
  
    [image: Habitual Heroes]
  


  
    
      HABITUAL HEROES

      

    

    
      
        ELLIOTT KAY

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Elliott Kay

      All rights reserved.

      Cover Illustration Copyright 2021 Dan Watson

      danwatsonart.com

      Cover Design Copyright 2021 Lee Moyer

      Leemoyer.com

      This material may be protected by copyright.No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY ELLIOTT KAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Good Intentions

      Natural Consequences

      Days of High Adventure (related)

      Life in Shadows

      Personal Demons

      Past Due

      

      Poor Man’s Fight

      Rich Man’s War

      Dead Man’s Debt

      No Medals for Secrets

      Last Man Out

      

      Wandering Monsters Series:

      Run Like Hell

      Nowhere to Run

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        WARNING

      

    

    
      
        1. Good Intentions: Outsourced

      

      
        2. Clear Communication

      

      
        3. Supportive Relationships

      

      
        4. Legitimacy

      

      
        5. Proper Focus

      

      
        6. Guardians

      

      
        7. Wandering Monsters: Don’t Overthink It

      

      
        8. Wandering Monsters: Justice

      

      
        9. Poor Man’s Fight: Field Testing

      

      
        10. Perspective

      

      
        11. An Honest Business

      

      
        12. Soft Targets

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      HABITUAL HEROES contains stories from the series Poor Man’s Fight, Wandering Monsters, and Good Intentions. Collectively they include explicit violence, explicit sex, explicit language, explicit economic discontent, sorcery, lies, fluff, breaking and entering, premeditated public indecency, analysis of adult film, impersonation of a cow, angel gossip, punching, kicking, stabbing, shooting, defenestration, casual sex, assertive sex, sex in a stranger’s office, sex under the table, awkward shopping encounters, unsafe starship hallways, a jerk throwing a rock at a cat, the same jerk getting stomped for it, outdated sports merchandise, kidnapping, intimidation, judgmental peers, college hook-ups, persistent enabling, incomplete college notes, polyamory talk, hiding things from Mom, Tacoma traffic, snarky book titles, price gouging, the social and emotional trauma of a superior sense of smell, sorcerous inadequacy, rampant speculation, orc civics lessons, passive aggression, insubordination, ambushes, abusive leadership, misuse of medical equipment, betrayal, conspiracy, corruption, looting, espionage, baiting, social engineering, running in socks, weaponized shrooms, home invasion, a surprise snake, and failure to disclose the cult origins of used furniture.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            GOOD INTENTIONS: OUTSOURCED

          

        

      

    

    
      Shortly after Past Due

      

      “Your friend has already suffered for your obstinance. Our patience wears thin.” Flawless Mandarin flowed from the phone’s speaker. The screen displayed a bloodied young man bound to the simple chair in a featureless white corner. “You will deliver the coins in strict accordance with our instructions or he dies. Act wisely.”

      Jin hit the button to stop the replay loop and looked to Yoshi. “Anything?”

      “Nothing.” Natsuo loomed over the phone on the table beside Jin, shaking his head. “I didn’t hear anything in the background. Just the voice. Cold-blooded bastard.”

      “Shit, I was right. They’ve got a watcher spirit out there,” Yumi warned from across the living room of Jin’s condo, peeking through the drapes. In her late twenties and with her hair pulled back tightly, Yumi left home readier for trouble than the others. Her clothes struck a rugged street look compared to the suits and business casual worn by her friends. “Flew by just now.”

      “You’re sure it was a watcher?” asked Jin.

      “Yeah. It’s a big one, too.” She risked another peek. Several stories below her vantage point, Seattle’s International District carried on like any other day. Cars and pedestrians roamed the streets without a clue to any danger, magical or otherwise. “It’ll have the whole block covered. Even if we slipped out of here without any of their guys seeing us, that thing will spot us by our magic instantly.”

      “We could leave without magic.” Michael sat at the dining table opposite Jin and Natsuo, his hands to either side of a small ceramic bowl dusted with ground-up herbs and ashes of incense. He was heavier-set than the rest and nearing middle age, with his black hair trimmed down to stubble and his goatee cut to match. “Once we’re away, we can cast again.”

      “We won’t know we’ve gotten away clean until I cast a spell to see the watcher,” said Yumi. “And then if it still has us, we’re busted.”

      “Re-casting any magic useful in a fight would take some time, too. Some of us need that boost. We’re not all tough guys,” said Natsuo.

      “Have to work on that later,” mumbled Michael.

      “For now, we can’t risk that kind of vulnerability,” said Jin. “Even they don’t expect us to go to this meeting defenseless. It’s bad enough that they got Daniel. We don’t want them to catch any of us, too. Or worse.”

      “They still think we don’t know about their place in Seward Park,” said Natsuo. “Daniel’s got to be there. If it wasn’t for that spirit…”

      “They’d still spot us coming,” Yumi finished for him. It wasn’t the finish he wanted. “If they’ve got a watcher spirit here, they’re bound to have one at the house. We’d never get near it fast enough to do anything about it, and then Daniel’s gone.”

      “She’s right. We need to think outside the box.” Jin leaned on the table, staring at the phone yet leaving it dark. He didn’t need a visual reminder of Daniel all torn up and alone. He needed a plan. “We’ve got an idea of how many guys they’ve got. They won’t all show up for the hand-off. Some will have to stay behind to guard Daniel. The rest are bound to show up early to secure the site.”

      “All they need to coordinate is a cell phone or magic. They’ve got both,” said Natsuo.

      “Yes, but they’ll still be split. They probably already are. It’s a weak point. We need some way to exploit it.”

      A hum and vibration brought Jin’s hand to the inner pocket of his blazer. He put the phone to his ear. “Yes?”

      “Sorry to interrupt. We have a person of interest in the store. He’s on camera eight now,” said the woman on the phone.

      “Thank you.” Frowning, Jin stepped over to the open laptop computer on the kitchen counter and tapped the space bar to bring up the screen. Two taps on the mousepad conjured a spread of security camera feeds, each showing a different angle of the pan-Asian shopping mall downstairs. While several cameras covered the food court and adjoining specialty stores, most watched the supermarket that took up the bulk of the main floor—including camera eight.

      By the time he clicked on that feed, Natsuo and Yumi were at his side. All three looked down at snack-stuffed shelves playing host to a single ordinary-looking shopper in a leather jacket. He was young, white, and thin, with short black hair and an utterly casual air. “Who’s that?” asked Yumi.

      “Carlisle,” said Jin. “The guy Molly and Onyx keep around.”

      “What’s he doing here?”

      “Shopping, looks like.”

      “What are the odds of that guy shopping here now?” asked Natsuo.

      “Maybe pretty good,” said Michael. All three turned to look at him. He gestured to his bowl of ashes and herbs. “I cast a luck spell a little while ago.”

      “That’s what you were doing?” Natsuo frowned. “I thought it was something predictive.”

      “Predictive?” Michael frowned back.

      “You know I can barely read Chinese.”

      Michael gestured again at his bowl, scowling deeper. “This spell is Celtic.”

      “That bowl is covered in Hanzi.”

      “It was the bowl on the counter. It has the Beijing Olympics logo.”

      “God, that was 2008, you people are so old,” Yumi groaned.

      Jin watched the video, thinking things through. “They wouldn’t have anyone in the building. It’s too risky for their sorcerers and I doubt they would trust ordinary agents against us. If this is a luck spell at work, let’s talk to him.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      This is what he got for eating anything out of an unmarked bowl at Jason’s place. Now he had an addiction for a snack he couldn’t name. He knew this would happen.

      Foresight drove him to pick up the bottle of mirin and the good soy sauce as soon as he came in. Seasonal displays put the cherry blossom treats in front of him before he forgot those, too. He remembered the bok choy mostly because of the list in his phone. He wasn’t through with that list, but he didn’t want anything frozen sitting through this part.

      The marshmallow treats were easy enough to find. It was the rest of the snacks that kicked his ass. Alex thought for sure he’d remember what the stupid package looked like, but now the wall of crackers mocked him with labels he didn’t understand and smaller-print English text in combinations he didn’t quite trust to match his memory.

      He could speak and read French, Spanish, German, and more. His Vietnamese was functional, though hardly academic. Linguistic drift rendered other languages from his older past lives mostly useless in modern times, but his classical Latin and ancient Greek had their oddly handy moments. Some lives were louder and more consistent within his memories than others.

      He had lived in China, of course. Japan, too. It would’ve been weird if his reincarnations had somehow skipped all of Asia for two thousand years. But those lives were so short, so far back, and so rural that Alex couldn’t even place them in history—and much like Skorri and others, his life in Japan didn’t include literacy.

      “God damn it,” Alex muttered. He walked down the aisle to a section with more familiar merchandise, tossed a couple boxes of Pocky into his basket, and nearly gave up… but no. Damn it, no. He made the trip. The snacks on the shelf weren’t infinite. He had to be able to figure this out somehow.

      It was a kind of rice snack. No seaweed, so that eliminated some things easily enough. Spicy, but not particularly hot, which only meant the endless debate over what really counted as hot or not. That still left more contenders than Alex wanted to buy at once. He didn’t want a cabinet of barely-eaten snacks in his kitchen, but… “Suppose I could have worse problems.”

      “Alex?” The sound of his name broke his trivial obsession. It wasn’t as if the newcomer snuck up on him, but he still blinked with surprise. A handsome face with Chinese features offered a polite smile. He wore a nicely-cut navy blue suit and tie like looking sharp was his casual mode. “Alex Carlisle? I’m Jin. We didn’t get introduced at the casino meeting in January before things went badly.”

      “Right. Hi.” That explained why he looked familiar, at least. Jin had played co-host with Kate until it all turned into bullets and demons. “Bad night for everyone.”

      “It would’ve been worse without Molly and Onyx, and yourself. I hope you understand all the tension and distance that followed.”

      “Yeah, I guess I can see that.” In truth, Alex only knew the fallout second-hand, but he got it from intimate sources.

      “Are you here alone?” asked Jin.

      Alex hesitated before erring on the side of diplomacy. “We got the impression you don’t want Lorelei in the ID, so she’s staying out. She doesn’t want trouble. I’m just shopping.”

      “That’s fine,” Jin assured him, only for his gaze to flick past Alex.

      That prompted the younger man to look over his shoulder, presenting another man from that night at the casino. His clothes took only a step down from Jin’s, with no tie and a loosened collar, while his shoulders were notably thicker. Also unlike Jin, this one must have approached with deliberate stealth. “Nobody,” the man said to Jin.

      Alex looked from one to the other. Though he felt no imminent threat, this didn’t seem casual. “You sure it’s fine if I’m shopping here?”

      “It’s not about you or your friends. We have reasons to be careful right now. This is Michael,” said Jin. “He’s part of my circle.”

      Michael stared down at Alex’s basket. Marshmallow treats in cutesy packaging sat on top of most of his selections. His stare broke and their eyes met. “They’re that good?” he asked.

      “I have to buy enough to share,” said Alex.

      “Huh. Learned something already,” muttered Michael.

      “I believe I asked that your friend tread lightly, but I suppose there are many ways to interpret that,” said Jin. “Would you be willing to speak with us privately? We have a serious problem and you might be able to help. It’s urgent.”

      This time, Alex didn’t worry about covering his hesitation. They knew people in common, but these sorcerers were still essentially strangers—and politeness aside, they knew exactly enough about Lorelei to be deeply wary.

      They didn’t know about Rachel, or at least they shouldn’t.

      “Sure,” he replied, and then found himself walking with the pair almost as soon as the word fell from his mouth. They rounded the end of the aisle and turned for the freezers and seafood. “Um, my stuff?” Alex mumbled. “I haven’t paid for this.”

      “We’ve got it.” Michael took the basket from his grasp, only to hand it off to the nearest man in a store apron with a couple brief words. The attendant nodded and carried it off. Michael continued on, nodding towards a doorway labeled “employees only” behind a bay of freezers. Jin opened it up with no resistance and no alarms to reveal a stairway going up, presumably to the apartments above the stores.

      “Wait, do you guys run the market?” asked Alex as he followed.

      “We don’t run it or own it, but we’ve got a close relationship,” said Jin. “To the earlier point about your friend, we don’t claim the whole International District as territory. We keep an eye on things, but it’s not our turf and we’re not a gang.”

      “I got the impression that territory is still a thing for, um, circles,” said Alex. Isolated stairwell or not, he didn’t want to say too much too freely.

      “Yes, but that’s mostly an issue of magic, not physical travel. Many circles have overlapping territories, especially in big cities.”

      The climb covered five floors before they stepped into a carpeted apartment hallway. Between the apartment doors, red trim and comfortable lighting hosted black and white portraits of the district and the rest of Seattle across decades. The place felt at least as nice as the luxury condo building Alex called home. Maybe nicer.

      Jin rapped his knuckles twice over one doorknob before turning it and leading the way inside. Alex noted the absence of a key despite the lock. He wondered if he’d just seen magic at work, and then wondered if he was being paranoid. Inside, the little group passed an entryway and a kitchen like any other apartment. Then he came to the living room where a man and woman stood by a table—one with a spread of pistols, a couple submachine guns, and several blades.

      Okay. Maybe not magic, but not completely paranoid, thought Alex.

      Thankfully, he wasn’t the only one to notice. “You pulled this all stuff out now?” asked Jin.

      “You said to get ready to move,” said the woman. “This is all there is left to do.”

      “You knew we were bringing up company,” said Michael.

      “Yeah, and he’s supposed to be cool. So?”

      “Alex, this is Yumi and Natsuo. They’re with our circle, too. Yumi, did you see anything?”

      “Nobody moved or reacted on the cameras when you were down there or when you came up,” she answered. “No change outside. I think you’re right. They don’t have eyes on the inside.”

      “They?” Alex looked from one face to the other, to the table of weapons, and the laptop with the security camera feeds, before finally coming back to Jin. He tried to hold a friendly, good-humored grin despite all the red flags. “Okay, why are we being weird?”

      “How do you know this is weird?” Yumi replied.

      “People who keep their murder toys in a pile on the dining table don’t normally keep the rest of their place so spotless and tidy.” Alex shrugged. “I admit, I’m stereotyping.”

      “We’re in a hostage situation, and we’re up against the clock,” said Jin. “A rival circle came into town from China looking for magical artifacts that found their way here through the black market. Some of it was peaceful enough. They offered money and the owners sold. That’s fine, but then they murdered someone who wouldn’t sell. When we had something they wanted and turned down their offers, they kidnapped a member of our circle. If we don’t hand it over within the next couple of hours, they’ll kill him.”

      “And if we do hand it over, they may still try to take us out to tie up loose ends,” warned Natsuo.

      Jin nodded. “It’s true. They were quick to violence when they didn’t get what they wanted.”

      “Hours?” asked Alex. Tension gathered at his shoulders and neck. He didn’t know where to start with his questions. “Are you sure your guy is still alive?”

      Jin slid a cell phone onto the table. The screen presented a bloodied figure probably not much older than Alex, seated in a small chair with his hands behind his back. He wore simple sweats and a t-shirt, like he’d been taken at the gym or on a run, or maybe just chilling out at home. Someone outside the frame held his head up by his jet-black hair to face the camera.

      “His name is Daniel,” said Jin. “He went to high school on the south side. Graduated only a couple years ago. His mentor died in the casino. We’ve been trying to make good on that.”

      “Fuck,” Alex hissed. The image was more than enough to piss him off. Details only added to it. He wondered if that wasn’t the whole point, but it didn’t matter—not if the picture was legit. “Who are these guys? How many are there? What’s their deal? Is this some reclamation move for colonial theft? I know that’s a thing with art, at least.”

      “No. There’s no colonial plunder at work in our case, unless you feel like that applies to the whole diaspora. We can trace a straight line of inheritance. Our enemy might feel that isn’t good enough, and there’s always simple ambition and greed.

      “This is a circle of eight or so Practitioners. If their circle has a name, they haven’t shared it. The leader introduced himself as Zhu Tiang, which is probably false. Whatever connections and allies they have back in China, I doubt more than a couple are Practitioners themselves. Large circles like the Brotherhood and the Light are rare. It looks like this is the whole group.”

      “What’s the MacGuffin?”

      “The which?” asked Jin.

      “The artifact. What are they after?” asked Alex.

      The circle of sorcerers shared an uncomfortable glance before Michael answered. “It’s a set of ancient coins. They’re useful in dealing with spirits and ghosts. Think of it as paying a spirit to settle down or move on. It’s not literal, but we don’t need to get into it.”

      “They don’t do much good with an openly hostile spirit, or we’d be using them right now. That’s one of our problems,” said Natsuo.

      “The bad guys have a watcher spirit covering this whole block,” Yumi explained. “It’s mostly harmless to mundanes. If we go anywhere, it’ll spot us and warn its bosses. Even if we could banish it or pay it off, the bosses would know that, too. If we go anywhere or do much of anything outside of what Zhu expects, they’ll know.”

      Alex nodded. He didn’t know much about spirits or ghosts, or even the difference between the two. A glance at the clock on the kitchen counter stopped him from asking more about it. “What do you want me to do?”

      “We’re sure they’re holding Daniel in a big house in Seward Park,” Jin began. “It’s up for sale soon, so it’s full of staging furniture but nobody actually lives there. Zhu told us to bring the coins to the other side of town and says they’ll deliver Daniel here when it’s done. We can deal with a fight or a double-cross at the meet, but that still leaves Daniel hanging. We can’t get to him without them seeing us coming. We think you can.”

      “You want me to rescue him while you play along with the bad guy’s demands?”

      “Or before. They’ll have to split their strength to cover both places at once, and they’re bound to lean heavier on the meet. You’ve fought sorcerers and demons. I’ve seen you. I’m not saying it isn’t dangerous, but you can do this.”

      “Also, they don’t know you,” added Yumi. “If they see us, they’ll kill Daniel. If some random white dude shows up and starts shit?” She shrugged. “They might not connect it right away.”

      “You know I don’t really work alone, right?” Alex let out a huff as other thoughts caught up to him. “Hell, it’s not even ‘work’ for me, it’s just shit happening. I didn’t get through any of the crazy stuff on my own.”

      “You can’t bring in anyone else,” Yumi answered quickly.

      Jin held up a gentle, patient hand, but Alex saw new tension in all four of the sorcerers. It had probably been there all along. “They’ll have another watcher spirit guarding the house,” Jin explained. “It will sense magic within half a mile or more. They will have mystical wards, too. You are ideal because you do not rely on magic. You can’t call in Molly and Onyx, and you cannot bring the demon into this.”

      “I’m not gonna go on a rescue mission against a gang of sorcerers and not tell my girlfriend first,” came Alex’s dry reply.

      “Your—?” Yumi bit her tongue.

      Another round of uncomfortable glances flashed across the room. This time, Alex joined in. “You didn’t know that part?”

      “The witches were assertive about privacy,” said Jin.

      “We didn’t assume anything,” mumbled Natsuo.

      “Your girlfriend? Seriously?” Michael blinked at Alex, as if hearing neither of his friends.

      Yumi said nothing, but her wide eyes turned away sharply.

      “Alright, whatever,” said Alex. “Rescue. Fine.” Lorelei and Rachel wouldn’t want him to handle this on his own, but they would also understand the circumstances. Looking at the clock, Alex doubted anyone else could meet him in time. “I walked here. I’ll need some kind of ride. I should probably have gloves and a burner phone, too. And a couple weapons.”

      “You aren’t carrying anything?” asked Yumi.

      “Y’know, I’m in the ID and the neighborhood sorcerers gave me and my friends a bunch of side-eye last time we met. I figured maybe it’d be rude to come into their turf while strapped,” Alex grumbled. “Also, carrying guns and knives all the time is a little ridiculous.”

      “Yeah, until this kind of shit pops up,” Yumi huffed.

      “Fair,” said Alex.

      “We can take care of all that,” said Natsuo.

      “Okay. I’m in. Tell me what to expect.”

      Natsuo and Yumi turned to the table full of weapons. Jin moved to the laptop on the counter to call up a map. Alex found Michael’s judgmental frown still fixed on him. “Seriously?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The borrowed car took him briefly onto the freeway and off again at the Rainier Brewery into South Seattle. Between trees with fading cherry blossoms and rising spring leaves, gentrification and new condos steadily encroached upon older neighborhoods. He knew most of the way to his destination, but life generally kept him to parts downtown and northward.

      Low-rent apartments and struggling houses rose in quality with the elevation. The higher he climbed, the more money he saw. It matched satellite pictures from his cursory Google search. While not every home was extravagant, the neighborhood held several of Seattle’s rare swimming pools and tennis courts. Most of the homes sat fairly close together despite their wealth. Along with the lack of space came hedges, retaining walls, and the odd private driveway. That offered some narrow room to maneuver as long as he moved fast.

      His target sat behind some of those walls and hedges. He couldn’t see much from the street, which was surely why the bad guys chose it, but the house hardly counted as a fortress. He could see the driveway from the street, where a gate blocked a path through well-kept greenery. Neighboring houses blocked the other approaches—at least by car.

      Going right up to the front door was silly. Every experience from reality to video games told him to look around the outside first and take advantage of whatever opportunities he could find. Alex parked around the block and picked up his burner phone. “Here. Moving in,” he texted.

      Memories and lessons from past lives guided the way. Vietnam limited Will’s experience at urban warfare, but he knew stealth and recon. Simon endured enough house-to-house fights with the Nazis to solidly prefer his tank. Scipio had the skills to fight up close, as did John, and Xun, and most of the others.

      Skorri perhaps knew this kind of fight better than the rest. His preferred approach involved wedging the doors shut and setting the home on fire. Skorri didn’t do a lot of rescue missions.

      Alex brought his own abilities to the task. Though he didn’t know the neighborhood, he could guess the layout and patterns as a city native. He also could guess which neighboring homes were currently empty, like the one directly behind his target, and his fit and light frame could easily climb over a boundary wall.

      Along with all that came his perfectly modern, normal sensibilities. Jesus Christ, what are you doing, Alex? he wondered on the other side of the wall. The questions had nagged at him quietly all this way. Now that he was in it, the warnings got loud. You don’t know these people. You don’t know either side of this fight. You’re trespassing through some rando’s yard on your way to, what? Break into a house and thug a bunch of strangers in the hope that it’s the right thing? You gonna just whack the first dude you see before you really know what’s up?

      “Mreeaaoww!” The yelp jolted him out of his thoughts. A grey and black cat fell from the wall up ahead, landing on its side rather than the usual feet-first display. A small but solid rock hit the ground beside the cat. Scrambling upright instantly, the cat glanced once at Alex before scampering to safety. Within two seconds, Alex went from alarm to fear for the cat to relief as it ran off without injury. Then he heard laughter from someone on the other side of the wall: a man, cruelly amused, with no one else responding or joining in.

      Okay, I’m definitely fucking that guy up.

      Mindful, practiced steps took Alex across the grass in silence. The guy on the other side of the wall had less concern for silence. Alex heard feet across gravel and the scratch-like burble of a vape pen. A white cloud rose over the yard. Thank you, Mr. Vape, Alex thought.

      The next pull off the vape pen provided audio cover. Alex hooked his hands and braced his feet on the wall. He pulled himself up smoothly, accepting the risk of popping up right in someone’s line of sight. Good judgment and luck held out. The lone man in the black leather racing jacket and designer jeans had his back to Alex, standing in grass now instead of the gravel path from the back door. A sweeping glance of the two-story house’s back windows and sliding patio door revealed mostly closed drapes.

      Alex pulled himself over the wall in near silence. Rather than dropping to the other side right away, Alex kept the top of the wall under his feet and walked its length in a low, creeping stance, seizing the benefits of a clear and sturdy path. He closed the distance in heartbeats. He was good at this.

      Mr. Vape caught one sound or another and turned sooner than Alex liked. It wasn’t soon enough to save him. Alex leaped off the wall with his right fist cocked, fingers closed around the same rock his target had thrown at the cat. Sunglasses and a face in its mid-thirties flashed gave half a second of surprise before the Alex clocked him across the temple.

      They fell onto wet grass and firm ground. Alex handled it better, promptly rising to his knees for a brutal punch to the gut. That brought Mr. Vape halfway upright in a wheeze of pain, only for Alex to elbow him in the face and lay him out on his back again. Another sharp punch to the side of the head ensured at least a moment of safety and silence.

      Alex spun and checked his surroundings. No one appeared. Nobody cried out. The yard remained quiet and still, with only a soft breeze disturbing the bushes along the farthest wall. He threw open Mr. Vape’s jacket to find a pistol in a shoulder rig. That at least confirmed Alex was in the right place.

      Though the gun could come in handy, Alex separated the magazine from the pistol and tossed the pieces in opposite directions. He still didn’t like the thought of bullets flying around with potential innocents next door. Even now, Alex felt reluctant to get lethal… right up until he felt the weird pull of wind from the back of his neck with a weird, animal rasp.

      A borrowed dagger flashed from within his jacket as Alex spun and thrust on instinct. He kept low in his pivot, not knowing what to expect but certain it couldn’t be natural.

      The face that met his gaze spread out in a broad, round shape. Almost comically big eyes and teeth stood out in a mix of shaggy white hair and scales. His mind flashed to Chinese paper dragons and parades, except this thing was real despite its puppet-like features—real, and semi-transparent, and floating in the air… and holding still with a blade thrust into its mouth.

      “Agkh,” choked the dragon awkwardly.

