him to have a small new wardrobe, or nice new luggage to pack it all into, or brand-new bedding in the guest room, or the shopping list of other personal items. Imani provided it all, anyway. A guy could blow a respectable payday or two on her “gift” list.

	They ate well, relaxed at home, and watched the holiday light shows at night from the rooftop of their residence. They played games together on their entertainment center. They got along.

	It was almost enough to let them all forget what brought them together.

	“Oh my god, this is the worst,” Tanner laughed. Lasers and gunfire lit up the tunnel in front of him, its depth and darkness conjured against the living room wall by high-quality holo projectors in tandem with a flatscreen. Popcorn steadily disappeared from the steel mixing bowl in his lap. “Who wrote this movie?”

	“They called this an instant classic back home!” Imani protested, though she also laughed. “It was the biggest hit in the year before the war.”

	“At least they gave the aliens a zombie plague, so it’s not pure anti-alien propaganda,” Tanner conceded. “It kinda signals that nobody is supposed to take this seriously.”

	“So you aren’t laughing at the unrealistic action?” asked Hideo.

	“It’s not the fight scenes. I don’t think you want realistic fight scenes in a movie like this. It’s the build-up. All these guys do is fight or train to fight all day long.”

	“That wasn’t your experience?”

	“God, no. We trained for fighting a lot compared to earlier systems, but that’s a change, not the norm. I hardly trained or fought at all in my first year after basic. Even during the war, we didn’t train every day.”

	“What did you do?” Imani wondered.

	“Cleaning. I cleaned a lot. I cleaned up after the people I worked for, I cleaned up after all the people I worked with, I cleaned up after people I didn’t work with. Sometimes I painted and then I cleaned up after that. Lots of the time I’d be ‘on watch,’ which is just being at a desk or in a room so someone is there in case something happens. If you don’t have anything to actually do on watch? You clean.”

	“What about the people who outrank you? What do they do?” asked Hideo.

	“I dunno. Find stuff for me to clean.” His friends laughed. “I’m just saying, even when you’re doing this shit for a living, life is not all—” 

	Loud pounding at the door silenced him. A deep, demanding voice bellowed, “Hideo!”

	Imani turned off the holo movie. Like Tanner, she looked to Hideo. The comfort of home and companionship vanished from his face. “Hideo?”

	“That’s him.” He swallowed hard, looking from one to the other. Though his face didn’t give an impression to back it up, he said, “I’m ready.”

	They talked out boundaries and contingencies from the first day. Nothing changed. Tanner put the translator bud in his ear. “Whatever he says, don’t give an inch. Whatever he wants, the best answer is no. Even if it’s culturally rude. Especially if it’s culturally rude.”

	“I’ll get the door,” said Imani. “I want to face this man.”

	Hideo stood with her but didn’t follow. He stayed by the couch. Whether his nerves and his feet kept him glued to his spot or if staying in place ran against his instincts, Tanner couldn’t be sure. Regardless, he had hammered on tactics with Hideo and Imani over and over again. Whatever anyone said, however anyone felt, Hideo could not go near that door.

	She opened it to find a somewhat short, severe-looking man with salt-and-pepper hair and a nice suit. He glared at her once and stepped forward without a word. Despite her resolve, habit and instinct took over. She got out of the way rather than letting Makoto bump into her.

	Several other men in suits followed, all of them larger and fit. One stayed by the open door. The others followed Hideo’s uncle halfway into the flat, looking in every direction like the professional bodyguards they were. They stopped short of the living room to give their boss space as he moved on to confront his nephew.

	“Hideo, we must speak. Send your friends home,” said Makoto. The translator in Tanner’s ear caught onto Makoto’s gruff demeanor within three words. The software matched the cold fury of his Japanese with an English translation almost instantly.

	“Hello, uncle. They are home. This is Imani, my girlfriend. She lives here.” Hideo’s gesture to Imani turned back to the couch. “This is our guest, Tanner Malone.”

	He leaned back to be seen. The name and face didn’t register for Makoto at first, but his men looked on with instant concern. Tanner waved casually to their boss. “Hi.”

	Tension rose amid the entourage when he reached into his bowl. “Aw, I’m out of popcorn.” He stood and stepped around Hideo, smiling to Makoto. “You probably don’t want me in your way,” he said—assuring with a friendly glance he would be exactly that, even from across the room. “Hi, guys,” Tanner added for the security detail.

	“Why is he here?” asked Makoto.

	“Why are you here?” answered Hideo.

	“This is a family matter. We will not discuss it in front of others. Send them away.”

	“No.”

	Makoto’s hard eyes somehow hardened further. He wasn’t used to hearing that.

	At the kitchen, Tanner caught a glance from Imani and beckoned to her with a tilt of his head. He stepped behind the counter, bowl still in hand. The security detail watched him.

	“This drama is unlike you,” said Makoto.

	“Yes. Drama is usually your tactic. Drama and intimidation. You can stop now.”

	Makoto laughed bitterly. “Are you intimidated?”

	“You brought three guards to discuss a ‘family matter.’ Shouldn’t I be?”

	“And you brought a war criminal.”

	“That would depend on what you consider a crime, uncle.”

	The words came out with cold precision. Tanner had read and seen plenty of journalism on the subject of Izumoto’s current regime. A man in Makoto’s position likely had plenty of blood on his hands. Hideo could have hinted at any number of specifics.

	“You asked for asylum in this place,” Makoto seethed. “You betray your people. You betray your family. Your mother.”

	“My mother told me to do this.”

	“Never.”

	“Do you know that because you monitored our calls?” asked Hideo. “Because you would not let her leave home to visit me?”

	In the kitchen, Tanner poured a cup of kernels into a second bowl safe for use in the thermal accelerator. Various containers and kitchenware on the counter concealed his hands from the security detail, but they watched him put the bowl into the unit. In turn, he watched them. He didn’t hit the button.

	“She said no such thing,” said Makoto.

	“She told me in her last message that she wanted me to stay and that she loved me.”

	“To finish your studies and then come home!” Makoto barked. “Are you stupid?”

	“She knew she was sick when she sent the message,” said Hideo. A tear rolled down his face. His voice shook, but he held firm. “Do the math. She sent it before anyone else knew. Ask yourself why.”

	Makoto twitched as if slapped. He stepped forward. “You will come home with me. Now!”

	Tanner hit the button.

	Popcorn burst in a loud ripple within the accelerator. Makoto’s security detail reacted in near unison. They turned from the argument to face Tanner with each reaching under his coat, whether under the arm or to the back of a waistband. 

	“Tanner.” Standing only a few steps away, Imani held up a live holo screen. “Your constable friend is on the line.”

	“Aw, hell,” Tanner grumbled. He looked to the security detail. “Knowing her, she’s already overreacting at the sight of all this. Probably be here in minutes. You guys all have Fremantle permits for those concealed weapons, right?”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Ian hit the “run” command on the molecular scanner and leaned back in his chair. He looked to the other side of the lab. “So, how did you take them out?”

	“What do you mean?” Tanner asked. He opened up the container for the next artifact in line.

	“The bad guys,” said Kim. “The bodyguards.”

	“Did you hide a weapon in the popcorn bowl?” asked Ian.

	“No.” 

	“So what happened?” Kim pressed.

	“Nothing. We just stared at each other until the angry uncle got fed up and left. He went home that night.”

	They looked to one another, then Tanner. “That’s it? That’s the whole story?” asked Kim.

	“Yeah.” He mirrored their exasperation, pointing to his feet. “You asked me where I got these boots! My life isn’t all violence.”

	 


Room and Board

	 

	THURSDAY

	 

	“You realize I have a housing problem because a bunch of hitmen blew up my last place while trying to kill me, right?”

	“Yes,” said the counselor. “That’s what I’m saying. This would solve your problem.” Jackie caught up with her own statement a heartbeat later. “Well, maybe not the hitmen problem. But it gets you a room in the dormitories. You wouldn’t even have a roommate.”

	Tanner stared at Jackie’s desk, trying to wrap his head around her suggestion. “You want me to be a resident advisor?”