      No, Alex realized. Not a dragon. His mind only associated that at first glance, but now he saw more of that translucency and wispy qualities at its edges. Jin’s crew warned of watcher spirits. They also hoped the lack of magic would leave Alex unnoticed. So much for that hope.

      “Hrragh?” it gagged.

      Maybe it’s the knife? Alex thought, but that made no sense. They wanted him to go in without magic at all. They wouldn’t have given him a magic knife. Alex carried no spells, had no mystic powers or blood… but he had interacted with magic a lot. His hands carried stains. Maybe that was enough to draw it in. Maybe it’s me?

      The spirit looked at least as shocked as Alex. Maybe it didn’t know everything, either.

      “You gonna be quiet?” Alex asked softly. He hoped it understood English.

      “Gghah-hah,” answered the creature. Something about it gave the sense of a nod, but the spirit surely didn’t want to move its head with a dagger plunged into its throat.

      “Okay, ‘cause this is a really awkward pose for me and I’m sure it’s way worse for you.”

      “Ah… ahuh!”

      “I’ll pull this straight out and let you go if you promise you’ll go away. Job’s over. You can go home now. I’ve got these guys. We good?”

      “Ahuh!”

      His knees and ankles already complained about his stance. He didn’t know how long he could hold his balance. Alex pulled back slow and straight and steady. The spirit reciprocated, floating backward with a growling whine like a dog, only to jerk away as soon as the blade was out of its mouth. Then it turned and whipped backward, fading into nothing like the vapor from the fallen sentry’s pen.

      Alex let out a breath. That took care of the watcher spirit.

      Then he remembered the other complication that kept the ID crew from handling this on their own. If they acted against the watcher spirit, its summoners would know.

      Shit. Shit, shit, shit. Alex scrambled to his feet and swept the yard one more time. Back door? No. If I have to run, I’d only be out here again. The yard hooked around the side of the house, probably leading to the front porch and the doorstep. Alex took the path at a run. The side gate opened with a rattle. Anyone listening on the inside was bound to hear it. Don’t give them time to think about it, Alex decided. Shouldn’t be more than four of them, with one down in the back. He looked like some jackass from the pool hall not a sorcerer. Maybe play to that crowd?

      Alex reached the front with nothing cleverer than “pool hall asshole” in his mind. He pounded on the door. “Hey!” he bellowed, and then added the first name to pop into his head. “Rachel! Hey! I know you’re in there!”

      The response wasn’t long in coming, but the door didn’t open. “You have the wrong house,” said someone on the other side, his accent plain but his English clear. “Go away.”

      “Oh, no I don’t,” Alex shouted back. “I know she’s cheating on me! Who are you? How long have you been hooking up?” He pounded on the door again. “Rachel, I see your Prius outside!”

      “Wrong house!” the man repeated. “Your dumb bitch isn’t here!”

      Alex kicked the door. “Don’t my girlfriend a dumb bitch!”

      A rattling chain and the sound of the deadbolt heralded the next steps. The door opened for a man with at least ten years and a hundred pounds on Alex, wearing a suit without a tie and a tight goatee. His eyes flared with impatience—and a red glow of magic. “Go away,” he ordered.

      On any ordinary asshole, the spell would have worked. Against Alex, with an iron nail in his pocket to blunt the power of magic and enough exposure to supernatural commands to build up a resistance, the spell only inflicted an intimidating chill. Alex could handle intimidation. “Make me,” he growled.

      Though the big man expected his spell to work, he didn’t show instant alarm at its failure. He had other tools to try, like the big fist that hooked around the door straight for his annoying visitor’s head. Ready for such a move, Alex caught his wrist and slammed it against the door. The blade held low in his other hand came up in another snap to plunge deep into his attacker’s arm, impaling the man against the surprisingly penetrable door.

      Shock and good hinges did the rest. Struggling with his awkward predicament and pain, the guy all but abandoned any effort to block the intruder. Alex slugged the screaming goon in the side for good measure before pushing him and the door aside.

      Straight ahead, he found a rising stairway and main-floor hall in parallel, with a doorway to the kitchen on his left and a broader open living room space to his right. The latter produced his next threat with the doorman’s back-up close at hand.

      At first glance, Alex saw only a dark track suit, short dark hair, and a youthful sneer. Then the man’s open palm came up in a thrusting move, thumb tucked inward, accompanied by a shout of some word Alex didn’t recognize. They were six feet apart and yet the motion shoved Alex against the staircase. Though it hurt, the sorcerer seemed to expect more. He was even more displeased when Alex pushed through the waning magic to counterattack. “Chen!” he cried out.

      The other one at the door wheezed a reply Alex didn’t understand. By then the two younger men were in a flurry of fists and blocks. Track Suit turned out to be good with his hands, deflecting and retaliating with a swipe against the cheek. Another cry of magic ignited Track Suit’s arm, bringing flames with his next punch. Alex barely turned in time to take it on his leather-clad shoulder rather than his face.

      A knee to Alex’s gut also offered his first break. Alex caught the leg and shoved with a roar, leaning into Will’s dirty instincts and Skorri’s rage to make up for the gap in speed. The pair landed on a sturdy upholstered chair, and then the floor, with Track Suit taking the brunt of both falls. Heat and flame from that burning arm prevented Alex from making a real ground fight of it, but so far the fire frightened more than it hurt. That fright turned straight into fury, which Alex drove into punches against his opponent’s chest and gut.

      He couldn’t stay down here. He couldn’t invest in any single fight, and he sure as hell didn’t want to get burned. The jacket and gloves at least protected him so far. Alex grabbed and twisted the burning arm, wrenching himself up off the floor and Track Suit with him, holding his foe just long enough to send him head first into a glass coffee table.

      The flames around his arm flickered out. He didn’t move right away. It had to be enough. Alex spun to see Chen free from the door and lurching his way with that bloody dagger in hand. Coming for an obvious lunge, Alex faked Chen out to land a cheap kick to the groin. The blow blunted Chen’s momentum and shook his balance. It also set up an elbow to the face, a blocking move to keep the dagger away, and finally a glance that gave Alex an idea.

      Once more, Alex grabbed and twisted his enemy’s arm. This time, he didn’t swing for a low target. He got one leg between Chen’s and pivoted hard. Chen stumbled through the open doorway only for Alex to slam it shut behind him and throw the deadbolt.

      It wouldn’t last. If Chen didn’t have the key, he could always crash through the windows. Alex darted through the living room to the hallway corner on the other side. He needed to sweep the house fast while he had some of the enemy wounded and off-balance. Better to take on any remaining opponent alone than letting them regroup.

      The hallway bent right, holding doorways to a home office to the left, a bathroom on the right, and again to a small bedroom. Each held bland staging furniture. None held tortured people tied to chairs. Alex swept through the rear living and dining rooms facing the back patio for another fruitless check before giving up on the bottom floor.

      It made sense. The upstairs would be more isolated. He turned down the hallway beside the staircase, meaning to sweep around and up. Then he saw the deadbolt turn and the front door push open. Alex charged.

      Chen made it through the door with the dagger still in hand, his attention naturally turned first toward the living room and the expected fight. He spotted Alex and raised the blade to meet an attack, but he wasn’t ready for the momentum behind it. A sneaker-clad foot got in under the dagger into Chen’s gut, sending him staggering outside again.

      His key still sat in the deadbolt. Alex snatched it out and flung the door shut. Chen’s look of objection and despair flashed in front of his eyes before the latch caught and the deadbolt turned once more.

      Chen shouted and pounded on the door. Track Suit remained where he laid in the shattered coffee table. Alex vaulted up the stairs, wary but hopeful that any remaining foe would have appeared to help their teammates by now. Without enemies up in his face, Alex had an instant to think. Fury made room for memory.

      The stairway and the halls were wider here than in Europe during the war. Ceilings rose higher. His feet kept to the sides of each step to diminish noise just as he had learned in France. Other lessons came back, quickly meshing with modern life. He’d be surrounded mostly by drywall. It broke line of sight, but it didn’t absorb sound. Or bullets.

      All of the bedroom and bathroom doors were visible from the top of the stairs. Only two were shut. Somehow Alex doubted they kept the tortured hostage in the master bedroom. He crept away from that option toward the others, thinking more about the war and the need to get creative. Before reaching the space between the doors, Alex crouched low and reached out to the center of the hall with one leg, pushing until the floorboard creaked.

      Gunfire popped and drywall burst with rounds flying through one wall. Alex jerked his leg back and cringed, counting four shots as his thoughts caught up with his reflexes. “Whoa, hey, stop!” he shouted. “People live in this neighborhood!”

      “Come closer and your friend dies!” shouted back a voice from the room on the right. At least he knew where to look. The shooter had just ventilated the other room, anyway. He also left Alex with the kind of hostage situation he didn’t want. Alex thought fast for a way to side-step it.

      “What friend? Who are you talking about?”

      “Don’t lie! You aren’t here for any Rachel!”

      “Okay, you got me,” said Alex. “I’m here for my money.” He shifted to another side of the hallway lest the shooter get too certain of his position.

      “What? What money?”

      “My money. The money Zhu owes me!” Oh god please don’t let this be Zhu, he realized. He shifted spots again, treading carefully on spots close to the walls.

      “Zhu doesn’t owe any money,” the shooter scowled audibly.

      “Bro, I just went through your boys downstairs and your ghost watch dog outside and I will go through you, too. I want my fucking money.” Alex glanced warily back down the stairs. He expected Chen to come back inside any second now. Maybe Mr. Vape, too. Would the shooter make his move then?

      “Who are you? What is your name?”

      “Fuck you, pay me. That’s my name.” He moved one last time, slipping up against the closed door beside the knob.

      Downstairs, metal rolled against metal as the sliding glass patio door opened. Alex grimaced at the oversight. He could’ve thrown that lock. Still, his vigilance paid off as the bedroom door flew open and the pistol emerged—without a hand holding it. The floating gun fired twice at his last spot before Alex snatched it out of the air. Whatever magic guided it wasn’t enough to contest a human grip. Alex didn’t even question it as he turned inside the bedroom with two occupants. One sat in a chair in tattered and blood-stained clothes. The other didn’t. Alex hurled the gun.

      Two pounds of Glock collided with a thirtysomething in business casual wear. The blow gave Alex time to cross the distance for a first punch. That knocked the shooter onto the bed and allowed Alex to land a second hit, and the next, and the next. He didn’t want to get to know this guy. He definitely didn’t want to know what other magic the guy could do.

      Chen would be up for another round any second. Maybe he paused to gather his pals. Maybe he would come around the corner right now. Alex stopped pummeling the shooter to throw the door closed again, whirled back to punch more or deal with a counterattack if he had to, and found his last opponent on the bed clutching his face and groaning.

      The prisoner stared back at him from a chair through one bloodshot eye. The other eye was swollen shut. He rasped out a frightened breath.

      “Daniel?” asked Alex.

      “Aw, fuck, I knew it,” the shooter groaned. Alex punched him again.

      “Who’re you?” Daniel mumbled.

      “A friend. I’m here to get you home.” Alex glanced to Daniel’s chair and sighed with relief at the sight of handcuffs. Standard cuff keys had been on his ring ever since Vancouver. He reached into his pocket to take care of that problem.

      Then came the heavy thud of footsteps rushing up the stairs. It had to be at least two of the others, if not all three. They were on their toes now. They had numbers and magic. Alex grabbed the gun off the floor with its half-empty magazine and got in front of Daniel. Seizing on the noise, the battered guard whirled around as if to strike. Whatever he planned didn’t make it all the way to action. Alex shot him in the thigh and left him crumpled to the floor.

      “Asshole,” Alex muttered. Now he had one less bullet.

      A shriek of pain ended the oncoming rush. Curses and bumps followed, then gunshots, then fabric tearing loudly with another agonized howl. The bedroom closet doors shook from the impact of a body against the drywall on the other side. Something heavy fell to the floor.

      “The fuck is that?” asked Daniel.

      “My back-up,” said Alex. I hope.

      A couple scattered thumps followed. Someone groaned softly outside. Someone else whined. “Are we finished?” asked a woman’s voice.

      Alex sighed with relief. “We’re good. I’m in here.” He returned to uncuffing Daniel.

      Lorelei opened the door in figure-hugging black slacks and a sleek, deep-cut white blouse, all fit for a fashion shoot but for the powder burns and holes that now marred her outfit. None of it seemed to bother her. She stood tall and poised as always. “You’re alright?”

      “Yeah,” said Alex.

      “Holy shit,” mumbled Daniel.

      “I’ll do introductions once we’re out of here.” Alex got the cuffs unlocked on his second attempt. It was good to have a full set of keys.

      Along with her office clothes, Lorelei wore a curious frown. “You fought your way through those men, but left them alive?”

      “Yeah, ‘cause I didn’t know how deep I wanted to get into this.” Alex blinked. “Did you?”

      “Only because you did. They will survive if they are attended soon.”

      “Shot that one.” Alex nodded to the sorcerer on the floor clutching his leg in pain. “Not sure how bad it is.”

      Her gaze turned downward. “He is faking.”

      “N-no, I’m not!” he protested.

      “Then why aren’t you bleeding?”

      “It’s… it’s magic!”

      “Yes. Magic to heal your wound.” Lorelei frowned, looking back to Alex. “One doesn’t waste the bravest guard on the hostage.”

      With Daniel freed, Alex pulled the burner phone from his pocket. He read the time with a sigh of relief. Together, Alex and Lorelei helped Daniel through the wrecked, goon-strewn hallway and down the stairs before Alex hit the speed dial.

      “Yes?” Jin answered before the second ring.

      “It’s me. Got someone here for you.” He hit the speaker button.

      “Hey. I’m here,” Daniel croaked. “I’m alive. Don’t give those fuckers a thing.”

      “We’ve got him from here. Handle the rest however you like,” added Alex.

      “We?” Jin asked.

      “Sorry. We figured the warding issue wasn’t such a problem once I started throwing punches. She came in after me. If that tripped an alarm, things were already going off, anyway.”

      “I see. Now that I consider it, maybe it’s not so bad if our counterpart hears that particular alarm. Maybe we can work with it. Thank you, and thank her for me. We’ll see you soon.” The call ended with a beep.

      “Molly and Onyx are on their way downtown,” said Lorelei once they were outside. “I called in case we needed their help healing anyone. I suggest we take my car and stay together. We can retrieve the one you borrowed later.”

      “You guys know the witches?” asked Daniel. “Who are you, anyway?”

      “I’m Alex. This is Lorelei.”

      “Oh, no shit?” Then Daniel grimaced. “Uh… did the circle cut a deal for me? I don’t owe you anything, do I?”

      “No. No deals, no obligations. Your souls are all your own.” Lorelei frowned. “Lovely to be stereotyped.”

      “Aw man, I didn’t mean anything by that. I’m sorry.”

      “She doesn’t do that kind of work, bro,” Alex laughed. “You’re safe.”

      “What about you?” asked Daniel.

      “Me? I haven’t been safe in months. You get used to it.”
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      Shortly after Good Intentions

      

      “The whole ‘deadly sin’ thing is a bunch of shit, Janice. Shake it off. It’s dumb.” Rachel threw her a reassuring smile. “You’ve been around longer than the whole concept.”

      The other angel relaxed her shoulders and the big white wings that rose above them. Janice, Rachel, and two others watched the surgical aftermath of a split-second sacrifice at the wheel of a car. Despite all of the bright lamps turned to the patient at the center of the operating room, nothing outshined Janice. “I know. You’re right. Thank you for the reminder.”

      “Your girl did good. She got over the intern jitters and called out the doctor’s bullshit and she saved the patient, all on like two hours sleep. You didn’t even have to help.” Rachel gestured to the youngest member of the late-night surgical team dutifully completing the last steps of the procedure. None of the mortals noticed, but all four angels could plainly see Keandra’s nerves and self-doubt—and the way she pushed past them.

      Rachel could sympathize with hiding one’s energy and feelings from colleagues. Another wildly inappropriate rush of pleasure ran through her core. She swallowed hard, tamping down on the heat beneath her thin white sundress. Scratching her neck beneath her straight blonde hair helped to hide the tremor in her hand. Mystic bonds connected her to lovers many blocks away. Lorelei and Alex finished their play minutes ago… for the most part.

      Still only weeks into her position in Dominion over Seattle, Rachel outranked the other angels, but she didn’t feel it. She looked younger than her peers in the room and felt like it, too. She wanted to win respect. Distractions wouldn’t help, particularly the personal and intimate kind. Focusing on the moment at hand kept a lid on her feelings.

      It wasn’t so different from Keandra over there, except hot and horny instead of nervous and relieved. Okay. Maybe a little different, thought Rachel. “She dealt with a lot of shit to get here. You’ve got reason to be proud.”

      “It’s not the worst thing to check one’s pride. Or the other six sins,” said Paul. He stood at Rachel’s opposite side with Nikou, dressed all in white like the rest. “The idea didn’t come from nowhere.”

      One more rush hit Rachel, probably some lingering intimacy to say goodnight, but she couldn’t savor it with Paul talking. His commentary pulled all her attention from the otherwise glorious throb between her legs. She wondered if she heard a challenge, or a critique, or something nastier. “They’re not sins until they lead to harm. That’s my point.”

      Grinning, Paul turned away and said under his breath, “Whatever you have to tell yourself.”

      “Fuck’s sake,” Rachel exhaled. So much for patience and taking the high road. “Can we let Keandra there and Janice have their moment?”

      “Wrathful,” Nikou murmured, and then snickered when she saw Rachel fight off a groan. “We’re only joking, Rachel.”

      Doesn’t feel like it. Rachel held her tongue. She didn’t want to turn the attention on herself. “Martha did a good thing in swerving away from those kids. You did good in getting to Martha there so fast after the accident, too,” said Rachel. “All the way here from Denver that quick is a real hustle.”

      “She needed me,” Nikou shrugged. “My other charges were safe. Most of them were in bed, or on their way. The instant Martha hit that tree, my choice was obvious.”

      “You could’ve moved on once she was here. I had this. At this point, we’re all standing around,” said Janice.

      “Not me. Oscar is still dealing with the death of his mother. He needs my support at unexpected moments,” said Paul, nodding to the anesthesiologist.

      “No worries,” said Rachel. “You’re all on top of your shit. Besides, it’s late enough on this coast that the real work is usually just slapping keys out of someone’s hands when they’re too drunk to drive. If you don’t have any of that to deal with, you’re fine.”

      “I hear you’re pushing this strange idea of ‘free time’ in for angels in your Dominion,” Nikou chuckled. “It must be nice. You don’t need to be anywhere else yourself?”

      Not the kind of ‘need’ you’ve got in mind, Rachel thought, but didn’t say it. “Nobody’s calling for me. Hospitals are usually the most likely place to need me this late. I already swung through the others before checking in here.”

      “And no mortal charges, I’ve heard?” asked Nikou.

      “Officially, no. Dominion is a full-time gig. Unofficially, I’ve still got the one,” said Rachel.

      “Right. Must be nice,” said Nikou.

      “Nice? What, having only one mortal to watch over?” asked Paul.

      “No, I mean that she can talk to hers. More than talk, from what I understand.”

      What was that about needs and places to be? “It’s true. I’m in love with him. And with her,” said Rachel. “No secret there.”

      “That’s what I mean. It must be nice to come forward and be open with your feelings like that instead of hiding it all and keeping your distance.”

      “Do you feel that way about your charges?” Paul frowned.

      “I was, once. They changed over time. I still wonder what might’ve been,” said Nikou.

      “I know what you mean.” Janice still beamed wistfully at Keandra, now pulling back from a job well done. “Even if you wait for them to reach Heaven, all the context has changed and they aren’t the same. Or their hearts still turn in a different direction. It’s hard.”

      “Waiting for Heaven at least mitigates the harm and shows some self-control,” Paul replied sourly. “It is acceptable, but hardly ideal. Guardians shouldn’t have such feelings for their charges at all. It’s wrong in any case.”

      Rachel rolled her eyes. “Aw, buddy. Do we have to talk about this here? Now? Janice is having a good night for her girl. Nikou’s charge took a car crash on herself that could’ve killed some kids. Can they have their moment, or do we have to talk about me?”

      “Do you see something about you in my statement?”

      “How would I not?”

      “I suppose only one of us here has ever acted on their feelings for a mortal. And a demon.”

      “Fuck it. Fine. Not here.” Rachel clamped her lips together and held up her hands. “This room is about them. You want to talk about me, we can take it outside.” With that, Rachel stepped backward through the wall behind the little crowd of angels. The move brought her out of the emergency ward and into a hallway dark and quiet with the peace of the late hour. Anyone who wanted to avoid the discussion or the distraction could stay out of it.

      All three of the others followed.

      “Okay, you got something to say? Say it,” Rachel grumbled.

      “Guardians are not meant to love mortals as anything but guardians,” said Paul. “We have our laws for good reasons.”

      “Sure, and rules have context and exceptions. In this case, some exceptional circumstance bullshit grabbed me by the ass and dropped me right into a whole magical catastrofuck. I didn’t go looking for it.”

      “You’ve done nothing to avoid it, either.”

      “Because she’s not an idiot,” said Janice.

      “You support her in this? And you?” Paul looked from Janice to Nikou.

      “I don’t know enough for an informed opinion. I only sympathize with what it’s like to love a mortal as more than a guardian,” said Nikou.

      “Many of us have been there at one time or another,” said Janice. “Don’t act like you’ve never heard of it, Paul. If Rachel has her shot and it’s safe for him, she should go for it. I envy her.”

      “Envy. Another sin,” Paul huffed.

      “It’s not a—oh, fuck me running,” Rachel groaned. “Mortals came up with all that. It didn’t come down from us. You know damn well the Seven Deadly Bullshits aren’t in our rules.”

      “No, they aren’t. But they came up, and they serve to illustrate a worthwhile principle. Sins of the mind and spirit lead to sins of true harm.” Paul folded his arms across his chest. “You’re clearly familiar with a few.”

      Did he notice something earlier? Did something show while I felt Alex and Lorelei getting it on? Did I let something slip?

      Rachel’s jaw set. Does it matter?

      “You’re still dancing around whatever you’ve got to say, Paul. You have a problem with me being in charge?”

      “Your performance in Dominion has been fine so far. Unusual, but no reason for complaint.”

      “Thanks. Your problem is something else then. Alex? Lorelei, too?”

      “I think such relations are wrong for an angel, yes.”

      “You want me to dump them.”

      “If you’re asking, yes. You should end it.”

      “No.” Rachel shrugged. “Not doing that. Fuck that noise. Anything else?”

      “Is it so important that it is worth jeopardizing a mortal soul? And all the risks and vulnerability the demon brings?”

      “That jeopardy doesn’t get any better without me, so yeah. Yeah, it is. Her, too.”

      “To what end? To what benefit?” Paul made a face when he saw the answer about to come from Rachel’s mouth. “I’m not talking about Baal and all the monsters you’ve ended. I’m talking about the rest.”

      “The rest of what?” asked Rachel. “The demon who turned away from Hell? The guy who takes on all her bullshit and all mine without blinking? You think that’s no biggie?”

      “What benefit could a mortal and a demon be to an angel?” Paul scoffed.

      “Uh-huh. There’s the quiet part out loud. Y’know, half of me wants to say it’s none of your business. The other half of me is trying to be careful about how I talk so I don’t curl anybody’s delicate underwear into a fucking knot, and that half is ready to give you way too much fucking information.”

      “Please don’t.” Janice bit her lip. “I’ve already got envy without thinking about specifics.”

      “Gotcha,” Rachel answered without turning from Paul.

      “Again with the sins. Envy and pride aren’t the only ones at hand. Angels should be above them, and the rest.”

      “Not sins. Doing harm for them is the sin,” said Rachel.

      “And you have not?” asked Paul.

      “Point it out. Show me my crimes. Show me the awful spiritual harm I have committed and the victims who suffered for it.”

      “Defensive about it, aren’t you?”

      “You are attacking me, and the people I love,” said Rachel. “But you’re right. I don’t need to be defensive. I don’t need to defend it at all. If you think it’s sin? Okay. It’s all sin, up one side and down the other. Later, folks. I’m going home to sin my ass off.”

      “Home would be Heaven for any other angel,” Paul said as she turned away.

      “Maybe I’ve found a different sort of Heaven.”
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      Rachel flew in a sweeping arc over downtown, high enough to see far beyond the city limits to the rest of her Dominion. Seattle, its suburbs, and neighbors dozed quietly through the night. None of the shining streetlights or all-hours traffic spoiled the peace. The angel in Dominion could see all kinds of exceptions, of course: the flash of rotating red or blue lights, the emergencies that drew responders, and the incidents and tragedies that would stay private. Her station hardly made her omniscient, but she could see quite a lot.

      Not every problem should—or could—be fixed by the angels. Rachel had long accepted her limits. She dutifully looked for any need that fell within them.

      She didn’t let her personal life get in the way of her role and her responsibilities.

      Not even when she wanted to, which was pretty much nightly. Often more than nightly. If the succubus could let her prey go about his life and if the twenty-year-old guy under her curse could keep his pants on enough to be a functioning adult—despite both being openly, constantly available to one another, and to her—then so could Rachel.

      Even if she felt it every time they fucked.

      Even if all that self-control and perspective still left them fucking a lot. Even if Rachel wanted to join them every time.

      She could set her wants aside, and focus, and function, and not let anybody down… even if she wanted to. Even if she liked those wants.

      It’s not a problem to want something. “Sins of mind and spirit” my ass.

      …my ass could use some sin, Rachel thought through another turn in the sky. My ass and the rest of me.