	“Sure. I think you’d be great.”

	Jackie pointed to the holo screen floating over her desk with its running tally of credits awarded for Tanner’s military training, which had prompted the meeting in the first place. After the Minos field school debacle, Fremantle University held a new attitude toward his service—and, apparently, to a lot of things. “You’re well past freshman status, you clearly have the right character traits, you have first aid training, you’ve lived in a dormitory environment—”

	“I lived in a barracks,” he corrected. “And on spaceships. And a bomb shelter.”

	“You said it was all new adults and people in their early twenties. What’s the difference? We don’t even have to worry about taking care of guns or any of that dangerous stuff.”

	“They keep guns locked up in armories. Nobody lives with them in their rooms. That isn’t the point, anyway. I’ve been protested at this school. Actual mobs-with-signs protests.”

	“Not anymore, though. Not after the whole Minos thing. This is an even better chance to put all that behind you and connect more. Something tells me you’re not really the loner type.”

	 “I’m not, but… how does this fly with the administration?”

	“There’s no reason it wouldn’t. We have other resident advisors here on student visas. It’s not a restriction. In fact, the resident advisor position is specifically exempted from the rules against working for pay while on a student visa since it all goes straight into room and board.”

	His shoulders sagged. He couldn’t argue the value of that. Anything that could cover rent and regular dining would be a huge boost, though working without a cash payment had become an ongoing theme in his life. That tied in with the other problem: “You don’t see the hitmen as a barrier to this?”

	“They haven’t changed the administration’s minds about having you here. Besides, that attack happened while you were living alone. A group living situation might make you a harder target, don’t you think?”

	Tanner blinked. “That’s, uh… that’s a degree of tactical thinking I didn’t expect today.”

	“Hey, you’ve got to be versatile to be a guidance counselor,” Jackie said proudly. She pointed to the holo screen again. “And we have to have an eye for qualifications. You have supervisory experience.”

	“I really don’t.”

	“No? It’s right here in your records. You were promoted to Master-at-Arms Second Class. That’s four promotions. You outranked people. You never supervised anyone?”

	“Every once in a while, I was put in charge of a cleaning detail or whatever, but that’s hardly the same. It was more like a classroom group project—the kind where you wind up doing most of the work yourself,” he grumbled. “I’m not the leadership type.”

	“I think your classmates on Minos might disagree.”

	“That was a crisis. Kinda different.”

	“We don’t have a lot of crises in the dorms, but we have resident advisors specifically to help out if there is a crisis. That’s the most important responsibility of all. The rest of the time, you’re just there for the freshmen as a resource and someone to talk to. And to hold them to the dorm rules,” she added, shrugging. “That sounds easier than being a cop on a warship.”

	He glanced away with his eyebrows rising in doubt. Tanner could think of ways it might be a lot harder. “I wasn’t exactly looking to go back to being a cop.”

	“So don’t be a cop,” Jackie suggested. “Look, the dorms have rules, but realistically nobody expects you to be strict about everything. Freshmen are adults. They’re just new at it.”

	Tanner chewed on it. Outside Jackie’s office, students roamed the sunny campus paths. He saw peace and idle order, broken only by a handful of laughing students chasing each other with water guns. It was, in fact, a far easier life than the navy… when he could let his guard down. “Is there an application process?”

	“Normally, yes, along with a training class. But we’ve got an unexpected opening right now, which is why I brought it up. My colleague down the hall sent out a message asking if anyone knew good candidates. This one is sort of an unusual circumstance.” She winced as Tanner’s eyes returned to hers. “The previous RA wasn’t really up for the job.”

	“What was that you said about not being a cop?”

	 

	SATURDAY MORNING

	 

	“My advice is to be yourself and be honest with them. Don’t try to have an RA voice or put on an act. People can usually see through that.” At twenty-two, Wen was a couple years younger than Tanner, but experience on the job counted for far more than age as far as he was concerned. He was glad she accompanied him to the rec room. “Besides, you’re going to be living here. You don’t want to put on an act like that all the time. It’s exhausting.”

	“Yeah, I can relate,” Tanner sighed. “I’m good with straightforward. Not really sure how else to approach this, anyway. It’s just a dormitory. They’re all adults now.”

	Wen’s bright, perky expression twitched with doubt.

	“Okay,” he corrected. “That’s what I’m going to expect of them, anyway.”

	“Cool. Good plan,” said Wen. “Once you’ve got that out of the way, all you need to do is think up some good community-building programs.”

	“Uh. Yeah.”

	“You knew about that part of the job, right?”

	“Y’know, I read it in the job description.” Tanner rubbed the back of his neck. “Normally, I’m the sort to read up on everything, but this all fell into my lap a couple days ago and things are already busy with the Minos baggage.”

	“The other RAs and I can probably hook you up. Maybe right now we should focus on getting you and your residents familiar with each other.”

	They came to glass double doors and a sign that read, “Reserved for RA Meeting.” Wen ushered Tanner into a room with couches and chairs, a cooking station behind a bar, a couple of holo-gaming and pool tables, and forty-two freshmen, some of them shy and others rather chatty… until he walked in.

	Recognition hit only a handful of faces right away, but their sudden distraction set off others. From there, a cascade of silence hit even those who didn’t make the connection. It ended with a single voice in the crowd: “Ooohhh, shit.”

	“Everyone,” Wen began with a smile, “I told you when Hannah left it wouldn’t be long before we found a new RA for your floor, and here we are. I want you to meet Tanner. He’ll be taking over the spot for the rest of the year.”

	“Hi,” said Tanner. “I—”

	“Hold up,” interrupted a voice. “Tanner? Tanner Malone?”

	“Oh shit, are you serious?”

	“Wait, why do I know that name?”

	“Oh my god.”

	“Hell no. Hell no,” objected another.

	“I didn’t think we fucked up that bad,” murmured a young man.

	“People, hold on a second,” Wen tried to break in.

	“Wait, what do you mean fucked up?” Tanner wondered.

	“Is this for real?” asked a young woman. “This is a done deal? Because if it is, I’m out.”

	“Yes, Joyce,” Wen answered firmly. “Tanner is fully qualified and he’s a student here like all of you. He’s your RA. There isn’t anyone else.”

	“I’m calling my counselor,” said the young woman on her way past them and out the door.

	“I’m calling my mom,” said another, who followed her out.

	“Now stop, why don’t you—Jeffrey, seriously?” Wen asked a third student as he exited without a word. She turned to the rest. “Why don’t you let Tanner introduce himself and hear him out with an open mind?”

	That put Tanner on the spot. He knew he’d wind up the center of attention and more than half expected things to go sideways from the start, but he couldn’t plan for every contingency. At least he’d been taught to improvise. “So it turns out I didn’t plan an introductory speech,” he said to the expectant crowd. “This isn’t another class on your schedule. It’s just a dorm where we all live. I’m not sure how to introduce myself given all the crazy media stuff, so I figured we could have a conversation instead.”

	A breath passed. Then another. “Is the crazy media stuff true?” asked a young black woman with tight curls and a summery outfit.

	“Guess it depends on which stuff. What’s your name?” Tanner replied.

	“Rhea.” She made a gesture like he should already know what she meant. “Did you kill a lot of innocent people? Torture anybody? Did you start the Debtor’s War on purpose?”

	“I did not start that war, and I definitely didn’t do it by myself. I’ve never tortured anyone, because torture is wrong and also stupid and I could probably do a whole seminar on that. Did I kill any innocent people? I don’t know for sure. Not on purpose, but I don’t know. And I have to live with that.”

	“Why didn’t you stay in Archangel and face trial after what you did?” asked a guy in gym clothes. “You know, with that whole war crimes thing?”

	“What’s your name?”

	“Robbie.”

	“Because my only ‘crime’ was exposing other people’s crimes. Because they’re powerful people and I don’t know if I can get a fair trial until they get theirs. Also, because I haven’t actually been charged with anything. Yet.”

	“Is it true the King of Hashem pays you?” asked another, who added, “Trevor.”