      Except it wasn’t a sin. Wasn’t forbidden. It was love. Love, and the joys that came with it.

      Rachel glanced down at the tower that held her lovers and their home.

      Sure fuckin’ feels like it sometimes, though. Feels too good to be… good. Or maybe that’s all the Judgy McJudgerson angels talking. Maybe my baggage. Maybe it’s all bullshit.

      Janice wasn’t wrong about waiting until a mortal reached Heaven. If they reached Heaven, and if they didn’t already have other plans, love and romance could be far more acceptable. Even then, some angels—Paul, obviously—looked down upon the exception, but the differences mattered. The afterlife evened out power dynamics and the weight of age. The demands and expectations of the mortal world fell away. Heaven eased so many burdens. That was kind of the point.

      Heaven could also mean all the sex they could ever want, all the time. Happily-fucking-ever-after. Forget the clock or the calendar. No worries, no obligations. She thought about that a lot.

      Except such an ever-after meant giving up her role on Earth. That would break her heart.

      Waiting on Heaven would also mean waiting until Alex died, and death was always a tragedy. It could be a long wait if Lorelei succeeded in finding some method of longevity for him, too. Rachel hardly objected to that idea. But waiting also meant keeping her distance, letting Alex deal with whatever life did to him—remembering he no longer officially had a guardian angel.

      It also only applied to Alex. No practice or precedent left any room for Lorelei, or for keeping them together.

      Maybe that was the idea for folks like Paul. Fuck that.

      She looked over her Dominion again. Nothing and no one called for her aid. She had time.

      Her wings beat once to point her in the right direction before pulling in for a dive. They spread out again just above their floor, arresting her fall. Rachel passed through concrete and glass into a dark bedroom with a single slumbering occupant under charcoal grey sheets. He normally slept on his side, but here he was on his back with his limbs spread out, dead to the world. Lorelei had wrecked him. She loved the sight of it.

      Rachel wanted to crawl onto the bed and wreck him all over again. Or get wrecked herself. Alex would welcome either. Her touch would rouse his energy and make up for lost sleep… but natural sleep was good for him, too. Besides, as much as she wanted Alex—all the time, it seemed—she had other wants, too. Right now, she wanted their other lover more.

      Demons needed little sleep. Sometimes Lorelei would stay in bed with Alex, anyway, dozing or reading. Most other nights, she wouldn’t be far. Rachel glanced into the spare bedroom and home office to no avail before she came out into the living room and felt her heart stop.

      The soft light of Rachel’s halo announced her presence before she walked in, but Lorelei didn’t get up. She reclined on the couch, naked and glorious with her curves and endowments. Long dark hair hung across the cushion at her back. One hand held the small tablet, presumably with one book or another. Lorelei’s opposite hand draped across her hip to her groin and the dark strip of hair on erotic display like the rest of her. “Oh wow,” Rachel stammered.

      Dark eyes lifted to meet Rachel’s with a seductive smile. Of course, it’s seductive. Everything about Lorelei is seduction and sex. And confidence. She knows. Fuck, she knows she’s got me fully seduced. And all the rest. Rachel’s chest rose and fell heavily with that smile, and with the first words to come from it: “Love. Welcome home.”

      “You’re always on, aren’t you? ‘Hot as fuck and ready for it’ is like your default state, isn’t it? Even when you’re alone?” the angel breathed.

      “That doesn’t sound like a complaint.”

      “No.”

      “I had a similar conversation with Alex not long ago. You like this about me?”

      “H-hell yeah.”

      “Good. So do I.”

      “That’s hot, too.”

      “Why linger all the way over there?” Lorelei set the tablet aside without breaking eye contact.  “This wouldn’t be the first time you came home and straight to me.”

      “I want to. Really want to. I didn’t want to presume.”

      “You know it is no presumption. We have been lovers for weeks now.”

      “Weeks?” Rachel smirked.

      “I am three thousand years old and only ever loved the two of you. Weeks is a lot for me.” She could even make fun of herself without breaking that smolder. That self-awareness held all kinds of other sexy things, too. Lorelei knew every layer of their dynamic. Rachel trusted her with it all, from the playful to the serious and every shift between.

      “You told me you came close once,” said Rachel.

      “Close. I still wouldn’t use the word.” Neither of them wanted to talk about Sammael now.

      “Never anyone else, in all that time? Nothing about them?”

      “I loved the sex. Usually,” said Lorelei. Rachel bit her lip. Lorelei noticed. “That bothers you?”

      “I’m… ‘Bothers’ isn’t right.” She couldn’t lie and didn’t want to, but wasn’t sure if she should speak. It came out anyway. “That sounds kinda sad. It shouldn’t sound hot as fuck. I’m sorry.”

      “I like to arouse you. I don’t mind if it’s unintended, or even inappropriate. Sometimes ‘inappropriate’ is the best kind of arousal.”

      Rachel bit her lip all over again. “Sure, just lay there naked and talk me into an orgasm right where I’m standing. That won’t bounce around in my brain for days.”

      “Again, that doesn’t sound like a complaint,” said Lorelei.

      “I’ve got a lot on my mind. Mostly about this. Us. I like it, but it’s… sometimes the whole topic of us doesn’t fuck off when I need. Sometimes I’m not sure I want it to fuck off, even when I should.”

      “The other angels still give you trouble?”

      “Someone’s always an asshole. It’s really you and me.”

      Lorelei began to sit up, only to notice the plea catch in Rachel’s throat, prompting her to relax right back into her seductive and available pose with a grin. Play didn’t distract from the rest. “We’ve talked about us. We like talking about us. Why the reluctance now?”

      “I can’t…” Rachel balled up her hands into fists, but didn’t pound them or strike anything. She only needed to fidget without spoiling the moment or the view, and without running herself off topic. “I don’t see you like I see mortals. I don’t see your truths. I don’t see your connections. None of what’s on your mind or the marks on your soul.”

      “Nor can I sense your desires like I sense those of mortals,” noted Lorelei.

      “I know. It’s like we have to use our fucking words and communicate like all of them and it fucking sucks. The last time I did that was my ex. Look how that shit went.”

      “Angels do not see truths and soul and all that in one another?”

      “No. Maybe they wouldn’t be assholes to me if we could. Or maybe I’m the only one who can’t, and they all see everything and that’s why they’re assholes. Maybe they see the real me.”

      “Love, we both know that cannot be true. You would know by now. We have better ways to explain their attitudes.”

      “I don’t want to talk about them, anyway. Look, this is about how much I love you and I don’t know how to say it,” Rachel admitted. “It’s a specific part. Kind of afraid to say it. Don’t know if I should.”

      “You speak your mind more freely than anyone I have known. It’s a reason I love you.”

      “Aw!” It only tied her up more. “That means a lot, Lorelei. Seriously. It’s also really sweet, and this is… not so much.”

      “Give me a hint?” Lorelei finally sat up, draping one arm along the back of the couch in a new pose no less perfect than the first. She obviously did it as a conscious choice, and it all worked, of course. So did the sultry drop in her tone. “Is this about desire?”

      “You said you can’t sense that with me.”

      “Not through magic. I still have the benefit of experience. The bitten lip, the fidgeting, the way you rub the back of your neck…” Lorelei grinned as Rachel realized where her hand was and lowered it. “All we have shared, all your courage and all you’re willing to say, but this has you shy? It must be something good.”

      “I don’t want to fuck things up with us.”

      “But you want me to know?” asked Lorelei. Rachel nodded. The demon considered. “You know, I cannot sense your desires with the same ease as mortals, but I often feel it’s almost there when we are most intimate.”

      The suggestion sent a new rush through her core. Rachel wondered if Lorelei really might get her off with words alone. “Intimate? How do you mean?” Then it caught up with her. “Wait, you mean like with Alex? That whole ‘tasting’ desires thing?”

      “Hm. Told you about that, did he? It’s almost there with you, too. Your desires are often so close. On the tip of my tongue.”

      Rachel’s eyes narrowed. “Is that a pun?”

      “Don’t derail us when it’s getting good,” Lorelei corrected.

      “Sorry.” Rachel definitely didn’t want to change this subject. “It really works like that? Literally tasting desires?”

      “It’s not a conscious enchantment or a spell, but symbolism may play a role as it does so often in magic. Certain acts are deeply intimate. They bring desires to the fore. Defenses fall away. If you would open yourself to me more, focus on your desires…?”

      She had Rachel trembling. The tremors reached her voice, too. She didn’t try to hide it. She hid virtually nothing from Lorelei. It felt too good to share. “I do all that every time.”

      Lorelei indicated the couch with a nod. “Would you like to try again? And keep trying forever?”

      “Yes. Fuck yes.”

      Lorelei beckoned. Rachel obeyed. New tremors ran up her legs with each step to the couch, seeming to hone in and make her conscious of her groin and her ass and all her sexy bits, or maybe Lorelei’s stare did all that. She didn’t have long to consider. As soon as she was within reach, her lover swept Rachel into a whirl that put her on her back against the couch.

      The hem of her dress fell back to barely below the hip. A warm hand slid down the back of her thigh. Lorelei rose over her, naked and grinning with lustful ambition. That look got Rachel even hotter than it should—hotter than her love and her gentle side, hotter than all the good within Lorelei, though it would’ve been worthless without those higher qualities. Rachel didn’t ponder it. Not with that caress just south of her ass and another hand sliding up her belly and to her chest, ending at her neck… no. Her mouth.

      Rachel opened her lips for the long, elegant finger that taunted her. She kissed and sucked it in, leaning her head forward for more. The look of approval from Lorelei nearly made Rachel swoon. She sucked harder on that finger as if to hold herself together while the rest of her body rose to new heights of arousal.

      “How much time do we have, love?” The question didn’t fully match Lorelei’s touch. She claimed Rachel’s body without negotiation, but she asked with comfort.

      That finger left her mouth to let Rachel answer, but still brushed the side of her mouth. Rachel felt a swell of gratitude for it. For all of this. “M-maybe a little before dawn? I never know.”

      “Of course. I would stretch this out, but perhaps we should make the most of the time we have.” Lorelei spoke with smoldering confidence and control. “You were ready before we began.”

      “Mm-hmm!” Rachel was already back to sucking on Lorelei’s finger. She was more than ready. She wanted to tell Lorelei, but she also didn’t want to speak. Didn’t want to interrupt. She wanted Lorelei to know.

      Everything.

      With one hand occupied, Lorelei tugged away the lace around Rachel’s hips and ass with the other—and something else. The tail, Rachel understood, shivering with excitement and a little pang of guilt at the touch of the spade-shaped tip. She didn’t want to fixate on such features, but then Lorelei’s tail curled and slid up Rachel’s leg and made her tremble.

      “Let go and enjoy, love. Want with all your heart and all your soul.” With Rachel’s panties discarded, Lorelei ran her fingers through soft blonde hair and over damp lips to elicit a deep whimper. “Trust me. I love you. I am as much yours as you are mine.”

      It was hard to say, “I love you” with her mouth occupied. Harder still when Lorelei bowed her head between Rachel’s legs and delivered her first soft, feather-light, downward licks.

      Rachel shuddered again. Gentle strokes along one side of her lips and then the other pulled a tiny whine from the angel. Lorelei withdrew the finger from Rachel’s mouth, pulling back her arm in a trailing path over one sensitive breast and then her hip. Her kiss escalated, covering Rachel’s sex fully and probing with her tongue.

      “Oooh fuck thank you,” Rachel groaned. Though only beginning with this indulgence, Rachel sighed with the satisfaction and relief of finally being here. Being where she wanted to be with Lorelei. No complications. No barriers. No secrets. No negotiating. She wanted Lorelei to take her and ravish her like this all the time.

      Soon it was Lorelei who moaned.

      Her kiss deepened. Her tongue penetrated and claimed. Lorelei moaned again with a low note of discovery, and understanding, and desire. “Oh, my love. We only ever needed to try together.”

      Shameless hands spread Rachel’s thighs wider. That tongue inside her thickened and widened in some impossible joy that had Rachel’s mind screaming demon sex magic while her mouth gasped for air and pleaded for more. Ecstasy made it harder and harder to think until she gave up on thinking entirely.

      At some point, she felt the tail release her leg; then Lorelei’s deft and curving tongue set off an orgasm throbbing through Rachel’s whole body; then, once her climax ebbed and a few scattered thoughts could come together, Rachel felt the tail curve up her body to tease her neck and mouth much as Lorelei had at the start of all this.

      Lorelei had Rachel completely under control. Barely able to think. Aching for more.

      Her demon lover kissed her, dominated her, fucked her with that tongue… and purred.

      “You keep thinking of me like that. Your wicked and loving demon.” The words set Rachel’s eyes fluttering open, finding a crimson beauty staring up from between Rachel’s legs. Lorelei hadn’t worn the whole demon look until now. The tail came into play, but Rachel had her eyes closed through all that. She hadn’t seen the wings or the horns tonight until now.

      “You think of surrender, and being taken, being used and fucked,” Lorelei taunted. Really taunted. Rachel trembled. “You know I love you, and that you can trust me, and you want to let go. You want me to take whatever I want. Ravish you whenever I want. You hope it happens often.”

      “Yes,” Rachel admitted.

      “You’re swept away by the romance of loving a demon. You feel you shouldn’t fixate on it, that you shouldn’t fetishize, but it’s so hot.” Lorelei kept stroking her with slick fingers, keeping Rachel on a high of pleasure and vulnerability. “I am constant desire. Constant beauty. Immortal lust. A glorious slut. You love that about me, even if it feels wrong.”

      “Lorelei…”

      “It isn’t wrong, love. This is you and I. This does not the same as fetishes from the ugly labels and baggage of the mortal world.”

      “It’s… it’s not?”

      “We can talk it out in complex words and ideas later, when we are in a different mood.” Lorelei paused with a single, brief kiss between Rachel’s legs, lighting her up with another rush of bliss like it was a casual thing for her. In truth, it was. That was Lorelei’s unspoken point—that, and the promise of more. “I revel in desire, Rachel. I am not offended.”

      “It… it’s not just the demon thing… it’s…”

      “It’s the constant yearning. The vulnerability. The fantasy you project onto me, except we both know it isn’t a fantasy. Especially not now that I know your ‘sins’ of lust.” Lorelei grinned wickedly. “It’s only wrong enough to turn us both on.”

      Another kiss between Rachel’s legs. Another lingering lick, this time swirling around her clit and making her eyes roll back and her body shake. Another caressing hand up and down her body. A red hand took hers and guided it to Lorelei’s head. Lorelei hooked Rachel’s fingers around one small horn.

      Rachel tugged. Lorelei took the cue perfectly. Her fingers replaced the probing, penetrating ecstasy of her tongue, the latter now busy with soft and rapid attention to Rachel’s clit and the next shuddering orgasm to come.

      She didn’t know which she liked best, but she didn’t really have to choose. Rachel knew she was in for much more of everything.
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      The whole world dropped gently on his right side, turning his body with the depression in the bed and rousing him from sleep. That constant warmth on his right moved, too, and inhaled with a note of welcome. He turned only an inch at most. Alex caught on to other movement: a rising leg pushing against his, something sliding in at the foot of the bed, and the slight new weight of the top sheet covering his naked body and the one beside him.

      No. No, it didn’t cover them both. The new weight was more of the same sheet, folded back over him. That whole weighted blanket thing sounded great to Alex until he started sleeping beside a living furnace. He needed less coverage, not more, such that two layers of the same thin sheet was too much.

      Despite their silence and smooth moves, Alex felt and recognized Rachel sliding in between Lorelei’s legs before he opened his eyes. The naked angel’s halo shined only a dim radiance against the ceiling. Those broad white wings revealed themselves in faded transparency like a camera trick. With her blonde hair swept back, Rachel kissed her way down their lover’s raised thigh. Her face turned briefly upward, blue eyes catching his with her lips against bare skin.

      She might as well have winked. Instead, her eyes fluttered closed and she continued on with her plans. She didn’t need the encouragement of Lorelei’s fingers tracing through her hair only to pull her head in closer, but Rachel loved that sort of thing.

      Lorelei breathed in and out with lustful gratitude. Tied to Alex and his desires as she was, he wondered if she already knew he was awake. The scene brought out all the predictable reactions from his body and his emotions. She savored and encouraged his lust, needing it much more than food or drink. Yet if she felt it now, she didn’t visibly react.

      Soft lips glided from the top of Lorelei’s inner thigh to the joining of leg and groin. The angel kept herself propped up on her elbows while curling her fingers around those bare legs to keep her path open. Rachel slid her tongue gently closer, dragging across wet lips and the dark strip above them. Lorelei took in another gasp and held in whatever moan she might otherwise give voice. Whether she knew Alex was awake or not, Rachel had all of her attention.

      He couldn’t blame her. Hell, he liked that thought, and appreciated the attempt to let him sleep—assuming they really tried. His lovers had their own romance. They needed time for one another exclusively along with being a throuple, or triad, or polycule, or whatever the hell the word might be. He didn’t need the right language at this time of night.

      Night? Morning? Oh god, what time is it? I’ve got class and a study group session in…

      …oh god don’t tell me I’m already so used to waking up like this I think of other things. That can’t be real. This is too amazing. They’re too amaz—oh. Wow.

      Lorelei bit her lip while her sinful beauty trembled. She slid one leg along Rachel’s side, then down again to trace her heel along her lover’s bared back and that perfect tight bubble butt that so often had Alex mesmerized. Another tremor and gasp from Lorelei returned his attention to the real action between.

      Teasing escalated into full, deep kisses between Lorelei’s legs. Rachel shamelessly loved her with her mouth. Lorelei lifted her hips with the deep plunge of the angel’s tongue. She writhed under Rachel’s affection without the passionate aggression that marked their play more often than not.

      Usually, Rachel was the one left panting and pleading. They liked it that way. He didn’t often watch. If he was anywhere nearby when they had time for this, the pair almost always pulled him in—or let him sleep, being mindful of his mortal limitations. But given this moment, given their beauty and their lust and intimacy with him, he forgot all about everything outside their bed. He forgot whatever side-thoughts had distracted him before. He wanted this to go on, almost to distraction from the only thing he might want more.

      Almost. He wasn’t alone in that, either.

      Sensuous fingers reached for his hip, and then inward at his groin. They wrapped around his erection, revealing the ache brought on by the show. Lorelei looked at him with wavering eyes as she stroked.

      “Join us,” she said, and then nearly moaned. “Alex… she needs you, too.”

      “Both of us,” Rachel chimed in amid her services.

      “Mmh,” Lorelei agreed. “Anything, but don’t… don’t stop now.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” Rachel turned to making Lorelei moan again.

      With Alex awake and involved, the succubus no longer held back. She didn’t get loud, but every note from her throat carried either a plea or wordless praise.

      He couldn’t say no, and didn’t want to. Alex threw aside the rest of the top sheet and shifted down on the bed to say hello to Rachel by way of his lips on her shoulder and then her back. His body went straight through those big ghostly wings. By the time he moved in behind her, he couldn’t see them at all. His eyes set on the rest of her, anyway, particularly that wonderful ass in the air. One leg moved outward, knee resettling on the mattress and then the other, spreading like an invitation. No hesitation. Like he belonged there.

      He had moved over with one plan, but her shift gave him another. Thankful for the ridiculous size of their bed, Alex bent low, hands and knees and contorted neck be damned, and kissed the back of Rachel’s leg to warn her of what was to come. Another kiss landed on her ass along with the lightest drag of his teeth. Rachel shivered and yelped against Lorelei. Then he moved to the center and gave Rachel a taste of her own medicine.

      “Mmmph!” she whimpered loudly from an already busy mouth. Another hissing breath from Lorelei hinted at tightened fingers in the angel’s hair. More whines came as Alex brushed feather-light licks up and down Rachel’s wet sex.

      The angel’s touch banished pain and fatigue. Whatever discomfort his position might give his neck or back simply didn’t happen. Yet he had met other angels, and none of them ever lifted his mood or banished every stress with their mere presence like she did. Some things had less to do with Rachel being an angel, and more to do with Rachel being Rachel.

      Going down on her and all the other sexy fun felt no more divine or supernatural than being with anyone else, for the most part. Sex had its too-good-to-be-true thrills with every partner. Alex understood that when he had time and space to think about it. But in the moment, focused on Rachel, he thought it couldn’t possibly make any sense for angels to be Puritanically celibate when they tasted and felt and reacted like this.

      He didn’t focus on her sex alone. Rachel welcomed naughtier delights. Alex indulged that, too, kissing higher and deeper without worry for mortal concerns. In fairness, that part made her different from others. Alex could spread her flesh and penetrate deeply with his tongue without a bunch of preparation first.

      “Oh fuck Alex yes,” Rachel moaned with more of his attention. Her legs shook and her ass bumped against his face. Now her oral service on Lorelei became a struggle, but one their other lover savored.

      “Yes, my loves,” Lorelei hissed. “More.”

      “Mmnh. I can’t focus like this,” Rachel complained without complaining. “I’m not done with you here. Alex, it’s too much.”

      “More,” bid Lorelei.

      “Not hearing a safe word,” said Alex. His tongue plunged deeper. His gentle fingers split her lips wide in a drag from her center to her clit, circling maddeningly while the invasion of his tongue continued.

      Rachel wailed. None of that sounded anything like her safe word, either.

      Tremors built with panting breath. Alex continued until Rachel went over the edge, crying out and uncontrollably pulling away from his mouth and fingers. She fell in a twist against Lorelei. Her body spasmed and jerked with climax.

      “More, Alex,” Lorelei told him only a second or two into Rachel’s gasps. “Take her now. She’ll love it.” He glanced up once at her, unsure, but her wicked grin spoke to all her expertise matched with her love for them both. “Trust me.”

      Hesitation held for only another second. Others might not want more attention during an orgasm, let alone what Lorelei suggested, but not everyone enjoyed the same things. Not every lover was Rachel, either. And Lorelei knew them both so, so well.

      Alex already half hovered over Rachel. He slid in behind her easily, hooked one hand under a bare leg and moved into place. Rachel still throbbed and gasped as if she didn’t even notice until she felt his cock against her, and then he pushed inside.

      Rachel answered with a deeper, wilder moan. She reached back with a jerk to grab Alex by the ass—and pulled him in. Out of words and seemingly out of self-control, Rachel either continued her climax or embarked on a new one. Either way, Alex knew he’d done the right thing. He thrust again. Rachel grunted with approval. He kept it up.

      “Fuck me,” she soon managed. “Oh yeah, fuck me… and you,” Rachel huffed, head turning upward again to the welcoming sex right in front of her. Lorelei waited patiently, legs spread and fingers teasing herself throughout the show. Despite Rachel’s urgings, Alex paused long enough to turn with her and bring her back to the beginning of all this.

      Lorelei welcomed Rachel’s mouth, and with that return she welcomed the eyes of their other lover. Alex loomed over them both, fucking Rachel from behind while she in turn lavished Lorelei with her lips and tongue. Lorelei grinned back at Alex in triumph, her nude and gorgeous body rocking gently with each of his thrusts.

      Her grin told him tonight’s play wouldn’t end with whatever satisfaction this phase brought on. He couldn’t possibly think that far ahead while overwhelmed with sensation and sights like this, and didn’t want this moment to end… and also couldn’t wait for the next.

      One more groan from Rachel echoed that thought like she read his sex-clouded mind.
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      “’The Mfecane resonated on through apartheid. Began among the Ngoni-speaking Africans,’ and then I have a parenthesis: Ngoni/Sotho/Tswana. Sotho called the effect the Lifaqane, or ‘dispersal.’ Um…Lifaqane is spelled with a q there. And I underlined ‘effect’ so I think maybe they mean Mfecane was the cause. I dunno. Might’ve missed something,” said Alex.

      “I feel like the missing bit is back with the apartheid reference. Like, South Africa’s apartheid? Isn’t that a big jump in time?” asked Hyun.

      “Man, I can write every word Professor Cole says and I still feel like I’m missing something,” Alex sighed. “The apartheid thing would kinda follow. This is in South Africa.”

      “Can I see where you wrote that?” asked John. Alex handed the spiral-bound notebook across the picnic table. His classmate frowned. “The spelling is gonna kill me on this stuff.”

      “Do not say anything about that to Cole,” Alex laughed. “I was outside his office waiting to talk to him when someone asked if spelling counts. Cole went off. Said if he had to learn how to spell things like Mississippi and Massachusetts for his citizenship test, then students should know how to spell African names when they’re getting college credit for it.”

      “Aw, was that the old guy who asked that? George?” Hyun grinned.

      “Of course. God, I felt embarrassed just being nearby and I wasn’t even in sight.”

      “Okay, got it.” John handed back the notebook.

      “What else?” asked Cassie.

      “’Led to creation of new political entities in ashes of old ones,’” Alex read on from his notes. He went slowly to let John catch up. Cassie and Hyun seemed to already have that part down. “’Mfecane spawned myths of depopulation and peacemaking to justify colonization.’ That’s for the Europeans, obviously…what?” Alex asked, noting Cassie’s stare.

      “Never mind, it’s nothing.” Her brown, shoulder-length hair tossed around with the shake of her head. Her grin suggested it wasn’t ‘nothing’ on her mind, though. So did the spark in her eyes behind her small, rectangular glasses. “Off-topic. I don’t want to side-track.”

      “It’s okay, I think I’m caught up,” said John.

      “Yeah, I’ve gotta get going soon anyway.” Hyun began stuffing his backpack.

      “So, what is it?” asked Alex.

      “How many girlfriends?” Cassie ventured slowly.

      “Wait, what?” Hyun blinked.

      “Where’d that come from?” asked Alex.

      “Who’s girlfriends? Is this a test thing?” wondered John.

      “No, it’s something Alex said,” Cassie explained, watching him. “You said you got held up by your girlfriends this morning. Plural. And it’s not the first time I’ve heard you say it that way.”

      “Yeah,” Alex admitted slowly. He didn’t try to hide it, but he didn’t advertise, either. It led to too much explaining. “Yeah, I’m in an open, poly relationship. Um, polyamorous. Sorry. I guess people use ‘Poly’ for Polynesian, too, so maybe I shouldn’t.”

      “Whaaaat?” John laughed.

      “It’s a thing, John.”

      “No, I’ve heard of it, but I didn’t know anyone. So, what, it’s not just casual dating?”

      “We’re living together, yes.” Naturally, the other relationships clicked into the forefront of his mind. This part was enough to deal with. “It’s been five or six months now.”

      “How does that even happen? Are they seeing other guys, too?” asked John.

      “I have so many questions,” Hyun deadpanned.

      Alex looked from one to the next and sighed. “Okay, from the top: their names are Rachel and Lorelei, they’re both a little older, we met at the same time and we were all into each other, and it was mostly their idea. Yes, it’s a lot of work, and it’s worth it. Yes, being open means they can see people outside of the three of us. One hasn’t, one has, and yeah that includes other guys and no it doesn’t turn me on but it doesn’t bother me, either. I’m happy if they’re happy. None of us are worried about breaking up. I don’t see what any of us could possibly do to show more commitment than we already have.”

      The study group stared in silence. Alex shrugged. “I’ve had this conversation a lot.”

      “Pics or it didn’t hap—”

      Alex laid his phone on center of the table, already opened to his photos. Though Rachel rarely let him take her picture, two shots with her and Lorelei were enough to make the point. Fully clothed, affectionate but random, not staged at all—and yet:

      “You’re dating Instagram models?” Cassie blinked.

      “No way,” said Hyun.

      “I call bullshit,” said John.

      “That’s fine.” Alex put the phone back in his pocket.

      “That’s all you’ve got? ‘That’s fine?’” John grinned.

      “You guys are my African history study group. What possible reason would I have to bullshit you, and why would I care if you don’t believe me? I mean, I don’t blame you. It’s been six months and I don’t always believe it, either. But I’m fine if you don’t believe me.”

      “Then why tell us?” asked Hyun.

      Alex laughed. “You remember the part where Cassie asked, and then you said you have a lot of questions?”

      “Okay, that’s fair. Now I believe you,” said Hyun.

      “You really don’t care if they fuck another guy?”

      “John!” Cassie objected.

      “I mean, we’re talking about it,” John defended.

      “You don’t have to say it like that,” said Cassie.

      “Okay, but I’d lose my shit,” said John.

      “Then don’t start an open relationship. Nobody’s saying you should,” said Alex. “Our rules are the same for all of us.”

      “You don’t think they’re taking advantage of you?”

      Alex tapped the button on his phone again. Another picture of Lorelei combined office fashion with effortless glamour. “What possible advantage could she be taking from me?”

      John’s mouth shut. He didn’t have an answer for that.

      “You don’t believe in being with one person?” asked Cassie.

      “I think that’s fine. I also don’t believe in soulmates or fate. There are seven billion people in the world. Probably everyone has more than one right match out there. It’s just a question of whether you find them. We found each other and figured, why not?”

      “Man, that would mess with my head if my girl was with another guy,” said John.

      “Why?” asked Alex.

      “Because. What do you mean, why? You know why.”

      “Yeah, fair. It wasn’t until I really chewed on it that I realized most of that thinking comes out of people thinking they own someone if they have sex. And by ‘people’ I mean mostly guys. But here I was with two people, and they both knew I loved them and wasn’t going anywhere, and it didn’t bother me if they were together with each other. So what did it matter if one of them got with another guy instead?

      “We started that way because I wasn’t sure how I’d feel. Then I felt even less comfortable with the double standard. It’s weirder and less comfortable if you don’t have the same rules.”

      “Interesting,” murmured Cassie.

      “I mean, is it safe? How do you really know they’re being safe?” asked John.

      Alex shrugged. “How do you really know you and your girlfriend are safe?”

      “We’re only hooking up with each other.”

      “No, you both trust that you’re only hooking up with each other. I assume that’s true, too. It’s still a matter of trust. I trust they’re being safe, same as me.”

      “Okay, cool. We don’t have to talk about it if it bothers you,” said John.

      Alex stifled the reaction in his throat, but he couldn’t hold back his amusement from his face. “I’m the least bothered person here right now.”

      “Okay, cool,” John began. He returned the amusement, though with effort.  “Never mind. It’s cool. Not my business. I’ve gotta get going, anyway. Thanks for the notes.”

      “It’s what study groups are for.” Alex didn’t watch him go. He had nothing in particular against John, but didn’t have a problem with him leaving, either.

      “I’ve got class, too,” Hyun said again. “No big, catch you in class!”

      Alex turned to find Cassie grinning back at him. Most of his attention would have been with her if not for John’s questions, anyway. “You don’t have a class, too?” he asked.

      “Canceled. I’ve got most of my day free. If you don’t want to talk about it, it’s fine. It’s none of my business. But I’m curious. No judgments.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “You’re really not annoyed?”

      “No,” he answered, though he didn’t know why—except, looking at her face, yes, he totally knew why. “Not anymore.”

      Her eyebrows arched over those tiny glasses. “Are you seeing anyone else besides them?”

      “Yeah,” Alex admitted. “I’m dating two others. They’re also a couple. We joke about me being their side-piece but it’s more than friends with benefits. I don’t have to go into how it’s not all sex stuff and it’s all the work of normal relationships, do I?”

      “I guess you kinda covered it by saying so.”

      “Okay.”

      “Seems like the sex makes a difference, though. Do you feel like sex is no big deal?”

      His eyes widened and he almost laughed at himself. “Oh, sex is a really big deal for me. Every time. But at the same time, it’s only sex. You’ve just gotta figure out what it means to you and be honest with yourself about what you want, and be honest with whoever you’re with. If everyone’s cool with it, why not let them have fun?”

      “How do you know they honestly feel that way and they’re not giving into pressure to keep the relationship?”

      “Lots of people do that in monogamous relationships, too. If that’s what’s going on, it’s time to get out. Either way.”

      “Hm,” Cassie considered, and then her phone buzzed. She looked at it with tightened lips and then a deep breath. “Guess I’ve gotta go.”

      “Everything okay?” asked Alex.

      “Oh, yeah. My boyfriend’s here. We planned to meet. Just the timing.” Cassie collected her bookbag and phone and stood with a smile no longer met her eyes. “I’ll see you in class.”

      Unlike the others, Alex watched her leave, paying attention to her pace and her shoulders. He wondered if he should get up and follow before she rounded the hedge and disappeared amid passing students.

      A touch kept him in place. His mood lifted instantly like a brightening sky, soothing his troubles—even if the touch took the form of a bare foot resting on his shoulder. “She’s fine. Normal downer stuff.”

      His eyes followed the foot to a slender leg, propped up on the knee of the opposite leg where the angel reclined on the table. Rachel’s pose left her shamelessly exposed to him from under her skirt. His eyes found the white silk of her panties before his gaze lifted to meet hers. Of course, I look there first, muttered a voice in the back of his mind, but her grin gave unconditional approval. Lorelei wasn’t the only one in his life to embrace his relentless libido.

      “’Do you feel like sex is no big deal?’” Rachel teased.

      “Yeah, I can’t really give her the whole truth there,” said Alex.

      “Maybe not. You can give it to me.”

      “You already know. Half the time you know what I’m thinking better than I do.”

      “Tell me anyway. Let it out.”

      His eyes drifted in thought, but even in genuine contemplation they still fell past the hem of her white dress to the pale silk between her legs. He didn’t have to worry about correcting or looking away. They talked this out many times. This was exactly the sort of moment when she welcomed his roaming eyes.

      They had many such moments. It was almost their default.

      “It’s still too good to be true. Too good to be okay. Like I can’t possibly feel that good or have that much fun without some kind of karmic price to pay.” His eyes came back to hers, and to her grin. That grin always made him feel better, and he could tell her anything. “Every time. With anyone.”

      “No caveats. You don’t have to downplay anyone else by saying who you want the most.” Her playful grin couldn’t be called arrogant when it was true. Wordlessly, changing nothing but her expression, Rachel’s pose became an invitation. Alex slid his hand up one calf, then back down her thigh under the dangling fabric of her dress. Rachel smiled back at him.

      “I’m happiest when things are like this,” he said. “It’s more than the physical stuff. It’s the intimacy and trust. It’s the peace. I want… it’s not that I want sex all the time, but I feel better when that’s not far away. Like when I’m in the headspace at least, y’know? When I can be open about it.”

      “That’s not all sex demon cooties,” she told him. “Not even mostly demon cooties.”

      “No.”

      “You don’t want sex all the time, but it’s close, and I love that about you. Lots. There’s also no karmic bill at the end. No interest fee bullshit. Just fucking. You know that. Nothing but a lot of societal baggage in your brain telling you otherwise.”

      “Some of that societal stuff happened to protect people, right? I mean other than the shaming garbage?” he asked. “Some people do go off the rails.”

      “Consent and empathy aren’t exactly rails,” Rachel laughed. “You’ve got all that ingrained in your personality and your soul—and that’s hardly unique. It only works as ‘rails’ for people who can’t even handle that much.”

      She tilted her head at the bundle of history texts and notebooks in his open backpack. “You know I can’t tell you all about evolution versus creation and all that shit. But a long, long, forever ago, people made a lot more time for sex. And they were happier for it.”

      “When was that?” asked Alex.

      “That was before all the rails happened. Before all the patriarchy, and the wars and slavery, and the dress codes and the day jobs,” she droned, nudging the books. “The beds are way better now and the food and the plumbing are dope, but humanity still has a lot of bullshit in the way of getting their bone on.”

      Alex fought back most of his laugh. “Sorry we’re so attached to all the plumbing.”

      “No way. Like I said, I think it’s cool, too. You know the stuff that matters. It’s why I love you so much.” Her blue eyes softened, a little less playful now but no less warm. “I love that you’re horny all the time, Alex. It’s a reason I love you. We both know when other stuff is more important. It’s why I’m out running around doing angel shit all the time instead of fucking you and Lorelei night and day. But that’s where I’d be if not for the angel stuff. And I wouldn’t worry for a second about obsessions or overdoing it.”

      “Is this about last night?” asked Alex. “Or are you pitching a career in sex work to me again?”

      “Neither. Last night was all timing and opportunity. But if we’re bringing it up, I still think it suits you. Lots of different kinds of sex work out there. Could be you and Lorelei on camera, or just you and whoever else, or maybe no camera and full service in private…”

      “Rachel.”

      “You’d be awesome at any of it.”

      “Weren’t we just saying day jobs are lame?”

      “They are when you’re stuck doing something you don’t enjoy to survive. You don’t have that problem.”

      “Not if I lean on my loaded girlfriend, no,” he grumbled.

      “Which she wishes you’d do, because she wants you to be happy.”

      “Doesn’t that contradict your pitch, then?”

      “No, because that kind of work would make you happy. You’ve had life after life of violence. You did the right things in all that and some of that violence may have even felt right, but you didn’t enjoy it. And it’s not who you are today. You jump in and save the day when it’s needed, not because you want that for a career.

      “I’m not telling you all this because I think you need a job or a career at all. You feel that need. Sex and sex work can make people happy. Fuckin’ up monsters and bad guys does the world good in a preventative way. It stops the harm.” Rachel glanced away. “Your other talent builds joy. It can help people heal. And it makes you happy, too.”

      Though he was used to Rachel’s distant looks and distractions, he noticed a difference this time. Her distraction was more immediate. He followed her gaze and found Cassie returning with her head low, downcast and distraught.

      “What happened? Can she see us?”

      “No, and she had a break-up. It was on her mind all morning, including here with you guys. No asshole bad guys to deal with here. She already did that part. But I’ll bet she could use some help with the rest.”

      Alex blinked, then frowned as the rest caught up to him. Rachel grinned. “I’m not telling you what to do and I can’t see the future. It’s not even why I came in to talk to you. I’m just saying I can see where things line up. You can do the rest. Like they say, the best way to get over somebody is to get under someone el—”

      “Rachel,” he replied skeptically.

      She shrugged. “I know my man and what he can do.” Rachel leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek, and to stand up—on the bench, feet planted to either side of his legs. “You wouldn’t do anything you or she doesn’t want. That’s kinda my whole point. Love you.”

      Her wings beat once, launching her into the air. Another beat took her past the trees. Even without the obstruction, she quickly faded out of sight along the way.

      Her words remained.

      Alex pulled himself out of that moment with a deep breath, letting it out with a gravelly touch of frustration, or maybe just tension. He couldn’t call his mood anger. He needed to set it aside, anyway. Cassie was right there, down in the dumps, and might want to be alone or might want the company of a friend. He couldn’t know until he asked. Alex banished Rachel’s one-track-mind advice to the back of his mind to focus on Cassie and her feelings.

      That advice obediently took the backseat…where it kept muttering. Loudly.

      “Hey Cassie,” Alex greeted again easily. “You okay?”

      “Hi. Sorry. I thought you’d be gone by now and the space would be empty.”

      “Hung around getting my stuff together. I can bail if you want the space,” he offered, tilting his head, “or not?”

      Her face turned up to his, more embarrassed than troubled or hurt. Something else lurked behind those moods, too. Something lonely and shy. “Breakup,” she said. “Tony—I split with my boyfriend just now. It needed to happen and I saw it coming all day, but that conversation still had to play out.” She released her breath. “And it did.”

      “Gotcha. Breakups suck, even when it’s the right thing. Still a bummer.”

      “Have you had many breakups?”

      “Maybe not in this lifetime,” said Alex. “People get together for reasons. When they don’t work together, it’s also for reasons.”

      “Everything was my fault, all the time, including all the things that had nothing to do with me,” she sighed. “And if I called anything out, not only was everything my fault but I was also too sensitive about it, and I’m the cause of all of his problems, and I’m why he doesn’t succeed, and… even knowing it wasn’t true, it still tore me up. A lot.”

      “I’m sorry. From the sound of things, I’m glad you’re out of it.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “How long?”

      “Almost two years. Long enough to think we were serious, and also long enough to know I had to get out. Never seemed like the right time. Eventually, I realized there never would be a good time, and maybe that was by design.”

      “That makes sense. I’ve seen it before,” said Alex.

      “You know the craziest part? Or maybe it’s not crazy, maybe it’s cold, or mean, I don’t know, but…” Alex waited. She hardly seemed like any of those things. “Maybe it’s because I’ve seen this coming for so long, but I just want to be done with it. I’m already over it, like I’ve done all the sad and mopey and I want to be happy instead. But I literally just broke up with my boyfriend of like two years, so shouldn’t I be sad?”

      “I think your feelings should be whatever they are,” said Alex. “You’re on the other side of this. No reason that can’t feel good. If you want to be happy, be happy.”

      The muttering voice in the back of his mind coughed at him—and then promptly shut up when Cassie’s eyes took on a curious, interested look.

      “Can I ask you a really personal question, Alex?”

      “Seems like it’s all been personal since the study group broke up,” he laughed.

      “Maybe more personal than that.”

      “Sure.”

      “This open relationship where you have multiple girlfriends and they can hook up with other people… does that part go for you, too?”

      He was ready for that question. He was ready to explain his boundaries, and the rules, and the full disclosures and respect for partner privacy, and caring about whoever he was with and how his commitments were still real even if he had flings, and…

      “Yes,” said Alex.
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      As it turned out, Cassie’s humble fashion sense hid a great body.

      The friendly but chaste walk to her place had Alex thinking she might reconsider or back out. They talked mostly of the fierce apartment hunt that kept her so close to campus, and schedules, and parking woes. He was fine with merely walking her back to her place for a chaste farewell at the entrance, maybe a handshake for that extra twist of the knife of awkwardness. He still expected as much when that moment passed and they came to her door.

      Instead, she kissed him fiercely and pulled him inside.

      She was naked and underneath him on her unmade bed before he knew it.

      “Mmh! Fuck!” High-pitched moans celebrated the release of baggage and stress well before any climax point. Cassie held her thighs wide and pulled at him with both hands clutching his ass, right up until she wrapped her legs around his hips and pulled more.

      Alex obliged. He thrust harder, drawing out more moans and gasps. The more she welcomed, the less he held back. He slowed and paused only when his hand slid under her head and fingers curled softly in her hair at the back of her scalp, waiting for an approval that came in fluttering eyes, a grin, and a nod.

      His fist closed and gently, firmly pulled. His next thrust drew out another yelp of delight. Alex fucked her harder and enjoyed her body and her voice as she let go.

      The bed squeaked and the headboard thumped. Some wire or seam beneath the bottom sheet dug into his knee. Direct sunlight cut through the tiny gap between her window frame and the blinds to leave spots in his vision if he opened his eyes at the wrong moment. Sex demon magic and expertise and angelic nonsense tended to dispel or erase all these problems in most of his experiences, but he didn’t give a damn.

      “Alex… hold on?” she asked. He slowed almost instantly, ready to move away but for how she clung to him. “Can we roll over?”

      One more surprise. They’d been deep into the moment. “Sure.”

      Her bed wasn’t big, and she didn’t want to let go. Turning over together led to more laughter than elegance, but in its own way it felt good. It felt even better when she rose up and rocked against him, enjoying him deep inside. The show her body put on provided a new joy, too—one she seemed to share when she looked him over, still slowly fucking him.

      “I didn’t want to finish too soon,” she said.

      Finish too—what? Alex thought, then remembered. Oohh, right. Normal sex. “No worries.” He pushed upward with his hips but let her set the pace. “I wasn’t rushing.”

      “Guess that’s what four girlfriends does for you, huh?” Cassie grinned. Rocked. Posed without posing. She looked incredible and felt better. “Lifestyle gives stamina?”

      Cassie got him breathing a little heavier, and herself, too. Her eyes fluttered closed again. She looked too good for him to have the same problem just yet—although he looked away when a shimmering light appeared behind her. Rachel faded into view to throw him a thumbs-up a broad, naughty grin of approval.

      Alex nearly choked. He waved at her to go away. She faded, but slowly.

      “Mmh… does the… lifestyle mean… we can do this again?” asked Cassie. “No strings?”

      She didn’t notice his wave. Her eyes didn’t open up until he was looking at her again—after Rachel’s emphatic nod of encouragement. “I mean… I am kind of a tramp,” said Alex.
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      “They really sell books of actual magic to whatever rando walks into the show?” asked Alex.

      Green eyes under spiky, fire-engine-red hair glanced up from the road ahead to the rearview mirror with a skeptical look. Molly gestured to the fair-skinned woman in dark clothes and dark curls in the front passenger seat. “We’ve told you how we met. Like a bunch of times. Kind of relevant to all our crazytimes.”

      “It’s not that,” said Alex. “I remember about Elizabeth and your old shop. I know there are other shops. You’ve pointed a couple out for me. Isn’t this different?”

      “How so?” asked Onyx.

      “Wait.” Molly’s eyes narrowed. “Which other shops?”

      “Like the Circle’s End, and that place on the Ave. We went there together once,” he answered.

      “And when did I work for Elizabeth?”

      “Until she passed away last year.” Alex reflected the expression he saw in the mirror. “Are you testing how much I listen to you?”

      “Yeah. You passed. This time,” she warned.

      Onyx snickered while his jaw fell. “Molly,” he protested.

      “Have you ever dated a guy before?”

      “No—I—not in this lifetime,” Alex corrected before he spoke fully, and then found himself muttering. “Not really into it this time around. Weird how that works.”

      “Okay. I rest my case.” Molly waved her hand. “Continue.”

      He hesitated, watching Onyx grin while his brain reached for a retort that didn’t come quickly enough. Friday night traffic rolled along on I-5, heavy but moving steadily. The car felt comfortable but still new, much like their relationship. It was only a couple weeks ago that Molly felt confident enough in their finances to get one of the cheaper hybrids. The road trip was another new step for the three of them together.

      “Okay. In a local shop for a niche market like actual magic, you know most people shopping there, right?” Alex tried again. “This is a traveling book show.”

      “It’s an Extraordinary Antiquarian and Esoteric Book Faire,” Onyx corrected. “That’s ‘faire’ with an e at the end of it. Very important.”

      “Gotta make sure everyone knows it’s fancy somehow,” said Molly.

      “And they sell legit books of magic,” said Alex.

      “So do the bookstores. The ones we’ve talked about, anyway,” said Onyx.

      “Those are special bookstores, though, right? You’ve gotta know what you’re looking for, and they know their customers. That’s what you told me. This is different. It’s a traveling book fair. How many of these happen in a year? How many of them sell magic stuff?”

      “Not many, and even here you sort of have to know what’s up,” said Onyx. “There are bigger antiquarian book shows with more fanfare. This is off-circuit from all that.”

      “Off-circuit? What, like off-Broadway?”

      “If being off-Broadway was about hiding the best stuff instead of it just getting less support and appreciation than it deserves, yeah,” said Molly.

      “You were both theater kids in high school, weren’t you?” asked Alex.

      The witches looked at each other before their eyes turned back at him, one staring directly and the other gazing through the mirror. “How did you guess?” grumbled Molly.

      “What possible clues could you have gathered from being around us?” echoed Onyx.

      “I’d have been a theater kid if I my class schedule allowed for it,” Alex mumbled.

      “Okay, the occult bookstores with actual magic merch usually get by on selling non-magical stuff to non-Practitioners,” Molly explained. “The good stuff can go for good money, but that market is tiny. You can’t run a business hoping for a couple big-money sales to carry you all year. Unless the owner is independently wealthy, you do all the same retail tricks other stores do. Shows like this are the same. Maybe there’s magic, but it’s still business.

      “They’ll have artsy and historical stuff. The bigger shows will have more and probably better. This show also includes magic. As for what you’re getting at, yes, they do care who wanders in and they watch who buys what. You can keep randos from buying the good stuff by pricing it appropriately, but then you’re wasting product space on something that won’t move. Or you’re risking some schmuck coming in and buying your genuine Necronomicon because it will look cool on their bookshelf. So, it’s better if you set aside a time to show the good stuff to the shoppers who are in the know. That’s why we want to be there tonight instead of tomorrow.”

      “But if a random goof wanders into the show or to a store and drops enough cash for the real deal, do you still sell to them?” asked Alex.

      “If they wander in and drop that cash, they might not be random or goofs at all,” said Onyx. “You do a good job of looking normal despite all your nonsense.”

      “…thanks?” said Alex.

      “One, everybody’s gotta make a living,” said Molly. “Two, there’s no central authority over magical Practices. Nobody sets standards or enforces secrecy. Three, this is also how some people learn to do magic in the first place. Sometimes you let somebody with no signs of magic buy a little self-discovery, y’know?”

      “Sounds like a great way for somebody to summon up a demon because they have no clue what they’re dealing with,” said Alex.

      “Eh, that already happens with the Ouija Boards,” said Onyx.

      He blinked. “Wait, are you serious?”

      “It’s not a common mishap, but it happens,” she answered. “Try getting that safety recall through.”

      “And four,” Molly continued. “In spite of the other stuff, yes, most dealers are mindful enough to prevent walking accidents and fuck-ups from buying magical books. That comes down to good stores and shows like these. Most Practitioners don’t want—aw, fuck,” she sighed. “This is the thing I wish I could fix with magic.”

      Brake lights abounded in the distance, with I-5 coming to the crawl all three of them expected despite information to the contrary. Onyx tapped at her phone, hoping for better information. “I swear the stupid app said this was clear.”

      “I believe you, but I feel like we should’ve known better,” said Molly. “It’s Tacoma. They’ve been working on this stretch of I-5 since before I moved here.”

      “They’ve been working on it all my life,” grumbled Alex. “This is the thing I keep expecting to find out is some supernatural conspiracy.”

      “Ten-minute delay. I think they only just brought out the work trucks,” Onyx reported.

      “That’s not too bad, but we’ll get to Olympia later than we’d hoped,” said Molly.

      “Do we still want to check into the hotel first, or hit the show?” asked Alex. “If the good stuff is on display tonight, don’t we want to be there as early as we can?”

      “We can do either. No need to knock ourselves out over this. I say we take the next exit and go around all this mess and get food on the way,” said Molly. “I’m not gonna be all Black Friday bargain hunter. This show will run late-late, too. It caters to a certain lifestyle.”

      Despite Molly’s casual attitude, Alex felt a frown coming on. “Do we have to look out for anything? Or anyone?”

      “There’s a couple of jerk hermetics in Olympia I wouldn’t mind seeing fall under a bus,” said Onyx. “I doubt they want to mess with us these days, though.”

      “The straight answer is no. These shows are like bookstores. People expect neutrality. That’s one of the few traditions most Practices hold in common. It keeps the peace. The complicated answer is I’m not as sold on that sort of thing being reliable as I used to be. We’ve met too many genuine bad guys in the last year. I’d be comfortable going alone, but I’m more comfortable not being alone, y’know?”

      “It’s still a road-trip-slash-date,” said Onyx, flashing him another grin over her shoulder. “We didn’t bring you for back-up. We brought you because it’s date night.”
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      They thought nothing of it when Alex offered to pay for gas, and even took him up on it when he made the right joke to get Molly out of the way. They stopped for fast food and opted for the counter rather than the drive-thru, which ended with Alex at the register last—and therefore ready with his card out. Molly and Onyx shared a look, but said nothing. It was only fast food.