	“No. If you’re talking about Prince Khalil, he’s not the king yet, and he doesn’t pay me. I got a cash gift from him for what I did at the end of the war, but it’s not as much as you’d think. I’m not on any kind of payroll. I’m living in the freshman dorms like you.” To his relief, Tanner saw at least a few quiet chuckles and grins. “Most of that money went to getting my family caught up on debts and paying my way here. Maybe I’d have gotten a tuition break in Hashem, but my Arabic isn’t ready for college.”

	“Didn’t your apartment get blown up? I’m Heather,” she corrected quickly, then pushed on through her nerves to finish her question. “Is that why you’re moving in here—and couldn’t that happen again?”

	He took a breath before answering that one. “A lot of people want me dead. A lot of wealthy people. The truth is, anyone who wants to come after me has a hundred chances every day. They don’t want it messy, though. If they did, it would’ve happened by now. I also think Minos may have changed the game on all that. But if not? They want me, not you. What happened to my old apartment is a deterrent on the messy stuff.”

	“So far,” said Robbie.

	“So far,” Tanner conceded. “Look, safety is half the point of me being here. I’ll never do anything to put you in danger. This really is going to be an ordinary dorm.” He heard a couple of scoffing noises, but didn’t challenge them.

	“What’s—I’m Samantha. What’s ordinary?”

	“I’m gonna live in the RA room and go to classes like any other RA. I’ll make sure the right doors are locked when they should be and the fire alarms work. And I’ll be here if you need me. I’m not here to bust you. I’m here to be on your side.”

	“Then you don’t have any special rules? I’m Siraj.”

	“No. I have a request,” Tanner ventured. “People mess with their RAs. I know that, and I’m not inviting it. But I’m gonna ask you not to pull any sudden physical pranks on me or try to scare me. NorthStar and their buddies like to say I’m a crazy murderer. That’s bullshit, but I do have traumatic stress. Also survivor’s guilt and moral injury and all that other fun stuff,” he grumbled. “I’m not going to freak out and hurt you. But it does manifest as hyper-vigilance and emotional stress and it sucks.”

	“Are you gonna do activity programs?” Rhea smirked. “Maybe teach us all to shoot?”

	Wen put her hand on Tanner’s shoulder and said, “Seems like you’ve got it from here,” before she walked out.

	“Yeah, I was thinking maybe game nights or a blindfolded finger-painting-on-the-walls tournament for starters, but if you want self-defense stuff, we can maybe do that? I could teach you how to treat a laser wound…” He stretched the suggestions only until he heard the door shut behind Wen. “Okay, level with me: what was that about how you didn’t think you fucked up that bad? What’s going on?”

	“We had a couple cases of alcohol poisoning,” Rhea said with rolling eyes, “but one of them just walked out of here, anyway.”

	“It’s not the alcohol poisoning,” countered another student.

	“Were you there, Jason? It was pretty bad,” said Rhea.

	“Still wasn’t the alcohol poisoning.”

	“Dude, shut up,” said Robbie.

	“Yeah, seriously, the rock wasn’t that radioactive,” said a voice from the back corner.

	“Wait, what?” asked Robbie. “Radioactive? What are you talking about?”

	“The spill. What are you talking about?”

	“Nothing, obviously. Pff. Whatever,” Robbie demurred.

	“Robbie’s talking about the fire,” said Jason.

	“Okay, a little fire,” said Robbie. “We put it out.”

	“Hold up,” said Tanner. “In the back. Who had the radioactive rock? What was it?”

	“Arthur, hi. It was just a geology assignment I didn’t finish in the lab. It’s back already.”

	“Was it unmarked?” asked Tanner.

	“It was marked, but I had to take the samples out of the cases to get ‘em in my backpack and I got the labels screwed up. It’s all okay now.”

	“When did this happen?”

	“The other day, right before Hannah quit.”

	Tanner frowned. “Okay. We’ll get back to that.” He looked to Robbie. “When was this fire?”

	“That was the other day… right before Hannah quit,” Robbie admitted.