      He couldn’t slide into paying for their hotel room so easily. Molly made the reservation in her own name and on her own card, and listed only herself and Onyx as occupants for a king-sized bed. Alex kept a casual distance during check-in to avoid questions from the staff about occupancy and beds, but he had ready cash for his share of the room. He covered incidentals, too.

      The witches shared another look. Again, they said nothing.
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      “Not complaining, but we’re literally across the street.” Alex took in another hotel lobby and another spread of lounge settings. The hotel restaurant appeared busy with locals and visitors to the state capital after a long week, none of whom struck Alex as the magical type. “Why are we staying there and not here?”

      “After all our fiascos, a little distance from the event felt like the wiser option,” said Molly. “Also, it’s a greener company. I checked.”

      “That’s why.” Onyx shrugged when Molly scowled. “What? I’m not against it.”

      “Ballrooms are this way. Come on, critics,” Molly grumbled.

      Their course took them to a broad hall branching away from the check-in desk. Though not the largest hotel in Olympia, tripod-mounted signs outside the ballroom doors spoke to state business and other events: Washington Apple Advocates in Ballroom A, some real estate agents’ class in Ballroom B, and grander signage for the Department of Labor and Industries over at Ballroom C. All of those events had ended hours ago, leaving only Ballroom D with sounds of activity through its open doors.

      Memories of meeting Seattle’s greater Practicing community—if one could use a word like community—and the resulting gunfight and demon battle hung over Alex as they approached. That mess began with similar notes of jarring mundanity, walking down the ballroom wing of a casino instead of a hotel. That event at least had a show of security from the start. Here, no one stood at the entrance to ask for invitations or otherwise screen visitors. Nothing stopped them from going right through the doors.

      Tables with standard white tablecloths awaited in an orderly pattern, with some lining the outer walls and others arranged in a rectangular “island” in the center of the room. Some sellers brought extra furnishings like thin bookshelves or artwork to spruce up their spaces and add stock. Others were content with whatever the hotel provided. Most tables displayed banners from print shops. Some announced themselves with handmade artwork. A few spots remained empty altogether, still waiting for occupants for tomorrow’s mainstream hours.

      Alex guessed perhaps twenty-five vendors in all, with half as many customers browsing. Most seemed middle-aged or older and no one dressed in anything more unusual than an urban hippie look here or a bow tie there. Activity leaned more toward conversation than shopping. One seller held a McDonald’s bag. Another held a champagne glass. Dealers and shoppers all appeared friendly.

      Every table held books, mostly laid out with their covers face up. Those set up with shelves had plenty more to offer. One dealer had a tall, thin bookcase full of scrolls—no, maps, according to the label on the side. Another dealer kept her wares in several big glass cases with engraved brass frames. Only after scoping out the layout, the attendants, and their mood did Alex pay attention to the books on display—and then he had to keep up with his companions.

      “Oh, sweet! A Coldwater’s Guide!” Molly spotted the book before Alex was close enough to read any of the titles. He saw only a tattered hardback no bigger than an old pulp novel with its pages a dirty yellow-brown from age. Molly reached for the book, but stopped before touching it to look at the seller. “Mind if I look?”

      “Go ahead.” The Black woman behind the table struck a perfect grandmotherly image except for the champagne glass she’d just accepted from the fellow merchant at the next table. “It won’t fall apart, or I wouldn’t put it out in the open.”

      “Wow, how old is this?” asked Molly, opening the book to carefully fan the pages.

      “1879. It’s a second printing,” the seller confessed. “But that let her update and take a second editing pass. I feel like it helped.”

      “What are we looking at?” Alex quietly asked Onyx.

      “I don’t know,” she confessed in a whisper.

      “It’s a book about different Practices and traditions,” said Molly. “Elizabeth had one in a glass case. Hers was falling apart and she never got around to finding a conservator to repair it. I never had a chance to read it.”

      “And it’s not exactly a book you can download, either,” said the seller. “Not yet, anyway.”

      “Could you trust what it said if you did?” asked Molly.

      Alex scanned the seller’s table for her other offerings. Most seemed old. Some had the look of mass-market paperback printing to make him wonder what qualified as “extraordinary” or just plain rare. Others stood out with artful covers in leather, or marbled paper, or silk book cloth. A significant portion of the books weren’t in English at all, prompting his brain to skip through his fluencies: Prophecy for Profit in German. Devour Their Past in Latin. French and German editions of a book titled The Tyranny of Heaven sat side by side, along with books in languages he couldn’t identify.

      Amid his perusing, Alex noted a distinct lack of price tags.

      “…said she thought it was pretty accurate to what she knew from the time,” said Molly, happy to chat up the seller. “Elizabeth was older, so I felt like she might know.”

      “I’m going to move on,” Onyx murmured to Alex. “She’ll be here for a bit. I want to see what else the show has.”

      “I’ll come with?” he offered.

      “You don’t have to. Up to you.”

      A glance passed between the witches without breaking Molly’s conversational stride as Onyx pulled away. Seeing the acknowledgement, Alex stuck with the latter. “I’m not exactly fluent in old and rare books,” he told Onyx. “I have no idea what this stuff costs, either.”

      “Prices could be all over the place. I expect that’s why Molly is turning on the charm.”

      “Does it work?”

      “Charm? It depends,” said Onyx. “If someone’s a hard-assed sales type, profit is profit. If they’re more about tradition and community and spreading knowledge, or if they’re just the ‘people person’ type? Then Molly’s whole edgy look turns into a swerve of wholesome charm and curiosity and people melt for it. She comes by it honestly, anyway. Not like it’s a con. Between the two of us, Molly’s the frugal one. If the price is too high, she’ll pass.” Onyx threw him a curious glance. “You’re being critical, but not negative. What’s up?”

      “Trying to learn how all this works.” Alex shrugged. “Seems like Molly’s putting a lot of energy into the first book she sees. Or is that book that important?”

      “Eh, it could be sentimental. Most Practices don’t really know each other that well, so it could be full of useful stuff even if it’s old. I assume it’s not trash, or Elizabeth wouldn’t have valued her copy.”

      “I figured you two would be on the hunt for spellbooks,” he murmured.

      “You don’t have to be that quiet here,” Onyx teased. “These people know what they’re selling and who came to buy. It’s fine. As for spells, there might be one or two in that book. That’s how you find most spells. There aren’t as many ‘big books of magic’ as there are books by some Practitioner with a spell or two included. Kinda like cookbooks can be two-thirds personal essays and one-third recipes.”

      “And different Practices can’t do other Practices’ magic, right? Like how you can’t magic up money but others can?”

      “I don’t think it’s as straightforward as ‘magic up money’ for the others, either, but yeah. It’s also like how I might not know if the recipe in a cookbook is my thing until I try it.”

      “I feel like this cookbook thing is more than an analogy. We should’ve gotten a real dinner instead of fast food, huh?”

      Onyx elbowed him before nudging him toward another table of books.
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      Still Among Us: Lesser Elder Gods

      Astral, Ether, and Otherwhere: A Brief Guide to Extraplanar Travel and Dangers Therein

      Demonic Possession and You (and You)

      Alex stopped and frowned at the last. He loved the title, but demonic possession didn’t work that way… and then he stopped again. Wait, do I know for sure it doesn’t work that way? What if it depends on the kind of demon? Oh god, do I have to read the entire book to know if the author is full of shit? Then he remembered the warnings from his history professors about trusting a book out of hand. His frown turned inward. Good title, though.

      He bid the dealer farewell with a mutual smile and nod. So far, all the dealers had a relaxed attitude about sales, which made him feel better. Knowing a little about how rough the convention circuit and small business living in general could be, Alex sometimes felt bad about leaving a con dealer’s table after showing interest but buying nothing. Here, that pressure—self-inflicted or not—didn’t arise.

      Maybe they could tell he wasn’t a sorcerer and expected nothing of him. Maybe people who sold books of and about magic had other ways to make money. Maybe he was overthinking.

      The next dealer had half again as much space as the rest, with his tables making up one corner of the central island. Atop the spread of green felt tablecloths waited crisp, hard-bound and academic-looking books:

      The Enchantopaedia Atlantica, with a small card noting, “Text in Original Middle English.”

      A Sorcerous Atlas of Central Asia

      Hermetic Etiquette

      The Inevitable Triumph of the Hermetic Practice

      The Fall of Hermeticism

      The Forgotten Truth of True Hermeticism, Abridged

      Go Your Own Way: How to Escape Your Hermetic Family Tradition and Live Free

      “What’s with the Hermetics?” Alex wondered, and then realized it came out in a mumble. He looked up to make sure the white-haired, bespectacled, and mustachioed gentleman behind the table in tweed and a bowtie hadn’t heard, and then returned his eyes to the merchandise.

      It got weirder.

      The Utility of Madness

      Astrology to Your Advantage

      Water

      Smurfs Aren’t Real

      Alex all but recoiled from the last. This time, the dealer noticed him. “Something distasteful?” asked the older man. His tweed and bowtie gave him a more formal look than most, but he didn’t match it with gruff or stuffy airs.

      “No, sorry, it’s…” The apology came out of reflex, not wanting to offend or show his ignorance. That instinct died as quickly as Alex could think of words to talk it away. Nobody could hold this one against him. He pointed to the book. “Smurfs?”

      “It was a hot topic in the eighties. Briefly, but enough for some to write about.”

      “It was a cartoon.”

      “Yes, and a comic in Belgium before that. The debate raged over whether they might be more. Mere fiction or tool of a conspiracy? Commercialism, or indoctrination? Some thought the cute cartoon might open children to visitations of spirits, or demons, or familiars.”

      “They couldn’t just interview the creators?” Alex frowned.

      “Oh, it was easily dismissed by anyone who took the time to look closely.” The dealer waved to the book. “Someone still needs to write the definitive work.” He lifted a glass tumbler holding a bit of something brown and paused to look closely at it, tilting it once and looking at Alex before taking a sip. “Bit of a fan?”

      “Nah. Just jumped out at me.”

      “Mm-hm.” The dealer plucked off his eyeglasses to wipe them with an embroidered cloth. With his glasses back on, he squinted and looked Alex up and down. “Mm-hm,” he grunted again. His eyes stopped at the younger man’s hands. That prompted him to frown thoughtfully before leaning forward on his table to look to the floor at his customer’s feet.

      “Everything okay?” Alex wondered if was going through a magical background check.

      “I should hope so.” That bushy white mustache made for an extra pop to the man’s reassuring smile. “You don’t strike me as our target market, as it were. The doors are open to all, but I like to know who has wandered in by accident and who has not. You’re clearly the latter.” He held out his hand. “Professor Hood.”

      “Alex,” he answered, accepting the handshake.

      “I haven’t seen you in these circles before. Might I ask where you’re from?”

      “Seattle.”

      “Ah. I haven’t been to Seattle in some time. A little too lively of late. Hopefully Olympia isn’t too close,” said Professor Hood.

      “Not as far as I know.” Alex felt his curiosity spike. He had only been out of the Seattle area a few times since his life went sideways into the supernatural. “Where are you from?”

      “Portland. You could say we’re meeting halfway.” Hood glanced to his corner table and then repeated that friendly, no-harm-done smile. “We like it quiet there. Would you excuse me? I have another customer.”

      He turned away before Alex could stop him, not that the younger man tried. The instinct to be polite outweighed his curiosity. All those questions remained. Hood must have “read” him somehow, like Onyx and Molly’s aura sight but apparently requiring more tools and deliberate action. Alex hadn’t been to Portland in over a year. He had wondered what the supernatural landscape was like there. None of his friends or lovers knew much.

      If Hood was a sorcerer, even a little small talk could reveal a lot—or maybe that sudden exit was about more than customer service. Alex wondered if it was a deliberate dodge. It wasn’t like someone had called to Hood. As soon as he glanced Hood’s way again, he spotted that other customer, too.

      Onyx stared at something locked in a glass case on the table. Her interest was plain on her face, both for Alex and for Hood. “Would you like me to open the case?” the dealer offered. “It’s not fragile, though you’ll want to handle with care, of course.”

      “Really?” Onyx blinked. “Yes, please.”

      Hood fished the keys from his pocket and unlocked the case. Alex moved around the table to get beside Onyx. The object of her interest was obvious. With dark, hand-tooled leather and a silk cord wrapped through a ring to hold it closed, the big book in the center fit his idea of an actual tome of magic than anything else he’d seen tonight. The cover bore intricate design work along the borders but no title.

      Onyx noticed his arrival a beat later than Alex expected. Few things or people ever snuck up on her. She predicted his next question before he asked, too. “It’s called Shadow and Echo,” she explained as Hood pulled up the glass lid. “Justina Straliene was in our Practice. She came to America from Lithuania in the 1920s. She didn’t find any others like her right away, so she went looking—all over the US and Mexico and Canada, for a couple decades. All through the Roaring Twenties, and the Depression, and the war, and after.”

      She bit her lip as she traced the edges of the cover. Alex watched and waited. Hood seemed to appreciate her reverence, especially when Onyx carefully slid the silk strap loose and opened the book without lifting it from the case. Inside laid machine-printed pages in English. Her random choice of pages brought her to a black and white photograph of a woman in trousers and a vest beside a car on a wooded road. She looked rugged and happy.

      “There are only four other copies as far as I know,” said Hood. “All hand-made by the author. The printing press she used would’ve been an antique before she was born.”

      “I take it this is a big deal?” asked Alex.

      “Yeah,” said Onyx. “A lot of our history is oral. We don’t have many books like this in our Practice. It’s not forbidden, just… most books are the personal type. This one probably is, too, but it’s about her work and all the people she met. I only know about it because of other people’s stories about her.”

      “Oh, this is the personal sort, too,” Hood said with careful emphasis. “She did all the printing herself to maintain the personal link. I’m sure someone of the same Practice would draw more from it than the likes of me, or any other outsider. It does me little good as a hermetic, otherwise I wouldn’t sell it. That being the case, though, I see no need to hoard knowledge from someone who’d find greater use—and greater connection.”

      She turned a few more pages and took a deep breath. “What are you asking for it?”

      “One of five, historically significant, influential, personal, artful,” Hood began, prepping for the hit. “Eighty thousand.”

      “Yeah.” Onyx smiled ruefully and closed the book. “That’s probably fair. Thank you.”

      “I’m in no rush if you’d like to look a little more?” Hood offered.

      “It’s fine. I should move on. Thank you for your time.” She turned away.

      The case didn’t come down again before Hood’s eyes caught Alex with a silent question. It wasn’t one Alex could answer. Pressing his lips together in thought, he politely shook his head and turned to follow Onyx. They shared only a glance to keep track of one another before they were away from Hood’s tables and his wares.

      Once Onyx slowed to look at another table, Alex pulled out his phone. He tapped the app for his bank account. That was as far as he got before her hand slid over his. “Hey. Stop,” she said softly.

      “Yeah?”

      Her blue eyes held his. “You love me.”

      “Um. Yeah? Not how that affirmation usually goes.”

      “Right. I’m saying it because you need to know that I know.”

      “Okay?”

      “I see how much you want to show it,” Onyx explained. “Molly, too. We see the things you do for us. We know you’re always there. Even with Lorelei and Rachel and whatever else you all get up to, we know, and it’s great. It’s wonderful. And it’s enough. You’re enough.

      “You need to understand it’s okay to have limits,” she told him patiently—and affectionately. “You’re paying for everything but the hotel already, and you’d cover that, too, if we let you. And I know you’re self-conscious about your money situation in the first place. It’s okay if I can’t have everything I want.”

      “That book sounded important. As much as I want to do things for you, it’s not about that.” He relented to the skeptical twist of her grin. “It’s not only that. But I wouldn’t consider it if this wasn’t a big deal. This is magic, right?”

      “It’s also something we’ve been fine without before now. Not every piece of magic is a crisis or a quest. I see you going into that mode here. It’s okay if some things are out of reach.”

      “He’s asking for money, not a blood sacrifice.” Then he stopped. “That’s not a thing, right?”

      “I doubt it’s a thing here,” said Onyx. “Maybe it’s only money, but it’s a lot of money we don’t have, and that’s fine. We’re just as twitchy about money as you are, remember? Molly always thought I spent too much, and I stressed out about her stressing over it. It’s been a thing ever since we got together. Even our ‘consulting’ job is looking like a bad idea in hindsight. It’s nice to have that whole crew on our side, but lately we’re more concerned about what not to tell them and where not to help. Y’know?”

      He didn’t have to ask. Mixing magic with the FBI was always bound to be sticky. They didn’t want to talk about that here. “I hear you. We’ll help if you need.”

      “We know. That’s my point.” Onyx pushed his hand back a little without letting go. “The consulting money is nice, but it’s not huge and money isn’t everything. It’s not our motivation. We got by before and we’ll do it again if we walk away. We can walk away from this, too. I’m saying we can have limits. If I can’t have a magic book, that’s fine. I don’t have to buy it. You don’t have to pull off any heavy lifting to buy it for me, either.”

      “I’m listening,” said Alex. “I also think I can swing this.”

      “Lorelei can swing this. You aren’t comfortable with that when it comes to things you want. That’s between you and her and that’s a normal relationship thing. It’s normal for us to have financial boundaries, too. You love me. Us. We love you, and Lorelei is… a lot to us, whatever the label. I know you and Lorelei would never let us drown if things got hard. That’s enough. That’s a lot. I don’t want or need big, expensive gifts, too.”

      He nodded, and lowered the hand holding his phone… but his eyebrow rose.

      “Okay, not this expensive,” Onyx elaborated.

      “It is a lot of money,” Alex agreed.

      “I’m sure whatever else he’d take would be a lot, too.”

      “They take more than money here?”

      “It’s magic nonsense. Of course, they take more than money. I doubt anyone here is hurting for cash. Zafirah didn’t ask for your card when she helped you, did she?” Onyx saw his eyebrow go up again and his head turn. She nudged him. “Don’t. It’ll be ridiculous.”
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      Twenty minutes of browsing and chatting passed before Alex came by Professor Hood’s table again. He didn’t approach until Onyx was distracted. Clear of customers and conversation for the moment, Hood greeted his return with a smile.

      “Hey, about that book my friend was looking at,” Alex began. “I’ve heard some of the sellers here will trade or work out some deals other than cash. Would you be open to that sort of thing? What would that look like?”

      “I might,” said Hood. For once, Alex read a little more than solid salesman skills in Hood’s expression. He saw wary but eager interest behind those glasses. “As I said, I’m not much for visiting Seattle these days. Too much excitement, too many questions that may have ugly answers. I don’t need to poke at that. But I’ve heard things through the grapevine. Big changes, big calamities, maybe even an ‘Alex’ in the middle of it. I’ve no wish to get involved, but… it would be nice to know the story and the true state of things north of here. If you happen to know any of it, of course.”

      That’s all? Alex nearly asked, but he stepped on that impulse before giving it voice. Years of his mother’s stories and grumbles about life in business pushed back. You’re dealing here. Don’t undersell what you’ve got. He had traded on this story with supernatural types before. “Turns out I might know a little.”

      “Hm.” Hood glanced down at Alex’s hands again. “I would have to hear the whole tale to know how much to knock off the price. Safe answers to my questions would be worth a lot, but you’d have to tell me everything, of course,” Hood noted with a meaningful emphasis. “All of it.”

      That wasn’t hard to answer. Alex shook his head and smiled. “I could tell you a lot, but not all of it. ‘Everything’ isn’t all mine to share.”

      “An answer I can respect. I might even say the same if our situations were reversed.”

      “Fair enough.” Alex almost turned away, but stopped for a parting comment. “Without getting into it all, I think the city is safer than it used to be. Most of the Practitioners there are pretty cool now. The ones I know, anyway.”

      “That seems like a careful use of present and past tenses,” said Hood.

      “Kinda. Have a good night.”

      Alex made it five entire steps before he came to Onyx, waiting for him. Watching.

      “All I did was ask.” Alex held his hands up. “He wanted too much.”

      “I told you.”

      “You did.”

      “What was it? Blood sacrifice?”

      Alex blinked. “What? No! You told me that wasn’t a thing!”

      “Not here, no,” Onyx grumbled. “I didn’t think eighty thousand dollars for a book would be a thing, either, but here we are.”

      “Wow, really?” Molly appeared beside them both, her face bright and her hands full. “What book is going for that? Y’know what, never mind. It’s not as cool as my book. Best in show, check it out.” She raised her purchase in triumph, small and hard-bound and bearing a simple title: Dutch Oven Sorcery.

      Without a word, Onyx elbowed Alex. “No callbacks.”

      “Too late,” he grunted, and suffered another elbow for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            PROPER FOCUS

          

        

      

    

    
      “You like this,” Lorelei taunted seductively. “You have trepidations, but you like it.”

      “I shouldn’t,” Alex murmured at her ear.

      “Hide no desires from me, love. Enjoy.”

      “I hope you understand if I’m…different in there with them than I am with you,” Jessica told her husband, Chad. She was smoking hot in a red lace panty, bra, and garter set. Her husband was still fully dressed. They stood in the lavish hallway outside the living room of Chad’s boss.

      “I need to get through this somehow.” Jessica laid a hand on his chest. “I think maybe the only way to do that is to put everything out of my mind and just let biology take over.” She’d kept her anticipation under wraps throughout the dinner party, but now came the moment.

      Chad was excited, though he didn’t say so. He still hadn’t told her how much of this was his idea. “I understand. I won’t…I won’t be mad at you if you enjoy it.”

      “Oh my god, this creep,” grumbled Alex. Lorelei half laughed and half purred with approval.

      Jessica nodded. “Like I said. It’s biology. And…I won’t be mad if you find a way to enjoy this, too.”

      Laying on her side in front of Alex, Lorelei gently rolled her hips to enjoy the feeling of him against her naked ass. The flatscreen projected the only light in their living room. Alex laughed self-consciously and called the monstrous L-shaped couch a “big stupid” in the store, but she knew he wanted it. She knew why, too.

      She knew much about his desires.

      Jessica turned and opened the door to the spacious, luxurious living room of Chad’s boss, Ben. She strode forward, unafraid. The camera angle centered on her ass framed in red lace. There were three other men scattered around the room, but Jessica’s attention was on Ben, sitting alone in a big leather chair.

      “You look good,” Ben smiled coolly.

      “Thank you,” said Jessica.

      A loving and lustful hand glided up Lorelei’s belly to her chest, sliding between her breasts to cup and gently stroke a thumb over one nipple. She felt his lips against her shoulder. No touch short of an angel’s made her feel this good, yet she writhed with more than the physical indulgence. The succubus drew power from her victim’s desires, and much more from their shared pleasures.

      Alex couldn’t truly know how good it felt—how good he felt—but he understood the “curse” of being her prey in principle. He knew, and trusted, and loved her, making it all so much better than all the centuries before… and this was still only foreplay.

      Ben beckoned to her with one hand. As she came closer, one of the other men stepped past to usher her husband into a chair in the corner. It gave Ben the time to whisper: “Say his name if you don’t want this. We’ll stop. You’re safe.”

      She blinked in surprise. Ben waited.

      “Huh,” grunted Alex. “That’s a swerve.”

      Her grin widened. That one turn in the script made all the difference in his feelings. “I know my audience.”

      Jessica glanced back to see her husband comply as instructed before returning to Ben’s gaze. She said nothing.

      His mouth turned to a wolfish grin. His voice didn’t rise. With the other man distracting her husband, Ben had time for one more whisper: “Say, ‘Yes, sir,’ if you want all of us tonight. He’ll never know.”

      Wordlessly, Jessica sank to her knees between his spread legs. Easy motions freed him from his slacks. She wasn’t disappointed. Mesmerized, she leaned forward, taking him in one hand while she caressed his groin with the other. Her eyes lifted to meet his once more. “Yes, sir,” she said. Slowly yet eagerly, she took his cock in her mouth.

      “Alex,” Lorelei purred. She knew.

      A soft brush of his fingers coaxed her naked thigh upward. Her knee bent to hook her leg around his. The first touch of his cock against wet flesh sent an electric current through her whole body. Lorelei let out a breathless groan as he entered her, filling her with the ecstasies of hardened flesh, lust, love, and power.

      Decadent first penetration continued until she had his full length. Her eyes fluttered and her lips trembled until he withdrew, still overwhelming her with sensation and joy, and then pushed in again. Lorelei felt his arms around her tighten and pull them together.

      Within only a few strokes, her eyes fell shut. She knew when his opened. She knew his gaze rose to the sinful scene on display while he fucked her. Rather than distracting from their passion, it added just the dash of spice she wanted tonight in the intangible pleasures of their bond. Every tryst was delicious, but different flavors had their own delights.

      Her forehead turned against the cushion. He didn’t need to move faster to build their intensity. She pushed back as he thrust, wanting as much of him as she could possibly have. Soon enough his eyes closed and he lost himself in sensation and desire, too. They turned in on the couch together, Lorelei all but face-down against the cushions and keeping his hand trapped against her breasts. “Fuck me, love,” she urged with her voice cracking. “Fuck me more.”

      Animal passion consumed them both. She didn’t hold back a single note of appreciation. Passion built and held her in ecstasy. The plateau arrived before she knew it, but that was part of its wonder, holding both lovers in a steady yet immediate state. All sense of time gave way to a constant need for more. Alex held her and drove into her relentlessly.

      Helpless moans escaped her throat. Infernal powers and immortal experience would let her regain control if she chose, but it was so much better when she could let go and lose herself every bit as much as he did.

      They went on and on, both eager for the end while hoping it would stay out of reach just a little longer. Even conditioned by her curse with everything he needed to sate her appetites, Alex was only mortal, only human. He had limits. Yet he felt too good to stop. She felt too good for him to stop.

      She loved that part, too. She loved every part as if it was the best, including the approach of the meltdown within her. Wordless moans and gasps begged him to continue. Grunts and urgent breaths reciprocated. He felt it, too.

      Stars burst against her eyelids. Wet spasms overtook her, sending shockwaves through her body all the way down every limb. Alex fucked her as hard as ever, prolonging her orgasm, with his coming on only as her climax ebbed. One incredible ride dovetailed into another. The curse rewarded her with the pleasures of her prey. She gasped and shook through her own orgasm and then came hard again upon his release within her.

      Spent and breathless, Alex still supported much of his own weight by his elbows. Considerate instincts bade him to shift and lean against the back of the couch, but she preempted him with another purr. “Mmm, stay,” she said, and gently pushed back against him to indulge the hard and wet intimacy they still shared. “Relax. It’s me, love.”

      He conceded. She didn’t share the same vulnerabilities as mortal lovers, and sometimes had to remind him. She never complained.

      “I love you,” he murmured and kissed the back of her neck gratefully.

      “And I loved that.” Lorelei swept the strands of hair from the side of her face, revealing a grin. “I loved that and you and I want more of both.”

      “Oh good. Then it’s not just me,” he huffed.

      “I hope you understand if I’m…different in there with them than I am with you,” said another voice. A woman’s voice, still set to the same volume as before.

      “What…wow. Did we hit rewind somehow?” Alex wondered, but his eyes found the remote on the coffee table in the same moment as Lorelei. Then he understood. “Did the movie play all the way through again?”

      Neither of them searched for a clock, but Lorelei thought the night looked deeper in the window. Her grin continued with wicked pride. “Yes. Oh, and you liked this part.”

      “Not as much as I like you.”

      He reached for the remote. Lorelei liked the results of his shifting weight as she gripped him inside her. So did Alex. He also liked the picture right where it paused. He felt and heard her purr in appreciation again. “Busted?” he asked.

      “You know I enjoy your desires,” she replied. “I’ll enjoy indulging us both in her image sometime.”

      “Feels a little wrong,” he admitted.

      “No one will know. No harm to anyone. We’re free to be naughty on our own. It won’t be the first time. I know what I mean to you, love,” she assured him. “I am not slighted. I am more inclined toward lust than romance tonight. It means much that I can have both with you. You want her and you liked this fantasy. I love you for it.”

      “Okay, you’ve got me on the actress,” he admitted. The decadent coupling they shared helped with that, along with months of intimacy and honesty. He loved being able to talk freely with her, even if he still hit speed bumps. “Not completely sure how I feel about the movie.”

      “Hm.” Lorelei touched his hip, cuing him to pull away. Neither of them went far. Alex soon found himself on his back on the couch, with Lorelei sliding one leg over his hips to straddle him. Though ready to claim him yet again, she held off. “You will work that out for yourself in time, or I can tell you now. I feel what your desires haven’t articulated.”

      “You’re gonna tell me what I’m thinking?” Alex smirked. “Y’know, go ahead. My brain isn’t getting all the usual blood right now, anyway.”

      “You joke, but I think your brain and the rest of you are functioning perfectly.” Lorelei began a soft grind to tease them both. His eyes roamed her naked beauty rising over him, desire building upon the heights she already enjoyed.

      “The film works for you because it centers her pleasure, and that’s right where your attention should be. Her husband uses her for his convenience yet otherwise neglects her. He presumes she doesn’t want anyone else, but we know differently. She’s turned on by all this. Then we see the ‘boss’ in truth respects her consent and doesn’t take the husband’s word for granted. It’s not perfect, because the director wants tension and surprise, but it’s only fiction.

      “This experience liberates her. You can see what’s coming: her freedom, the husband’s downfall, and her further pleasure after that. It’s why I knew you’d like this. On the surface, it’s a woman being used by men, but she is the true winner here. This director knows right where your attention should be, and so do you.”

      His grin conceded and embraced each point. “I didn’t expect film analysis tonight.”

      “I’m not talking about the film.” Lorelei traced a sensuous fingertip down his neck, his chest, and lower. “This is about you… and me. And us. You have all the right priorities, Alex. Even in your basest desires. Trust them.”

      “We talk about this a lot,” he observed.

      “We enjoy talking about this. It’s our favorite topic,” she teased.

      “So how is it about you?”

      Lorelei realized she should’ve expected this turn. She was also one of his favorite topics. Her teasing, largely unconscious grind slowed to a halt, though not the urges that drove it. Those urges only rose in a different way—opening a new vulnerability, oddly enough. One more she wanted to share. It wasn’t the first time she felt it with him. “This may be too much for us. For you. Even now.”

      “We’ve been through a lot.” His hand found hers, fingers sliding between hers to hold it. “What’s too much about this?”

      “It is about what I am, and it is dark. Too dark.”

      “We talked about that from the beginning. You told me. Maybe not specifics, but you told me. I never held that against you.”

      “Yes. You love me regardless, and in some ways because of it. That means more than I can say. But we rarely spoke of specifics. We spoke at length of my regrets and parts of my past I wanted to leave behind. We never spoke of the parts I enjoyed.”

      “You told me that was part of being a succubus. That you were wired to get off on following orders and the rest of the role. You said you could lose yourself in the sex and all that. Like the payoffs helped you deal with the rest.”

      “I had greater consent in that ‘wiring’ than you might think. I was manipulated, of course, but that manipulation played to my desires. You and Rachel freed me to love myself and to love being what I am…but that person existed before I met either of you. Does that make sense?”

      “Sounds like you want to talk about it.”

      “I want to share everything with you, Alex. I also don’t want to harm what we have.”

      “Hey, I signed up for the good and the bad,” he said. “Whatever this is, I’m up for it, too.”

      Something cracked inside her—something better broken than whole. Alex was better than he knew at doing that. So brave, and so patient, and so good. Lorelei gathered her thoughts. “Understand this: nothing in my past could compete with you and what we share, and Rachel, too. Your love is the greatest difference. It is not the only difference.”

      He nodded, keeping her hand. “Tell me.”

      “In the beginning, when—” Lorelei stopped herself. Baal was dead now. She no longer feared his name, but she also didn’t need to say it. This wasn’t about him, anyway. “I’ve told you of my mortal life and how I came to the Pit. I am not born of Hell, nor am I a fallen angel, and I do not wear a stolen mortal skin. I was molded and reshaped into what I am.

      “My bargain was not one of a helpless innocent, despite my youth and vulnerability. I made the cold calculation of one with few hopes and nowhere else to go. I was offered beauty, power, pleasure, and immortality at the price of service, with the clear promise of how I would enjoy that service. I could see darkness ahead, but the morality I grew up with was different from what you hold. Those morals had abused me. I felt I owed no one anything. I accepted.

      “The first century was wild, unbridled carnal pleasure. I was conditioned to want it, to yearn for it, and to welcome sex from virtually all corners. Demons, mortal followers, others. I didn’t just feed on desire and pleasure; I feasted with gluttony. One day I was a toy for a demon court, the next a seducer bending others to my will. I enjoyed everything from princely beds to dirty alleys and cult orgies. I was coveted by all, and whether I was in power or in thrall to another I found lavish delights. No one harmed me. As long as they gave me what I wanted I did not care what they thought.”

      “You were happy?”

      “Remember the life I knew before then,” said Lorelei. “If the centuries that followed had been like the first, I may never have wanted anything else. But that time was not a gift. It was meant to condition me and to give me something to want. Those desires created a means of control over me. Hell is not kind.”

      “Like an addiction?” he asked.

      “It’s not a perfect comparison. I suffered no withdrawals. Once my appetites and my situation were no longer harmless, I quickly adapted and controlled most of them to become the woman you know…but I was still a demon, and by definition locked in service to another. The rewards of my nature were enough to bargain and distract myself from one day to the next.”

      “But you wanted things to go back to that first hundred years?”

      “More or less,” said Lorelei. “Time and a little sobriety brought nuance to that hunger, but the hunger remained.”

      Lorelei sensed the hesitation before his next question. He understood her fears about this topic and the wedge it could create, but didn’t turn away. “Do you still miss it?”

      “No. I have it again with you. All of it and more.”

      The humor and humility she loved came through in his grin. “I’m not a whole demon court or an orgy. I’m not exactly non-stop, either.”

      “Your desires are nearly as constant, and far more pleasant,” she grinned back. “You are a better lover for so many reasons. What’s more, your moods and desires are varied. We trade and share our power over one another. It is play, but the play is also real for me, Alex. When you are vulnerable, I love to pounce and ravish. When your urges turn dominant, I revel in submission. We share it all. I am saying we can share more.

      “Do you remember our first night together? When you resisted me, and yourself?” He still held one of her hands, but with the other she teased the hard cock pinned between his groin and hers. “Do you remember what I said?”

      “Not sure how I could forget,” he answered, shuddering.

      “I told you I am a slut, and now your slut.” His emotions spurred on her predatory urges. She loved this. They both did. “After the bond forced upon us, you were concerned for my consent. You worried my desires were magical compulsion. You didn’t want to disrespect me,” she nearly laughed, but warmly. “All valid concerns. All natural, for you.”

      “Should be natural for everyone,” Alex muttered, and then the tip of her tail covered his lips.

      “Yes. And beside my point, love.”

      He tilted his head to one side, conceding and asking her to go on.

      “Objectifying women is hurtful and wrong,” said Lorelei. “This is not about society. This is about us. The ritual that bound us is broken and we remain together. Our feelings were our own all along. I know you respect me and I know the warmth of your love. I also know how you want me. Lusting and coveting me is an act of love between us, Alex.

      “I once knew a hundred years of unrestrained carnal desires and delights. I want to share that with you, along with everything between us. And if I find a way to have more, we will.”

      His eyes roamed her naked body still looming over his. She felt every glance as a caress along her skin. Without conscious thought, she resumed her taunting grind.

      “I like the sharing,” he said. “Rachel?”

      “We spoke of this much sooner. She knows more of the Pit than you. The ritual never gave us concern for compulsion between me and her. Also, I never had to worry about breaking an angel with my appetites. I wanted to be careful with you until I was sure there was no need.”

      “So it’s safe to turn things up?”

      “Yes. Deeper. Dirtier. More. Everything you want to explore.”

      “My kinks aren’t all that wild.”

      “Passion and desire are far more important to me than kinks. And I like the kinks you have.”

      “You didn’t think I was ready to talk about this before?”

      “Other aspects of our relationship needed more attention. The story of my past needed time.”

      “It’s... not as hard to see the upside as it might have been at first,” he reasoned. “Not changing my thoughts on creepy demons, but I’m glad for whatever happiness you found.”

      “You were ready to center the tale on my feelings and my pleasure,” said Lorelei.

      Alex half-glanced to the flatscreen. “Was that on your mind?”

      “I didn’t plan confessions tonight, no. The trend was clear.” Her eyes narrowed. “I told you in the beginning I would gladly be your personal porn star for the rest of your life, Alex. I want that along with all the rest. More than ever. Not just on occasion. This is as much for me as it is for you. I want it as our normal.”

      “Oh god, me too,” he admitted, and then laughed. “You can tell me this is what you want, but it still feels like I should give something in return.”

      “Who says you aren’t? This is a mutual desire. It takes two…at least.” Lorelei leaned forward, resting her free hand on the end of the couch. Her breasts drew near his face, and she welcomed his kiss upon them while she guided his cock to the damp need between her legs. The sensations of his return within her shook through her voice.

      “Mmh. You’re my personal porn star too, Alex. My slut.” Invaded once more, ripples of pleasure coursed through her body with every grind and thrust. Demonic triggers took off once more. “Love me. Use me. Fuck me.”

      It would be a long night.
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      Friday ballet tickets weren’t as ideal as Saturday, but Alex took what he could get when he bought them. The gift meant more to Lorelei than the timing and the details. Alex had few commitments on his Fridays after his classes, and he cleared most of them easily enough. Riding a motorcycle gave a slight advantage in the fight to get from campus and through downtown. He assumed she would be home first regardless.

      Sometimes she attacked him as soon as he walked in. Or laid in wait to be taken. Or some other fun. It wasn’t unusual to come home to peace and quiet, though. Alex left his helmet and jacket in their little foyer and called, “Hello?”

      “In the office, finishing up some things,” Lorelei answered. He found her at the desk in the sweater and skirt she wore to the conservatory that morning, typing out one email or another. Alex leaned around the chair to kiss her neck softly. He felt and heard her grin even if he couldn’t see it. “Rachel said she’ll be busy tonight. Something about watching stupid people.”

      “Yeah, she blew by me on campus and told me the same.”

      “We have time yet, but I would like to go out early if you’re interested,” she said. “Whenever you’re up for it.”

      “Sounds better than watching the clock.”

      “I could make you wish the clock never moved again.”

      “Um. Wow. That sounds amazing, too, but you asked for the first thing. I’ll get cleaned up and changed,” said Alex.

      While he loved walking through the door and straight into sexytimes, he wasn’t disappointed. The date was on his mind all day. Horny fun alone couldn’t sustain a romance. He wanted to give her attention on all the other levels, too.

      Alex quickly showered and fixed his hair. Lorelei’s effect on his body kept his face smoother than a razor ever could, sparing him that annoying chore. Demonic grooming can’t do everything, though, he considered with a chuckle. Alex still had to fasten each button of the deep blue shirt over his black slacks like any other puny mortal.

      His heart nearly stopped when the demon stepped through the doorway.

      Her tight black dress clung tightly to her curves. A single thin strap hung from one shoulder while leaving the other shoulder and the top of her chest bare. The dress bared her midriff, too, and virtually all of her legs. Tiny white gemstones sparkled in two loose lines around her neck and from matching earrings. She wore her hair pulled back tightly and elegantly, looking as if she had just stepped out of a salon or perhaps into a modeling shoot. Sultry eyes stared back at him, serene and challenging at the same time.

      “You like this,” she stated. She always knew.

      “Yes,” he breathed.

      The slightest playful twitch of her lips told him he was safe, even if he still felt dire peril. It would be a merciful peril, anyway. “I sense hesitation.”

      Alex swallowed. He scoffed at the premise of ever being “used to” her beauty, but this was a statement. Her dress seemed cut with contempt for the notion of modesty… or maybe even the notion of clothing. “You, um,” he began. “It’s not what I’d expect at a ballet.”

      “No. It’s inappropriate for the ballet.” She stepped closer, hands rising to his tight abs and his chest under his white tank-top and the blue dress shirt he hadn’t finished buttoning. “It’s for us. I plan to be inappropriate at dinner, and the ballet, and all points in between.” She closed in softly, her chest almost against his, her lips so near. The sliding touch running up his back and under his shirt had to be her tail. “Deeply inappropriate for anyone who isn’t us.”

      He had concerns. He also couldn’t deny the appeal. The latter vastly outmatched the former. “Bound to be people there from the conservatory.”

      “No one will challenge us. No one will interrupt. I plan to expend my power while remaining at the height of it.” Roaming eyes and hands told him exactly how she could accomplish that. “I haven’t yet decided whether to let anyone recognize us. Their desire and furious envy will be delicious either way, but I’m not interested in them.”

      “Hhhow,” he started, and then inhaled again. The glimmer in her eye spoke of how she liked the effect she had on him, but she didn’t smile. A smile would be too disarming. “How interested are you in the ballet?”

      “I wish to go, and I wish to see at least a little of it, but I will welcome every interruption,” she told him. Her lips crossed his in the faintest kiss and then withdrew. “I’ve seen this ballet performed before. The gift means much. You mean much more. Everything but you and I is mere scenery.

      “Promise to take what you want tonight, love. All night. I will promise the same.”

      Alex nodded. “Done.”

      A tug at his shoulders surprised him, along with a tearing sound. Lorelei’s tail hooked the top of his undershirt and sliced downward. Her fingers, still sensuous against his chest, sprouted talons to cut through the shoulder straps. She let his ruined undershirt fall to the floor. “This would be in my way,” she told him. “Forget the belt, too. No one will notice.”

      Questions sparked an impulse as she turned away. It was an impulse he’d never have with anyone but Lorelei and maybe Rachel, born only from the nature of their relationship and all the invitations they gave. “Lorelei,” he breathed. His hands slid down her hips. They didn’t have to travel far at all to reach the hem of her dress. She leaned back into his embrace and his kiss against her neck. His touch trailed upward and within, finding nothing but flawless skin along every curve.

      No silk. No lace. A soft rumble of welcome rose from her throat when his fingers trailed into soft hair and damp heat. “Mm. I sense more than curiosity,” she murmured.

      “You said you didn’t want things in the way. Other than all the ‘scenery’ out there,” he added.

      “The scenery won’t stop us. It’s part of the fun.” Her fingers caressed his jaw, guiding his lips to hers. “We started fucking the moment I walked in. I mean to keep fucking you until Monday morning at least.”
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      “Public display of affection” usually came out of mortal mouths as a complaint. Lorelei heard disdain for couples who couldn’t keep their hands off one another as if it was a bad thing. With a more benevolent outlook, she might have pitied that viewpoint. It was wonderful to be on the inside of such a problem. Then again, a succubus could cheat mortal eyes.

      Lorelei and Alex barely broke contact in their walk from home to the restaurant. Holding her hand low between them allowed Alex to caress her hip and the top of her thigh. Whenever their gentle grip parted, her hand would soon find his ass. Soon enough, he took up the same habit. She kissed his neck while they waited for a stoplight, lingering longer and delivering much more heat than a simple bit of affection.

      Along the way, she caught plenty of eyes. Heads turned on the sidewalk and more than one driver hit his brakes. No one saw their more daring public play thanks to casual use of illusions and enchantments, but other than that she was more than happy to soak up the thirst and envy of the street. Few mortals ever dared catcall a demon, let alone accost her, allowing her to enjoy their adulation without disturbance.

      Once they arrived, the lobby concentrated that down into fewer eyes but gave them all more time to dwell on her. Lorelei leaned against Alex with another hot kiss to his neck and cared not if anyone saw it. She was subtler about running her hand down his groin in appreciation. That cost Alex a step or two. Lorelei smiled when he missed the first call of their name for a table.

      They beat the worst of the restaurant rush. Even with most tables filled, they got a booth in the back. Dim lights and dark décor created a sense of privacy despite the crowd. Chatter and music worked against any sense of intimacy, but also provided cover. The table wasn’t large, with three of its sides bordered by a U-shaped cushioned seat. The place settings prompted Lorelei and Alex to settle in opposite one another, but Lorelei noted the open space connecting them with a conspiratorial tilt of her head and a naughty grin.

      “This is excellent, thank you,” she said.

      “Perfect,” said the host. “Your server should be with you in a minute. Can I go ahead and start you off with any drinks?”

      “Dark and stormy, please,” said Lorelei.

      “I’d be good with water, thanks,” said Alex.

      “Perfect,” the host repeated. “I’ll get those on the way. Have a nice night.”

      “Okay, the ‘perfect’ is weird,” Alex said softly once the host was out of earshot. “What’s he gonna say if we asked for something else? If he disapproves, will he tell us?”

      “He’ll never know about our real transgressions.” She raised an eyebrow in curiosity. “Water? You know I don’t mind, but are you still reluctant?”

      “What, drinking? Maybe a little. Feel like dehydration is more of a concern tonight, anyway.”

      “Ah.” Her grin shined with approval. “You are safe with me, but…yes. I’m glad you are thinking about it.”

      “How safe are we, exactly?”

      “Here? Almost completely. The more natural things look, the easier it is to cover the rest with enchantments. Soft lights, a sheltered booth, most everyone distracted by their own evenings? Few will even look our way in the first place. We can easily get away with nearly anything.” Lorelei ran one foot clad in high heels up his ankle. “More than ‘nearly’ would require power. That’s hardly a concern if you’re giving me plenty to spare.”

      “That privacy isn’t constant, though, right? You want the attention, except when you don’t. Does that take effort? Switching back and forth?”

      “When the stakes are higher, it can,” said Lorelei. “On a playful night with you, I hardly need to think about it. It’s as intuitive as shifting gears in a car. If I’m honest, I may be covering up less than you believe. I enjoy a little scandal, too.” Her body language didn’t betray a hint of the way her foot played at his leg. “I’m glad you’re comfortable with the outside attention, and with how much I enjoy it.”

      “What does it feel like?” asked Alex. “I don’t think you’ve ever described it.”

      A flick of her eyes and a brush of her fingers against her neck gave away her rare moment of self-consciousness. It wasn’t the topic so much as the audience, but then, her earlier confessions of darker delights turned out to please them both. Why not this one, too?

      “It’s…not complicated, no. Complex is a better word. Rich, like food or music with many layers. I’m not sure how to explain it in terms of supernatural power, but that’s only one aspect.” Again, she hesitated, but a grin played at her lips. “It’s ego, in part. Arrogance.”

      “Nothing wrong with that.”

      “Alex, you despise arrogance.”

      “You wear it better than other people,” he said. She laughed. “Maybe you’re the exception to a lot of things. Maybe you do it right. Maybe from you it turns me on.”

      “Yes,” Lorelei confirmed quietly. Then she considered the topic again. “It’s like… music is a good metaphor. A night like tonight is a favorite song in the background. It’s comforting and rejuvenating, but still in the background. If I played around more with the crowd, the volume would grow. If I engage with anyone’s desires, their song grows louder. Either way, it seeps into the body and spirit. Like a beat that moves you to dance, or lyrics that draw you into singing along.” She tilted her head in thought. “Perhaps the music metaphor works for my power after all. It’s energizing like that. Real power and rapture come from sex, but desire is the prelude and the ambiance. I want it in its own right, like you want music of your choosing.”

      “Is it all good? Are there songs you don’t like?” He grinned. “Do you ever get stuck on a bad station?”

      “Metaphors are rarely perfect,” Lorelei laughed. “It’s an inherently selfish power. I can enjoy almost any ‘music’ when it’s about me. Carly Simon would write a better song about it than I.” She glanced around the room. Those ambient desires were quieter now with the privacy of their booth, but she still felt them. “Some see elegance and put me on a pedestal. Others stare at me with vulgar wants or degrading fantasies. Those aren’t exactly rare.”

      “That doesn’t bother you?”

      “Most others would find them disconcerting or worse. I lack many mortal vulnerabilities. Only a rare mortal would accost a demon even out of deep lust. They sense the danger even if they don’t consciously consider it. Given that assurance? Perhaps it’s like a song that should offend, but the melody and the beat still sway. So yes, I like the dirtier ‘music,’ too.” Her eyes returned to his. “You like this conversation more than I would have thought.”

      “It’s about you,” said Alex.

      Something inside her melted. “That is a better answer than you know.”

      “It’s true.”

      “And then there’s you, love,” she said, turning the tide back onto him. “Stealing the stage at every turn, whether you mean to or not. Rich and brave and varied. You are…” Lorelei paused to consider and then smiled. “Rock, with all its genre siblings.”

      “Wow.” He blushed and tried to grin through it. “Now who’s laying it on thick?”

      “I would only ever flatter you with the truth, love.” Her eyes drifted to the room more to make a point than to look around. “You are my lover by choice. And as my prey, your desires are far more compelling than music.”

      Under the table, the spade-shaped tip of her tail found his inner thigh and drew exactly the gasp from him she expected. She continued on to the stiff length straining against his slacks and settled there, massaging his cock through his pants. The spike in his desires and his sense of vulnerability pleased her.

      “I feel your eyes and desire all over my body, wherever your gaze roams physically. The energy always returns to my core and it feels like this.” Her secret massage continued. Nothing above the table gave away any sign of effort except the smoldering look in her eyes. “That fabric is in my way, love. Relax. No one will know.”

      Dropping only his left hand below the table, Alex unfastened, unzipped, and cleared the way. She wrapped the head of her tail around him, stroking with intimate affection but no plans to build to anything. Lorelei felt his gratitude and rising desire in his stare like a caress across her bare collarbones and shoulders. She brought her fingers to her neck and let them drift down, guiding his eyes lower. She wanted him to stare, and to want.

      He blinked and realized he was nearly in a trance already. One corner of her mouth spread in a sultry half-grin. “You’re already giving back,” she murmured. “Relax.”

      Alex sat back in the booth. His eyes returned to roaming her body. His thoughts continued on their path of desire. Lorelei kept stroking him, making the occasional shift in posture or turn of her head as if modeling for him.

      “Hi folks, I’ve brought your drinks,” said a distant voice—right beside them. Alex might have jumped out of his own skin if she hadn’t lulled him so deeply. Their server was bright, pretty, and never batted an eye at his slow response.

      They hadn’t even looked at the menus yet. Luckily, they’d been here before. Alex ordered the cedar plank salmon with better clarity and enunciation than he knew. All he could think about was his date and her touch and what he wanted much more than food. Lorelei liked that, but she sensed a plan gathering in those desires. He was ready to change the game.

      Alex waited for the server to leave. “No one will notice?”

      “Not a soul,” she vowed. The slightest tilt of her head indicated the empty couch seat hooking their seats together. “I have more indulgent ideas than this.”

      “Maybe we’ll get to them.” Alex leaned carefully to his left, half lying on that empty couch space to get under the table without catching the tablecloth or knocking anything over. A careful roll of his shoulders and push of his hips got him to his hands and knees gracefully enough.