	“So, two alcohol poisonings—with emergency calls, I assume? And a radioactive rock, and a fire.” Tanner looked over his audience, spotted a small chair, and pulled it over so he could sit on it backwards, still facing the little crowd. “This was all a few days ago?” He saw nods, shrugs, and a few blank looks.

	“I think she might have freaked out because my brain implant failed and I had a seizure,” said a thin young man. He raised his hand. “Oh, hi. I’m Dan. I have a brain implant. The software has to get updated regularly and it’s been buggy lately.”

	“…cool,” said Tanner. “Is there anything going on now?”

	“Uh…yeah,” said a voice to his right. She’d seemed nervous and preoccupied all along, with her arms wrapped around her sides. “I’m Lisa. Has anyone seen my snake?”

	“What kind of snake?” Tanner asked levelly.

	“The xeno-herpetology lab wasn’t sure. That’s kind of why I brought him here,” she went on with an apologetic wince and shrug. “I wanted to see if they could tell me. He’s not from normal Terran stock, but he’s not super venomous.”

	“You sure you want this job?” asked Rhea.

	 

	SATURDAY AFTERNOON

	 

	“You cannot grow alien drugs in your refrigerator, Chet.”

	“They’re not drugs, they’re mushrooms. And they’re not alien, they’re just—”

	“Mushrooms don’t writhe fast enough that you can watch without time-lapse,” Tanner cut him off. He pointed to the purple and pink mass enveloping the interior of the refrigerator, while Chet’s roommates stood behind him with irritated scowls. “You said you started with one tray? Last night? This is exponential growth.”

	“Okay, but it’s not drugs.”

	“Were you gonna put them on your burgers?”

	“I guess I could do that, too,” Chet mumbled. “Hey wait—”

	His protests fell on deaf ears. Tanner snatched the power cable from the UV light taped to the refrigerator’s internal ceiling, cutting off at least some of the glow from the unnatural mass stuck to every surface. Several of the stems instantly drooped as if disappointed.

	“God, how fast would it grow if it wasn’t in a cold environment?” Tanner continued—and then stopped at the sudden blue tint to everything in his vision. Chet, his roommates, and even the walls behind him all shared the same azure tones. The others also shared new confused expressions.

	“Um, Tanner?” asked one. “Why are you green?”

	Tanner slammed the door on the refrigerator. “Right. Outside. Now. C’mon.” He dragged all four through their common room out into the hallway and slammed the door to their apartment. With a few breaths, his vision cleared, leaving him staring at four college freshman and a question of his responsibilities.

	He needed the trust of his dorm. He also needed to resolve the problem.

	“Guys. Chet. You have two choices. We can get rid of this now and forget about it, or we can report it and hope you didn’t just violate any Union laws on alien contact.” 

	“Whoa, seriously?” asked one.

	“I like the first option better,” said another.

	“Okay, but how?” asked the third.

	“There’s an independent generator down in the basement, right?” asked Tanner.

	“Uh…for emergencies, yeah?”

	“This counts. We’ll pull the fuel cell. Get the grav-lifter belt from the utility closet and bring the refrigerator to the basement.”

	“Okay. Why do we need the fuel cell?” wondered Chet.

	“Because white phosphorous is too complicated right now.”

	“Wait, what?”

	“We’re taking your whole refrigerator down to the basement and blowing it up, because I am not going to have a colony of alien drug mushrooms evolve into sentience on my dormitory floor. Got it?” Tanner started down the hall, but stopped. “Bring the cleaning supplies, too. Especially the brooms.”

	 

	SATURDAY NIGHT

	 

	Alarms and sirens still sent him looking for his helmet. Thankfully, he hadn’t quite dozed off when this one hit. The terror of lacking a vac suit and missing his helmet didn’t hit him so hard this time. The reaction was easier to shake off.

	This alarm was easier to recognize, too. It was around the corner from his room. Tanner rushed into the hall in only loose gym shorts, moving a step faster than his brain, but it all caught up by the time he found the door. With only one internal alarm going, the problem was likely just some burnt cooking or someone’s inhalants… except for all the software that was supposed to screen for that. But it could be a computer mistake.