      Lorelei pulled her side of the tablecloth up and pinned it in place with her drink. A center leg held the table in place and presented a critical obstruction, but Lorelei solved that by bringing one foot up onto that empty couch space to spread her legs for him.

      Alex slowly ran one hand up her leg, then the other. He didn’t need to pull her closer on the seat to deliver his first kiss along her inner thigh. A feather-light lick up one side of her sex and then down the other sent shivers through her whole body. He repeated the tease a few times, building her pleasure and savoring her taste before escalating to a full kiss. That got him a hand on his head, fingers curling into the back of his scalp and pulling him closer. Deeper kisses sent her breath racing.

      Above him, Lorelei bathed in pleasure and glory. Months of attention and devotion made him incredible at this. He knew his partner and what she liked. He knew she enjoyed more than just the act, too, and her confessions gave him even more advantages now.

      Her scent and taste could intoxicate. She could addict a mortal to these pleasures. At first, she held back out of concern for him. Now she knew she didn’t have to. Lorelei could use her every power on him without a single worry.

      Electric pulses ran from her sex through her body like an overload threatening to melt her. She felt vulnerable, and also like a goddess.

      “Alex,” she hissed above him. “More. Give me more. Give me—aahh!”

      Probing fingers took her to the next level. Alex wished he could see the state of his lover under his mercies, but the booth allowed for only so much. Lorelei sank back to accommodate his gaze and the bare midriff of her dress allowed some view of her chest rising and falling with bliss. When he finally centered his efforts on her clit, Lorelei pulled on his head once more. He gave up looking to focus on the rest.

      She hadn’t lacked for demonic power from the start of their evening. Now that power overflowed. Apart from making the restaurant forget and ignore them both, she could do nothing with that power but savor the excess.

      “Mmh!” Lorelei gasped. Alex held steady, coaxing her to the edge with a relentless tongue and beckoning fingers within her. “Alex. Yes!” she gasped, legs closing around his head and shoulders. His kiss grew wet with her release as she came in the busy restaurant, blissfully sheltered and hidden by her magic.

      Panting relief followed with gentler pleasures. Alex softly kissed and caressed her down from orgasm as he always did. He was good at that. So good, thought Lorelei. Dreamily, she looked around at a restaurant still completely oblivious to the couple and the wild sex they shared. “Alex. Thank you, love… that was wonderful.”

      “Yeah, it was,” he agreed. His rise back to the seat was a little less graceful than his descent, but he pulled it off without any harm to the table. It was easier to take the center seat.

      “I lost track of time,” she confessed. “We’ll need to make sure the server doesn’t get into any trouble or feel concerned after ‘forgetting’ us, if we were hidden that long.”

      “Right,” said Alex. “I didn’t think we took that long?”

      “You have an effect on me.”

      “Good. Won’t be the last time before we go home.”

      Her half-grin returned. With one hand on his thigh, she stopped him from shifting back to his original seat. “You’re not going anywhere until I return the favor.”
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      They made it to the symphony hall with only minutes to spare.

      Dinner itself didn’t take long, but once they were finished and Lorelei laid across that couch seat and into Alex’s lap, neither of them were in a hurry to get anywhere. She loved the taste and feel of him in her mouth. If an affectionate massage from her tail could lull him halfway into a trance, her kiss could do far more.

      Both eventually had the stray thought that it was a little inconsiderate to linger at a table on a Friday night. It wasn’t enough of a concern to get them moving right away.

      Then came the staggering walk from the restaurant, and the groping make-out session in the first relatively clean alley along the way, and then their entrance amid nicely-dressed patrons and hall staffers. Thanks to the bar service and its pleasant surroundings, the lobby held plenty of people right until the lights dimmed for the first time.

      More than a few found an excuse to linger a bit longer before finding their seats. A succubus and her attractive prey could make for a distraction at any time, and much more so with both at the height of arousal and the “curse” that bound them. They didn’t need to do any more than walk in and stand in the open to catch eyes.

      Casually prompted by a familiar face in the crowd, Lorelei called a new illusion to her face. She did nothing to change her body, or her clothes, or Alex. She wasn’t inclined to socializing or interruptions now. More than a few associates from the conservatory and its network might know Alex by sight, but they wouldn’t likely approach him. Lorelei would be delighted if any gossip of her boyfriend being with some other sultry beauty got back to her next week. For now, she savored the hungry and scandalized looks of people finding subtle excuses to tarry and stare for just a moment longer.

      Alex had other priorities, and she loved him for it.

      “There’s an ‘employees only’ room down that hall.” He tilted his head to one end of the main floor. “Friday night. Everything’s set up out here. Probably no traffic in and out.”

      “You are brilliant, love. What was it you said about a lack of blood to your brain?” Invisible to all, her tail hooked around his waist to caress his groin again. She leaned closer, her hand sliding to his ass while she worked another illusion. Following what remained of the crowd made it easier to fade from everyone’s attention again on the way to the door.

      “I’m sure it’s locked. I don’t have a plan for that.”

      “It’s not a problem if the lock is broken.” Lorelei pushed down on the handle and found the resistance she and Alex both expected. She looked back to Alex with her expression still soft and romantic as her grip tightened and she pushed harder. A metallic snap and the swing of the handle announced the lock’s defeat. Lorelei had power to spare tonight.

      “That’s disrespectful,” Alex said without reproach.

      “I’ll send them a donation.” Lorelei hooked her fingers around his neck and pulled him in for a hot, needful kiss. “Right now, I don’t care about respect.”

      Still in one another’s arms, they stumbled into the dark storage room and closed the door before turning on a light. Shelves of bathroom stocks and supplies for receptions lined the walls, along with a single work table and chairs on the far side. Alex spotted a wooden wedge just inside the door. It was meant to hold the door open, but he took advantage of its potential to guard their privacy.

      Her hands found the fastener and zipper of his slacks the moment he turned around. She had no use for subtlety or delays and nothing to hide from him. “I need you, love,” she breathed. “We need this. Now.”

      “Yeah.” He was mostly freed from fabric and restraint when his hands claimed her ass and he lifted her off her feet. Lorelei instantly melded with his intentions, grabbing his shoulders and kissing him hard. Before they crossed the three steps to the work table, the head of his cock pushed against her wet sex. Need took over. Lorelei and Alex moaned into one another’s breath as her thighs squeezed his hips to pull him deeper. She claimed her lover and prey, welcoming him within her body and soul.

      Rapture distracted her from her arrival on the work table until their kiss parted and Alex laid her on her back. Lustful hands swept her single shoulder strap down to expose and claim her breasts with a touch that thrilled her. Lorelei tugged at the hem of her tiny dress, leaving the fabric gathered around her waist so it wouldn’t be in the way. She grabbed the bottom buttons of his shirt and cut them away.

      The thrusting joy between her legs overcame her inclination to fuss with the rest. Lorelei laid back on the work table as Alex fucked her possessively. Every urge met a mutual need. “More,” she grunted. “Love me like this. I’ll always want this.”

      “Might miss the… first half,” Alex huffed.

      She felt every single invading inch of him. Felt, and savored. “The second half is better,” she gasped. “But not better than this.”

      “Hm?” he grunted.

      “We may miss that, too. Don’t stop, love. Never stop.”
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      “Oh my god, this better not be a cult.”

      Leticia said it as a joke, but neither of the young men in the moving truck laughed. Drew took his eyes off the road for a second to blink at his mother. On her other side, Alex looked up from his cell phone. Leticia kept tapping at her navigation app without noticing either of them. Outside the truck, the rural side of King County continued its slow crawl out of winter and into spring as if nothing wrong had been said at all. Inside, two young men in hoodies felt like things might suddenly in fact be all kinds of wrong.

      “Tell me you did not find a cult selling used furniture on Craigslist,” said Drew.

      “What kind of cult?” asked Alex.

      “I showed you the ad. It’s a nice armoire,” said Leticia. “Matches my shelves and everything.”

      “Why would you think it’s a cult?” asked Drew.

      “The map is taking us to a gate entrance.” Leticia held up her phone. Her pretty, dark brown face showed no more concern than a wry grin. “All I’ve got is the ad off Craigslist and a couple emails to set a time. I thought it was some gated community, but there’s no name coming up on the map. It doesn’t look like a ranch or a farm, either.”

      “Okay, but why would it be a cult?”

      “They’ve got a few of them out here. You didn’t know that?” Leticia shook her head. “People build up their little cults and shake them down for money and then buy property an hour outside the city to set up a religious retreat or a compound or whatever.”

      “What kind of cult?” Alex asked again. “Like a cult cult?”

      “What’s that mean?” Leticia gave him a doubtful look. “You think there are fake cults and real cults?”

      Alex opened his mouth, closed it when he realized the dangers of his first response, and hesitated further when Drew leaned forward to look past his mom with a shut it shut it watch what you say glare. Leticia’s expression didn’t go anywhere. Alex pivoted. “I mean are you talking about a scam for money, or a bunch of people who really believe something weird?”

      “Hell if I know. I’m just looking at the app and I know that stuff happens. Believing some weird shit is what makes a cult by definition, and they’re all scams for money. That, and usually the leader says God told him to sleep around.”

      Drew snorted. Alex scowled at him. This time, Leticia caught their reactions. “That’s not any shade on your whole thing with your girls,” she told Alex.

      “I know.”

      “Not a lot, anyway,” she added.

      Drew snorted again. Alex rolled his eyes hard enough to turn his head back to the window while Leticia laughed.

      “They’re fine. It’s fine. I like both of them,” Leticia assured him. “Why, are they part of a cult? Is that why you’re worried about it?”

      “They’re not in a cult,” said Alex, all too aware of the smirk on Drew’s face.

      “I mean, they’ve definitely got you in an ‘alternative lifestyle,’” Leticia teased.

      “Oh my god,” Alex sighed.

      “Hey. Rachel doesn’t like it when you say that,” said Drew.

      “Really?” asked Leticia. “She didn’t strike me as the religious type.” Drew laughed, but she gave his arm a light swat. “You hush, that’s sweet. When it’s the open and accepting kind of religious, anyway. She’s not out telling everyone else what to believe or how to live, is she?”

      “You think I’d get with anyone like that?” Alex grumbled.

      “No. You know better,” said the woman who had practically co-parented him—and also the woman who was already used to talking to her boys as adults. “Besides, you can’t tell me Lorelei has set foot in a church in ten years.”

      Alex didn’t need to tell her he’d been in a cathedral with Lorelei. He also didn’t need to explain how she found it physically painful. More immediate issues pressed at his attention. “What’s the address again?”

      “Oh, it’s fine. Worst case, they’ll push a brochure at us. Just smile and nod and walk away. Alex, are you really worried about it?”

      He glanced at Drew for any shred of back-up, but Drew kept his eyes on the road and his hands on the wheel. Alex couldn’t blow it off now. Not with Leticia. “I’ve—we’ve got friends who have had trouble with some weird cult jerks recently.”

      “What kind of trouble?” Leticia looked from one to the other. “What kind of cult?”

      “See? ‘What kind of cult?’ is a legitimate question,” said Alex.

      She swatted his shoulder. “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s a couple friends I made at North, before transferring,” Alex explained. “Two girls. They had some stalker issues with some weird Doomsday prepper guys. It’s dealt with.”

      Leticia’s suspicious frown turned from Alex to Drew. He shrugged. “We went to their party for New Years. They’re cool. Just some creeps bothering them. It’s dealt with.”

      “Dealt with? Or dealt with?”

      “Damn, Mom. We aren’t a gang.”

      “No, but you don’t leave things alone and you get your condo shot up,” Leticia said from one to the next. “All it takes is one of you getting into something and the other is right there. I know you two.”

      “You also raised us not to leave people hanging’,” said Drew.

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m saying. I don’t worry about you two doing anything bad. I worry about you trying to do too much good. So, is this still a thing?”

      “No. It was back in January. It’s over,” Alex answered. That was true—omitting the part where the cult was, in fact, the group who shot up his condo, and the risks Drew took to protect the friends in question, and how “friends” was an awfully light term to describe their relationship.

      Leticia waited.

      “There might have been some harsh words and a couple punches,” Alex conceded.

      “One of them tried talking some shit about my momma,” Drew grumbled.

      Leticia sighed. Her gaze wandered to the road ahead and skyward. “I guess I didn’t pay for all the kung fu lessons for nothing.”

      “It’s over,” Alex repeated. “I just pay attention when someone says ‘cult’ after that.”

      “Can I trust you two not to get shot or arrested in some nonsense?” asked Leticia.

      “Yeah,” they said, both immediately counting up their exceptions over the past year.

      Frowning, Leticia held up her phone for Alex. “There’s the address. You want to look it up? I don’t really think it’s a cult. I was only joking. It’s fine.”

      “I know.” Alex typed the address into his phone anyway.

      “In one mile,” spoke up Leticia’s navigation app, “exit onto Southeast 216th Way. Keep left.”

      “Oh, good. I need a stop at a Starbuck’s. You guys want anything? I’m buying,” said Leticia.

      “This job pays in coffee?” asked Drew.

      “This job pays in keeping your mother happy,” said Leticia.

      “This job pays in used cult furniture,” Alex muttered at the spinning wheels on his screen.

      “Oh shush. I’m sure it’s fine.”
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      Once outside the truck, Drew stopped to stretch and let his mother take the lead. Alex did the same. Drew glanced to Alex with a grim expression, growing darker when he saw a look of resignation. “What?” Drew hissed.

      Alex shrugged. “Reception sucks. I didn’t get anything yet.”

      “She’s got reception,” said Drew, waving to Leticia’s back.

      “She already had the address connected. It’s not the same. I dunno, I’m not a cell phone tech.”

      “I know you’re not talking about me,” Leticia called back from the front step.

      “No. We aren’t,” Drew assured her.

      “Uh-huh.” Leticia tugged the door open to a coffee shop with plenty of customers. Music on the PA rode the line between country and pop. “I’m going to the bathroom. Get in line for us? Grande espresso for me. Don’t let ‘em forget the whip. You know how I like it.”

      “I’ve got you.” Drew’s concern snapped right back to Alex. He kept his voice down and took advantage of the noise of the shop. “I wasn’t asking about your phone. I’m asking why you’ve got that look?”

      “What look?”

      “Your ‘Bout to Deal With Some Shit look.”

      “I mean, it would be our luck, right?”

      “Your luck. This shit doesn’t happen to me when I’m on my own.”

      Alex gave him a different look. “You were in kung fu classes with Sierra for months.”

      “And it wasn’t weird ‘til your ass got involved.”

      “You met Lilith in a park. I wasn’t even there.”

      “It was because of you. And your girlfriend. That’s what I’m saying. Maybe call them?”

      “What are they gonna do? Even if I get wi-fi in here, none of them can teleport or catch up to us. Your mom told the seller we’d be there at noon. We’re almost there.”

      “What about Rachel? She’s fast.”

      “Rachel doesn’t carry a phone.” Alex shrugged. “She’ll show up if she shows up. She’s got some whole thing with a bunch of other angels today, though. Might be tied up.”

      “Tied up? What kind of guardian angel gets ‘tied up?’” Drew hissed—and then noticed the small, greying head of curly hair in front of him in line turning to watch him. “It’s a video game thing,” Drew told the older woman.

      “Maybe you’ll find some real angels if you go to church sometime. And maybe you kids should get off the video games and find a job,” she muttered, turning forward again.

      Wide-eyed and fuming, Alex opened his mouth to retaliate. Drew cut him off with a nudge and a roll of his eyes. “Dude. Bigger problems. Do you think this is a thing?”

      Alex let the old woman’s slight go with a sigh. “I don’t know. Probably not. And if it is, it’s probably normal. The world’s full of normal nonsense, too, right?”

      “Yeah. This is us, though,” said Drew. “Either it’s nothing, or it isn’t normal.”

      “I hope it’s nothing. I’m not even wearing my leather jacket today.”

      “The fuck’s your jacket got to do with anything?” Drew blinked, and then scowled when the older lady in front of him turned around again. “Hey, we’re practically whispering here. We aren’t talking to you or about you. Maybe try turning the other cheek and all that?”

      She kept her response to herself and turned her back once more.

      “That’s not really what the ‘turn the other cheek’ thing means,” Alex mumbled. Drew swatted him. “Ow. See? That. That’s why the jacket matters. Leather is protective.”

      “What is this, D&D? It ain’t armor.”

      “Why do you think people on motorcycles wear leather jackets?”

      “I dunno, I figured that was a closeted fetish thing.”

      “You—? Okay, it’s probably that, too, for a lot of them.”

      “Uh-huh. Them.”

      “I’m not into leather,” said Alex, only to find a desert in Drew’s stare. “I’m not into leather like that. On me, anyway.”

      “That’s more believable. Anyway.”

      “Right. Plan. You got a nail in your pocket?”

      “Always, these days. You?”

      “Yeah,” said Alex. The simple iron nail in his pocket wouldn’t ward off all magic, but it would weaken most. He never left home without one after Molly and Onyx taught him its worth. “I don’t have a spare. Wouldn’t know how to get Leticia to carry it, anyway.”

      “What else have you got?”

      “My phone and the box knife back in the truck.”

      “That’s all? Man…”

      “What? What’ve you got?”

      “That ball of rope and the loose cardboard and towels Mom threw in there, same as you. Man, Sierra’s always on me to be more prepared, too.” Then he caught the look from Alex. “Not that kind of prepared. That’s never a problem. Anyway. Plan. What do we do if it gets weird?”

      “If it’s weird, we smile and nod and get out like Leticia said. If it’s worse than weird…?” Alex shrugged. “Same as always, right?”

      “I’m not ready to get my momma involved in all that.”

      “You think I am?”

      “I know you’re not. You’d have told yours already, and she’d have told mine. They tell each other everything.”

      “I was talking about telling Leticia.” Alex frowned. The line shuffled on. The older woman moved to the counter, leaving them next to go. Alex saw no sign of Leticia’s return yet. “We’ve gotta tell them sooner or later. I hate hiding all this.”

      “We’re gonna hate how they react even more,” Drew warned.

      “I know.”

      Drew sighed. “I hate it, too. I dunno. We’ll tell ‘em someday. Not today. I ain’t ready. Neither are you.” He shook his head. “This better not be some cult shit.”

      Alex spotted Leticia coming around the corner again, still bright and happy to be out with her boys. He dreaded the thought of dragging her into the supernatural nonsense of his life—and Drew’s sister, and his own mother. He wasn’t ready for that.

      “Grab one of the snack boxes with a salt packet,” Alex suggested. He noted Drew’s wary look and sighed. “I’m sure it’s fine.”
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      It was not fine.

      First impressions at the gate brought false relief. Elegant Estates looked like any number of little retirement villages: a low brick wall, nicely-trimmed greenery, a big gleaming sign near the gate and rows of modular homes behind it. Nothing appeared particularly fancy, nor rundown or impoverished, and certainly not creepy. Drew pulled up to the callbox and stepped halfway out of the door to dial up the seller’s number.

      Then the gate opened up on its own. A man and woman stepped out from behind a corner in matching sky-blue track suits and smiles. They didn’t look like retirees.

      “Welcome!” called the woman with short, curly blonde hair. “Are you here for the cabinet?”

      “Yeah, that’s us.” Drew hid his reluctance as best he could.

      “People actually yell out, ‘Welcome?’” muttered Alex.

      Leticia nudged him to be quiet, but at least he could see wariness behind her polite smile.

      “Wonderful! Autumn informed us you were coming.” The blonde gestured down one lane. “Her home is second before the corner. Don’t worry about blocking the lane.”

      “Cool. Thanks.” Drew swung back into the driver’s seat and shut the door. “Okay, did she say, ‘informed?’ Is that weird?”

      “That’s weird,” said Alex.

      “Little bit,” said Leticia. “Don’t worry about it. People talk how they talk. Come on, let’s go.”

      Drew put the truck in gear and rolled onward. Alex took in the surroundings with watchful eyes, still seeing most of the hallmarks of a well-kept retirement village or perhaps a strict homeowner’s association. Houses differed slightly in color and layout, though all held to the same basic patterns. Nobody had any signs or unique flourishes to their front porches or neatly-mowed lawns. Everyone kept a clear driveway.

      Alex twitched. He glanced back to the mirror. A pair of white vans sat in parking spaces near an office just inside the gate, but as the lane continued on, he saw the same glaring absence. They couldn’t seriously rely on buses out here. “Nobody’s got a car,” he noted.

      “Oh, they’ve probably got…” Leticia’s reply wandered into silence. At the end of the lane, holding to directions, another woman walked out of her home—middle-aged, smiling, and wearing a light green track suit. She waved. “Okay. You’re right. It’s weird.”

      “We can turn around,” said Drew.

      “We’re not turning around! It’s weird, not dangerous. What’s with you two? We live in Seattle. People are weird there, too. You’re weird. Just be polite and get what we came for and we’ll go. Alex, roll down the window.”

      “How much do they want for this furniture?” he asked, complying.

      “It’s a tenth of what I’d pay at a store.” Leticia leaned into his space to smile brightly at the woman greeting them. “Hi! Are you Autumn?”

      “Yes, I am Autumn,” she replied. “Welcome. How would you like to place your vehicle? Do you wish to load from the side, or back in?”

      “Side might be easiest—”

      “Back in,” Drew and Alex both interrupted Leticia. “We’ll back in.”

      “Oh. Okay. They’re the muscle,” Leticia relented with a smile.

      “Of course.” Autumn made a broader welcoming gesture to indicate the driveway and the lane. “Please position yourselves however you find it convenient.”

      “Got you,” said Drew. He spun the wheel and pulled the truck into a turn to back in.

      “Yeah. Little weird. Nobody talks like that. Even as a second language, that don’t sound right,” said Leticia. “Look, follow my lead and be polite, okay? If they ask you about Jesus or something, tell her we’ve got a church and leave it at that. Don’t get into any discussions about it.”

      With the truck backed in and the driver and passengers piling out, Autumn greeted them with that same smile and an extended hand. Leticia returned the gesture. Autumn placed her other hand over Leticia’s in another bit-too-much gesture that still wasn’t enough to freak out about. “I didn’t get a call from the gate,” said Autumn, glancing that way. The couple in track suits waved from down the lane. “Oh. Did Summer and Flint let you in?”

      “Yeah, they did,” said Leticia. “How did you know we were here?”

      “We keep it quiet here most of the time. The sound of the truck stood out.”

      “Hope we didn’t make too much of a racket.”

      “No, not at all. I informed everyone we would have visitors with a truck. It’s fine.”

      Alex and Drew shared a wary glance. The look didn’t hold long, with both of them scanning for any other unsettling signs or danger. Though Alex didn’t know magic, he knew enough to watch for patterns and strange symbols.

      “I’m glad to meet you, Leticia. And who have you brought?”

      “Ah. This is my son, Drew, and this is Alex. They get to do the carrying.”

      “Welcome.” Autumn repeated the same motions of greeting. Drew and Alex followed Leticia’s advice: smile and nod, be polite, and say as little as possible. “The armoire is inside. Can I offer you anything to drink? Or a moment to rest?”

      “Thank you, but no. We’re—”

      “Hello, and welcome,” said a new voice. Drew and Alex looked his way with a snap. They found yet another smile, salt and pepper hair, and bright blue eyes. Instead of a track suit, the man wore slacks and a sweater vest. Accompanying him stood a younger and larger man in nice, neat clothes. “I am North. This is Miles. Autumn, are these the buyers for your furniture?”

      “Yes. This is Leticia, Drew, and Alex,” said Autumn.

      “Wonderful. I serve as the community organizer here, you could say,” North went on. “We wanted to offer our assistance in moving the piece.”

      “We got this,” said Drew. “We’re good.”

      “You’re sure? It’s quite heavy. I’ve seen it,” said North.

      “Do you have rope? Padding? Everything to secure it?” asked Miles.

      “Also, we will have a community lunch soon. Would you like to attend?” North continued.

      “No. No, thank you,” Leticia smiled and recovered quickly. “We’d like to pick up the armoire and not be a disruption,” she added—and instantly regretted leaving any opening.

      “Oh, you’re no disruption at all. We welcome visitors,” said Autumn.

      “The truck’s a rental. We have other stuff to do before we’ve gotta return it,” Drew spoke up. He nudged Alex, breaking his friend from a wary and guarded stare at the other men.

      “Yeah. Sorry. He’s right. We’re kinda committed already,” Alex agreed.

      “Committed.” North’s up-and-down appraisal of Drew and Alex was almost subtle enough to go unnoticed. “Of course. Well, if you change your mind in any way, we’ll be here.”

      “Thank you. So, Autumn? The armoire?” prompted Leticia.

      “Of course. This way.” She turned and led her visitors to her door.

      With the same instant thought, Drew and Alex got in front of Leticia—then noticed each other doing so, and hesitated, and then Alex let Drew take the lead. Leticia cast a silent rebuke to both of them for being weird. Dropping back a step, Alex looked over his shoulder to find North and Miles lingering on the sidewalk.

      Watching.

      Casually.

      Alex continued on with a grumble in his throat.

      Autumn’s living room looked like so many others: a couch, a table, shelves, and simple carpeting. Most of the shelving was taken up by candles and simple glass animals. Paintings on the walls depicted idyllic wilderness scenes. He didn’t spot anything to show interests or personality. Nothing jumped out at him except for the nothingness of it all until he spotted a little wooden carving on the shelf.