	Muffled voices from within suggested awareness and emergency inside. The apartment likely had electronic baffles going for privacy, preventing real shouts or other noises from escaping. He considered letting the residents handle it.

	Then he smelled the smoke through the door. Real smoke. It wasn’t from food, either.

	Any relief at finding the door unlocked vanished as soon as he passed through, drowned out by the flickering flames and fumes of black smoke rising from the couch in the center of the common room. All four adjoining bedroom doors were open, with residents hurriedly filling cups and bowls in the sinks of the nearby bathroom and kitchen.

	By now, the cobwebs of sleep were gone from his mind. The scale of the problem was clear. It wasn’t hard to set his priorities.

	Tanner threw the door shut behind himself to trap the smoke inside before he strode to the burning couch. He gripped the bottom and heaved it over onto its back. Black fumes billowed out and up again, but the flames greatly diminished. “C’mon, bring over the water,” he beckoned to the shocked roommates. “We still want to douse this whole mess. Someone open a window, too. Let this smoke out.”

	“Uh… Butler! Open the windows,” Robbie called. Heeding his voice command, the common area’s windows overlooking the dorm’s lawn and parking lot opened up.

	Tanner’s presence and words instantly ratcheted the atmosphere of alarm downward. Timid freshmen brought their containers over and started pouring. “Get it all good and wet,” said Tanner. “It’s already ruined. You’re not going to hurt it worse with water.”

	“How did turning it over put it out?” asked a stunned Trevor.

	“Smothering a fire reduces oxygen flow. This carpet is fire-resistant. It’s the 23rd Century. Most carpets are fire-resistant. They only burn easily in movies and holo stuff,” said Tanner. “What I’d like to know is why only the internal alarm went off when you had an actual fire going… Robbie?”

	“What?” Robbie asked defensively.

	“Didn’t you say something this morning about a fire in here?”

	“Yeah, but it wasn’t a big deal,” Robbie retorted. “I just like candles, is all. The alarm gets all freaked out by an open flame, so I disabled the sensor.”

	“You disabled the fire sensor,” said Tanner. “For candles.”

	“Yeah! You know. It’s easier to sleep that way.”

	Frowning, Tanner pulled back the burnt couch to find broken and smeared wax on the floor beneath it—lots of wax. “Jesus fucking Christ, Robbie, are you setting up a cathedral?”

	“Okay, don’t make it a Catholic thing, Mr. Archangel,” Robbie grumbled.

	 

	 

	SUNDAY MORNING

	 

	From: Tanner

	To: Floor Nine (all)

	Subject: Everyone Gets a Puppy

	 

	Hi all,

	Sorry, I lied, we have no puppies. However, I wanted to say thanks for the warm welcome and also pass along a reminder that the stairwells are never an okay place to have sex, even if it’s not technically on our floor.

	 

	--Tanner

	 

	 

	MONDAY

	 

	“Okay, I was a little drunk last night.”

	“Clearly,” said Tanner.

	“Look, don’t judge me.”

	Tanner withheld none of his judgment. “Rhea, I think you might still be drunk.”

	“Pfff, not really.” Then she blinked. “Uh, are you gonna write me up for this?”

	“I don’t know. Right now, I don’t have any proof. It’s possible I could get proof, or you could clean up this mess before anyone else has to know about it.”

	“How?”

	“That sounds like a problem for you, not me. It’s only my problem if this isn’t cleaned up before someone else needs to use the room.”

	“Now? Seriously?” Rhea winced. “Man, I’ve got class in an hour and I’m so hungry.”

	“Yeah, I can see your hangover snack didn’t work out.”

	“Don’t judge me,” Rhea repeated.

	“Five pounds of rice, Rhea?” Tanner pressed. “In the laundry unit?”

	“I thought the hot cycle got hot enough, y’know?”

	 

	 

	TUESDAY

	 

	He didn’t have much to move into his room. Five years in the navy put him in the habit of living light. More recently, his wardrobe had been replaced and upgraded, along with a few simple luxuries like new electronics. It paid to have friends. With housing and meals covered, he had enough of a cushion to buy simple comforts like new bedding.

	Ordinary bedding still felt like a luxury, even all these months after being discharged. Maybe the Minos trip had reset his standards.

	A knock at the door turned him from his work, such as it was. He left his door open as the RA handbook suggested to make himself available. Phoebe stood in the doorway, eighteen and blonde and dressed in sweats. “Do you still make your bed the way they taught you?”

	“Who, the navy?” Tanner asked. “Nah. To be honest, I forgot how right after basic. Barely had to do it even then. We had to sleep in our vac suits anyway, so we slept on top of the sheets.”

	“My dad did a few years in the Union fleet. He still makes his bed that way.” She tilted her head with a new thought. “You’re supposed to keep things confidential, right? With this job?”

	“If a resident asks me to, sure.”

	Phoebe slowly ventured inside, her lips pressed tightly and her eyes turning this way and that. It wasn’t a big space; he had only the bedroom and his own bathroom. “You’ve never told what happened with Anton Brekhov. Not publicly.”

	Tanner didn’t answer.

	“Richest guy in the Union. Maybe the galaxy. Everyone wants to know. You’ve never said.”

	He waited.

	Phoebe helped herself to the chair at his small desk. She gripped one hand with the other, her eyes turning away to one corner. “The med-monitor on my holocom says I got pregnant the other night.”

	Tanner turned on the audio privacy baffles at his door and pulled up his other chair.

	 

	WEDNESDAY

	 

	It wasn’t impossible to study with the door open. The more he worked at it, the better he got. After a while, he could focus past the random noises of hallway traffic without losing his place in his reading. Even when some noise pulled his eyes away—which, if he was honest, happened more often than not—he didn’t find his concentration disrupted.

	With a little more training, his brain could differentiate between the idle bumps of passing students and an actual knock on his door, like the one he heard now. He looked up to find more than a distraction. This time, he found uniforms.

	“Tanner Malone?” said one of the pair. “I’m Lieutenant Commander Li. This is Lieutenant Rodriguez. We’re from Union Fleet Intelligence.”

	“Yeah, hi.” Tanner took his feet off his desk. “What’s going on?”

	“We have some follow-up questions from the Minos incident. Policy says we need to speak in person. It shouldn’t take long, but we need to speak in private.”

	“I’ve got kind of an availability thing going on right now, so I need to keep the door open,” said Tanner. “If you want to step inside, I can turn on the sound baffles at the door. Is that good enough?”

	“That should work,” said Li. He and Rodriguez came forward at Tanner’s gesture and waited as Tanner called up the baffle controls on his holocom.

	“Gotta admit, we were surprised to find you here,” Rodriguez said with a grin.

	“Oh? I told Fleet Intel you guys could find me through the university. Wasn’t a secret.”

	“No, I mean in the dorms,” said Rodriguez. “We knew you came back to the university, but I feel like Resident Advisor is…well. Must be a real change of pace after the war and Minos.”

	“You can ask what’s on your mind, Lieutenant,” Tanner assured him.

	Rodriguez stopped fighting his grin. He glanced through the doorway to the bulletin board on the opposite wall with its collection of silly pictures. “Is this where you want to be?”

	Tanner laughed. “Lieutenant, I—”

	A knock at the door cut him off. The sound heralded Lisa rounding the doorway, surprised at the sight of the two men in uniform. “Sorry,” she said in muffled silence, but Tanner cut the baffles with a beep. “Oh,” said Lisa, recognizing the sound. “Sorry. I didn’t know you had, um, company.”

	“It’s alright, Lisa. What’s up?” Tanner asked. Her wince was all the answer he needed. “Your snake got out again?”

	“Yeah,” she admitted. “I know where he is, but I need help cornering him.”

	“Sorry, this can’t wait,” said Tanner as he stood. “I doubt it’ll take long.”

	“Mister Malone?” Li blinked.

	“He’s venomous. It’s mild, but still.” Tanner paused at the doorway, looking back at Rodriguez. “I get a real bed. I don’t need to sleep in a vac suit. Someone left me half a box of donuts at my door this morning and nobody’s deliberately trying to kill me. Honestly, this is the best job I’ve ever had.”
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