      Shaped like a plaque or a seal, the curved lines of the carving enveloped human figures in a broad, arcing hug from a single smiling male figure at the top. The arms cut a strange path that made Alex blink before he recognized the cleverly-hidden spirals. The faces had just enough features to show joy and warmth. Alex felt nothing of the sort. His eyes narrowed, searching for any other pattern or subtle twist, or an underlying design in the grain of the wood. Is that a pentagram?

      “Right in here,” Autumn said from the hall, snapping him from his examination.

      “Oh, this is nice,” said Leticia. Alex followed her voice and the shadow of Drew’s shoulders from the open door into a nice, perfectly tidy bedroom.

      The armoire stood at the center of one wall in handmade, stained cherry glory. Top and bottom sliding shelves took up a foot of space at the bottom, with tall doors covering the other five feet of the piece. Looking pleased, Leticia opened the doors to find hanging space on the left and shelves on the right, all of it empty except for another wooden carving identical to the one in the living room.

      “I’m sorry. I thought I had removed everything.” Autumn plucked the carving off the shelf and stood out of Leticia’s way. “You like it?”

      “I sure do.” She slid the drawers open and closed and tested the doors. “It’s in perfect condition, too. Let me pay you now before you change your mind,” Leticia laughed.

      “Not at all. I no longer need this piece. I’m glad you’re happy with it.”

      “Should pull it away from the wall,” Drew said. Alex cooperated without a word, stepping in at the other side of the armoire to find a low grip.

      “Do you want to—?” Autumn stopped as the pair stood and examined the back of the armoire with enough urgency to bump their shoulders together. “Ah. I was going to say, do you want to remove the doors and shelves? We brought tools.”

      They shared a look. As much as he wanted to lighten their load, all Alex could think of was added time spent lingering here fussing with it. Drew seemed to have the same idea. They agreed with a shake of their heads. “Nah, we’re good,” said Drew. “We’ll just tape it to keep the doors shut and tip it.”

      “I thought it’d be a little heavy for that,” said Leticia.

      “I could ask North and Miles to—”

      “Nope,” the guys answered in unison. Drew produced the roll of packing tape from the pocket of his hoodie. The edge of the roll pulled loose with blessed ease.

      “Hold on, let me do that.” Leticia took the roll from his hands. “I don’t want you leaving sticky stuff all over my new furniture.”

      “I was gonna twist the closest layer,” Alex mumbled, but got out of the way. Swapping places with Leticia gave him a chance to look closer inside the bare armoire, anyway. Drew did the same. Thankfully, Autumn moved behind it with more helpful offers for Leticia—and a chance for Alex to do something weird without raising interest.

      He gave Drew a warning look as he pulled the box knife from his pocket and popped the blade. Drew raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “Maybe wrap it in towels or newspaper first?” Autumn suggested.

      “No, it still needs to grip. I can start underneath and wrap top to bottom first and hook onto that horizontally,” said Leticia.

      “Oh, that’s a good idea,” said Autumn.

      On the other side, Alex slashed his box knife through the left side of the armoire. Drew stifled an objection, fearing an accidental gouge in his mother’s new prize. Alex caught nothing but empty air with his blade. Rolling tape noises from the other side of the armoire covered his sharp breaths as he slashed through the top shelf, and then the next—and caught something.

      The little red shape bumped the inside wall with a gasp. Angry yellow eyes flared into existence before the imp bit Alex on the wrist. “Hold on, hold on,” Leticia counseled from the other side while Alex stifled a cry of pain. He dug in with his blade and grabbed the imp by its curving black horns with his left hand. With an angry tug, Alex flung the imp to the floor. The little demon broke from his wrist with a retching, coughing sound as it fell.

      Without missing a beat, Drew snap-kicked downward to pin the imp to the floor while sweeping one hand up under the top shelf. Popping the board free, Drew quickly reversed it and thrust it low into the imp’s face with a thump. “Bwagh!” the imp choked.

      “Drew? What are you doing?” asked Leticia.

      “Just pulling the shelves,” Drew answered. He gave the imp a second whack with the shelf. Beside him, Alex clamped down on his wrist and his pain. Drew directed his attention to the imp with urgent nods of his head.

      “Grab the tape,” Leticia beckoned. She held the roll up over the edge, seeing nothing from behind the armoire and its open doors.

      “Glaagh!” the imp rasped.

      “Are you okay?” asked Leticia.

      Alex coughed loudly. “Fine,” he said, and dove in as soon as Drew pulled the shelf back from another thrust. His box knife plunged straight into the imp’s little chest. The demon gurgled, prompting Alex to cough again to cover it. “Little dust,” he croaked. “Sorry.”

      “I apologize. I thought I cleaned this thoroughly,” said Autumn.

      “No worries. You’re good.” Alex pushed down to hold the imp through its death throes with no plan at all for handling the mess. His dying attacker soon did him the favor of flaking and crumbling under his hand and Drew’s foot. Bits of crimson skin burned away and floated off into nothing like so many of the vampires the pair had fought.

      “Drew? The tape?” Leticia beckoned with waning patience.

      “Yeah. Sorry.” Drew spun, closed the left door, and took hold of the roll of tape to pull it noisily across the top and down the front side again. “Around the bottom, right?”

      “Right,” said Leticia.

      Alex stood tall and kept pressure on his wrist with his left hand. He felt the damp spread of blood beneath his sleeve. Turning to avoid Leticia’s notice if she came around, Alex came face to face with Autumn instead.

      She looked at him with curiosity, and then a glance to Drew and Leticia—and smiled again. “Leticia? Did you see my ad for the shelves that match the armoire?”

      “Really? No, I didn’t,” Leticia answered with interest. “Where’s it at?”

      “They are in the next room. May I show you? I am sure your gentlemen can handle the armoire from here.” She spoke as if oblivious to Alex and his expression, and the last fading ashes of the imp—or perhaps indifferent to both.

      “Sure,” said Leticia, stepping around the guys.

      “Come with me.” Autumn stepped backward into the hallway with only one more glance at Alex and drew. “Finish this,” she told them, eyes flaring.

      “Here, you finish this,” Leticia told Drew, pushing the roll of tape into his hands. She stepped around the guys to follow Autumn.

      Drew blinked. “The hell was that?” he whispered. “Did she pull a mind-whammy on Mom?”

      “Go.” Alex snatched the tape from Drew. “Right behind you. Go.”

      Drew followed only steps behind. In his wake, Alex tugged back his sleeve. The imp left a bite as deep as a cat’s, but thankfully Alex saw nothing more disquieting than his own blood. He swiftly wrapped his wrist in tape, dreading the eventual removal. It beat bleeding all over the place. Finished, he tugged hard to tear off the roll—and failed. The roll still hung from his wrist.

      Almost as if it was made to hold together under stress.

      “Damn it,” Alex muttered, walking out of the bedroom with the roll still in his hand. The others had all turned left. Alex meant to follow—until he caught a shadow in the corner of his eye in the opposite direction.

      North stood at the mouth of the hallway, head tilted and eyes narrowing in a silent challenge. Miles loomed right behind him.

      Drew found Leticia right next door in another perfectly tidy bedroom, swaying in front of a strange green and white sparkling light from Autumn’s hands. More light spilled from Autumn’s eyes. “Join us,” she whispered, guiding Leticia’s sway with her movements, and now looking at Drew. Her smile broadened. “Join us, Drew.”

      “Yeah… Drew…” Leticia mumbled.

      Scowling, Drew pulled a tiny white packet of paper from his pocket and broke it open over Leticia’s head. Salt fell from the packet into her hair. With the deed done, Drew glared past Leticia at Autumn.

      Leticia’s swaying stopped. She blinked. “Wh… what the fuck?”

      Autumn dropped her smile. The glow of her eyes and her hands intensified. “Relax, Leticia,” Autumn breathed, causing an instant slump of the other woman’s shoulders. “Relax, Drew.”

      “Yeah… Drew…” Leticia agreed.

      “I have more salt.” Drew stared at Autumn’s chin rather than her eyes. It was close enough. “You ain’t the first person to try messing with my head. And you won’t be the first demon chick I’ve taken the fuck out.”

      She froze. The glow of her eyes and hands faded. “Oh.”

      “Oh?”

      “That’s not a thing one generally hears as a bluff.”

      “No, I bet it ain’t.”

      Autumn pursed her lips. Between them, Leticia still stood in a trance, but Autumn’s visible magic was all gone. She made a chagrined, embarrassed gesture toward Leticia. “She’ll think she fainted. It will fade in a couple minutes. No harm done. It’s fine.”

      “It ain’t fine.”

      “Yeah, I guess not.” Wincing in apology, she gestured to the corner. “What if I throw in the shelves for free?”

      “The furniture isn’t all a lure to get people here?” Drew asked.

      “It’s that, too. I have new stuff coming. I don’t want to just throw the old things away.”

      “Autumn?” North called, still staring Alex down with Miles at his side in the hall.

      “I’m in here. Everything’s fine,” Autumn called back.

      “I don’t take kindly to people coming between myself and my neighbors,” North told Alex in a quieter, colder tone.

      “Oh, drop the euphemism bullshit,” said Alex. “You already blew your cover and the element of surprise. If you want to fuck around, we can skip straight to the part where everything’s on fire.”

      “Wait, what?” North blinked.

      “Hey, Alex, are you threatening them?” Drew called from the other room.

      “Yeah. Should I not?” Alex called back, never turning from an increasingly concerned North.

      “Nah, I already did.”

      “Did it work?”

      “Yes,” Autumn conceded with annoyance.

      “Leticia?” Alex asked.

      “Little woozy. We’ve got like a minute and change before we have to start explaining shit.”

      “I do not want to explain our bullshit to your mom.”

      “Like I do?”

      “Ah. Autumn?” North called past Alex.

      “Really don’t want to mess with these guys, boss,” she answered. “I think this one beat up a werewolf. It’s in his legacy aura.”

      “Why didn’t you check before?” North scowled, not so much at Alex now but past him.

      “Do you think I check everyone’s legacy aura? Seriously?” Autumn replied.

      North sighed, returning his attention to Alex. “Okay, so where are we with this?”

      “I dunno.” Alex kept his guard up. “Scarier people than us knew where we were going today. They can’t really be bargained with. I figure you’ve got an hour or two to release any normal types under your control here and head out of state before you’re completely screwed.”

      North scowled. “I highly doubt—”

      “And load this furniture up into the van for us,” Drew added from the other room.

      “We will not,” North objected.

      “Honestly, it sounds like a good deal to me, boss,” warned Autumn.

      Alex waited. North’s eyes narrowed, examining him closely… and then his shoulders relaxed. He sighed. “Fine.”
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      “I did not pass out from scented candles,” said Leticia.

      “You did,” Drew assured her, nodding with both hands on the wheel.

      “I did not.”

      “You get a headache passing by Yankee Candle in the mall,” said Alex. “She had a lot of candles in that room.”

      “So many candles,” said Drew. “Just a mess of scents.”

      “Cranberry, fir tree, lavender,” said Alex.

      “Pumpkin spice out of season,” added Drew.

      “Those people were weird,” Alex agreed.

      “It almost got me, too,” said Drew.

      “Well, I’m glad you caught me.” Leticia glanced from one to the other with a frown. “Guess it was nice of them to load up for us.”

      “Yeah. Real nice folks,” said Alex.

      “Wouldn’t go that far. They were weird as fuck,” said Drew.

      Leticia’s motherly rebuke died on her lips. She shrugged. “They were weird.”

      As the distance from the scene grew and Leticia’s doubt diminished, Alex relaxed. He didn’t dare relax too visibly or too fast, lest he raise her suspicions again. Neither he nor Drew ever risked misleading or lying to Leticia lightly. She respected privacy, or they wouldn’t have been able to keep the insanity of the last year from her. She also trusted them.

      The cover-up didn’t feel good. It also seemed like the only thing to do.

      With Drew driving on and Leticia glancing to her phone, Alex turned his eyes to the scenery outside. They were close to the freeway now. Trees thinned out. Buildings multiplied.

      White wings faded into view right outside the truck, beating once to reveal the slender blonde they carried. The shine of her halo seemed no brighter than the glare of the sun on any number of car windows and bits of chrome. Alex felt grateful for Rachel’s uncharacteristically gentle and gradual approach. He didn’t need to jolt with surprise while seated beside Leticia.

      Rachel caught up and settled her feet on the step-down of the passenger side door. She held onto the top of the cab with ease and smiled affectionately. Leticia and Drew noticed nothing, but Alex heard her through the window easily. “Hey, lover. Found some fuckery going on out here?”

      Alex couldn’t answer with anything but a roll of his eyes. Then he fished his phone out of his hoodie pocket. As it turned out, he didn’t entirely need it.

      “You did the right thing,” said Rachel. “Tell Drew later. I don’t want to distract him while he’s driving. Anyway, no worries. I’ve got it from here.”

      With easy skill, Alex typed into a blank screen for notes, “We had to take care of her.” He kept it tilted toward the window for Rachel to read.

      “I know. You can’t put your foot up every deserving ass. Sometimes you’ve gotta walk away and deal with it later. It happens.”

      He smiled, but typed one more note: “We didn’t know if you’d turn up. Or other angels.” Alex indicated Leticia with a slight backward nod. “They’re not always around, are they?”

      Rachel shook her head, but grinned. “She didn’t need her guardian today. She had both of you.”
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      “This would be easier if we could just interrogate the cows,” grumbled Shady Tooth.

      “Shh shh shh.” Teryn mindfully turned her back to the rest of the crew. A soft breeze from the lake behind her pushed strands of brown hair back over her shoulders, tangling some in the bow over her shoulder. Though they waited out of earshot between the wooden pasture fence and the lake shore, Teryn didn’t want to risk anyone hearing—or one companion in particular. “Shady Tooth, don’t,” she whispered. “I think he’s sensitive about that.”

      “He who?” Dark fur closed in over narrowing yellow eyes. She frowned often. “The farmer?”

      “No, Yargol,” Teryn’s whisper grew even quieter. She knew Shady Tooth’s catlike ears would hear. “It’s something about that kind of magic. I don’t know.”

      “Whatever.” The bugbear looked to the herd. Most of the cows stuck to the other end of the field where houses and the road lay along a ridge and more fencing. A handful of trees decorated the pasture, including close to the shore. Many more trees and more fencing marked out the other sides of the field. Hills and mountains in the distance created a lovely backdrop that failed to sway Shady Tooth’s mood. Then again, her dark, feline features often seemed grumpy. “You can tell they’re avoiding us. Why?”

      “Maybe because they’ve seen other cows get eaten?” Then it was Teryn’s turn to frown. “That’s an interesting choice of words.”

      “What words?”

      “Interrogate, instead of talk.”

      Shady Tooth’s frown deepened. She gestured to their feet. The pair tread carefully, keeping to the rocky border of the chewed-down grass and disturbing as little as possible, but little was available to disturb—besides a single big smear of blood. “Look at the evidence. No tracks out of place. Nothing but hooves and blood and the farmer’s boots, and those are old.”

      “What about scent? Do you smell anything?” asked Teryn.

      Shady Tooth’s ears twitched with annoyance. “Trying not to. It’s one more reason to stay where we are. At least this side of the pasture puts us downwind of the herd.”

      “Wouldn’t a scent tell you something?”

      “It’s a cow field. What do you think I smell?”

      “I thought bugbears had a better sense of smell than humans.”

      “We do. We smell even more cow shit than you.”

      By now, Teryn knew Shady Tooth’s moods and behavior. She knew when the seething tone and glower heralded a stabbing and when it expressed ordinary grouchiness. The latter sent her green eyes rolling. “I thought it meant you smelled more than whatever prevailed. That you could parse out many scents and details.”

      “Sure. All the time. I smell all the things I’d rather not, from everything and everyone.”

      “Well then, can’t—?” Teryn stopped mid-sentence and mid-gesture at the ground. She looked up. “Everyone?”

      “All the time,” Shady Tooth repeated. Her ears twitched again. “I hear more, too.”

      “Um.” Teryn glanced away. Her face felt warmer, and not from the sun. She pulled a strand of long brown hair behind her ear. “So, you smell…?”

      “Of course, I do. Sweat, breath, armpits, ass, all of it. Everyone’s. Don’t worry,” Shady Tooth grumbled. “All of yours is less than the others, and they aren’t half as bad as most goblin folk or orcs. They’re better than a lot of humans and dwarves, too.”

      “I suppose I’ll take that as a compliment,” Teryn mumbled.

      “There are reasons I used to keep to myself. Reasons I haven’t stabbed any of this crew while they sleep, too.”

      “And at least none of us snore, right?” Teryn tried to joke.

      Shady Tooth stared back at her.

      “Wait. No. One never hears themselves snoring. You’re not saying I snore?”

      “Maybe not to human ears, no.”

      “But then the others…?”

      “All of you. Yes.”

      Teryn grimaced in apology. “What can we do about it?”

      “If I ever figure that out, I’ll let everyone know.”

      “Are you finding anything?” Scars called from not far away. The half-orc leaned against the wooden pasture fence with his thick brown forearms draped over the top rail. DigDig sat by his shoulder, the fence easily supporting the weight of a lightly-armored goblin and his shovel. War Cloud rested his back against the post, staring out at the lake in the other direction. Little Yargol sat in the grass with his robes and hood pulled close to shield himself from the sun. “What’s the verdict?” asked Scars.

      Neither Teryn nor Shady Tooth claimed to be expert trackers. The young archer knew how to hunt and find her way in the wild. Shady Tooth had long served as a scout and a stalker. If any in the crew had the skills for the task, it would be them, but insight and answers didn’t come.

      “The blood starts here and trails off toward you, and the lake behind you,” said Shady Tooth. “The trampling around it happened later, after the blood was spilled.”

      “Agreed,” said Teryn.

      War Cloud’s predatory snout turned halfway from the water to look over his brawny shoulder. “Isn’t that what the farmer said when he asked for our help?”

      “Yep,” said the farmer. “Still right here beside you. Still got a name.”

      “Oh. Um. Yeah.” Though twice the farmer’s size and even bulkier with weapons and armor, it was the old human who stared and the gnoll who stammered. “Sorry about, um…”

      “Edwin.”

      “Apologies, Mister Edwin.”

      “Just Edwin. No formalities.”

      “Right. Sir. Sorry.” War Cloud turned to his companions. “Edwin told us that when he asked us to take a look.”

      “Yeah. I’m saying we agree,” said Shady Tooth.

      Yargol’s mismatched red and yellow eyes peered up from within his hood. “Then what else? Other tracks? Any clues at all?”

      Shady Tooth and Teryn shared a blank glance and a shrug. “Honestly?” said Teryn. “It looks like one cow murdered another cow and dragged the body to the lake.”

      “And opened a locked gate or hopped the fence with it? Leaving no other marks?” said Scars.

      “I’m not saying it makes any sense. I’m saying whatever did this left no other clues. Just the blood,” said Teryn.

      Edwin sighed. “Damn. I hoped you would find something more. It can’t be wolves or a mountain lion. I’d find a carcass somewhere, or you’d find tracks. Right?” He folded his arms, glancing from one visitor to the next with an uncomfortable air. “This is really all we’ve got?”

      “Do you have other ideas?” asked Scars. “You and your neighbors have been kind. We’re happy to help you out however we can, but if they’re stumped, so am I.”

      “Oh, it’s just… a couple of you can use magic. I thought that might help. Maybe talk with the other cows or something.”

      “Oof,” grunted War Cloud.

      “He’s not wrong,” said Scars. “You and Yargol both wield magic.”

      “I’m a paladin of the goddess of the hearth, not a goddess of farms,” said War Cloud. “This is outside her realm.”

      “I admit, it is a basic spell,” Yargol grumbled.

      “Alright?” prodded Scars. “And?”

      “And one that I do not know.”

      “You shoot magic and do the burning exploding women stuff but you can’t talk to animals?” asked DigDig.

      “Exploding women?” Edwin blinked.

      “Not real women. It is fire magic with a visual flourish, and the only way I learned the spell.” The sudden fold of Yargol’s arms said plenty about his feelings on the subject. “My mentor cared more for the magic of battle than the magic of daily living. No one regrets it more than I. The speech of beasts is outside my learning. I suspect it would be of little use, anyway. Farm animals may not be the most reliable witnesses.”

      “Something here feels off, but I can’t name it,” said War Cloud. “Dastia warns me of demons and the undead and more. The goddess does not point me to any such threat, but I still feel like there’s something. That bothers me.”

      “Huh. Well.” Edwin let out a huff. “You and me both, then.”

      He stared at the blood in the field. More than one of the crew did the same. No one spoke.

      “Could be a big bird. Like a giant hawk.” DigDig made a downward swooping gesture and curved his grey hand back up again. “Whoop. Chomp. Dead cow.”

      “Is that a thing?” asked Edwin.

      “No. It would have to be an enormous bird to snatch up an entire cow,” said Scars.

      “Or a dragon,” DigDig suggested.

      Edwin blanched. “You don’t think—?”

      “It’s not a dragon,” grumbled Scars.

      “How do you know?” asked DigDig.

      “Because a dragon in these parts would either lie low and send servants out to gather its food, or it would demand tribute and service from the whole valley. It’s not a dragon.”

      Yargol looked up at Scars curiously, but mostly noted DigDig looking back for the magician’s confirmation. His robed shoulders rose and fell. “He is correct.”

      “No dragons?” asked DigDig.

      “No dragons,” said Yargol.

      Edwin sighed. “Good, then. This is enough of a problem.”

      Shady Tooth and Teryn crossed the short distance from the bloody grass and dirt to join the conversation. “We’ve looked and looked,” said Shady Tooth. “No tracks. Nothing on two feet and nothing on four. Nothing that doesn’t already live here.”

      “Bird wouldn’t leave tracks,” said DigDig.

      “People would see a bird big enough to snatch an entire cow during the day. This happened at night. Edwin’s count came up short in the morning, remember?” Scars countered.

      “Any birds hunt at night?” DigDig’s yellow eyes went wide. “Maybe a giant owl?”

      “A giant owl would require a giant place to live,” said Yargol. “There are no giant trees nor giant barnyards around here.” He caught the glances of several companions and shook his head to discourage further engagement.

      “Guess that’s true,” DigDig conceded.

      “We’re faced with a predator that leaves little or no evidence, which implies a predator with a reason to cover its tracks,” said Yargol. “That implies understanding and intelligence.”

      “I really don’t think it’s thieves,” said Edwin. “We’re a friendly little village. Everyone gets along. Even the folks I don’t much like aren’t bad, just a bit annoying or strange. No crime in that. We all rejected the Edict of Banishment. Took in goblin folk who got thrown out of the south. We see eye to eye on things, help each other out when times are tough. Nobody goes hungry. These aren’t even all my animals. I share the pasture with three other families.

      “I can’t have animals disappearing, and I can’t go accusing anyone of thieving or killing if I’m not certain. I don’t want to accuse anyone at all.” Edwin looked off to the trees. “You think maybe it could be bandits? Someone coming in from farther away?”

      “The only tracks we found were the animals’ and yours,” said Shady Tooth. “Bandits who can cover their tracks like this would be able to get away with much more than a few animals over a couple months.”

      “Two in a week now,” Edwin reminded her. “The first two didn’t even leave any blood. I hoped it was only a mistake with the gate and they wandered off somewhere, but now? I think you’re right,” he said to Yargol. “Someone is doing this. Someone hidden, and someone smart.”

      “The splatter of that blood doesn’t make me think of blades,” said Shady Tooth. “Can’t be sure, but it seems more like teeth or claws.”

      “Some monsters are smart. Ooh! What about a werewolf?” DigDig considered.

      “Don’t go there,” grumbled War Cloud.

      “Why not? Fits the problem,” said DigDig.

      “Gods, no,” said Edwin. “That really would set the town against one another. A werewolf scare puts everyone on edge. The suspicion alone is dangerous. That’s the last thing we need. Worse than the livestock going missing.”

      “Have you heard wolves around here?” asked Scars.

      “No. No howls. Nothing.”

      “I think we’d find wolf tracks,” said Shady Tooth. “We didn’t. The only tracks we found were from other cows. It’s not a wolf or a werewolf.”

      Their points relieved the tension before it could build. Edwin’s shoulders relaxed, Shady Tooth and Scars shared a shrug, and War Cloud went back to staring out at the lake.

      No one noticed DigDig’s steadily widening eyes until he breathed, “Got it!”

      “Oh no,” sighed Shady Tooth.

      “What about a werecow?”

      “DigDig, stop,” Scars groaned.

      “Why?” The goblin gestured with his shovel to the blood in the field. “Fits the evidence! Cows disappearing at night, only cow tracks.” He gestured to the sky. “Moon’s been full, too.”

      “I have read of werewolves and werepanthers and werebears,” said Yargol. “Werehawks and wererats. Do you see the pattern, DigDig? Predators and scavengers, all. I have heard of no such thing as a werecow.”

      “Haven’t heard of everything, right? Magic always grows. You say so.”

      Though his glowing eyes narrowed in the darkness of his hood, Yargol nodded once to concede the point. “No one can know all, and one cannot prove a negative.”

      “I will be so mad if DigDig is right,” War Cloud sighed.

      “It’s not a werecow.” Yargol kept the irritation from his voice, but only with effort. “Look at all we know. We have no carcass and no tracks. None of the neighbors need to steal and couldn’t hide entire cows, anyway. Our only evidence is blood at this end of the pasture, near the lake. The water is close and it’s too big and too deep to search. If we’ve eliminated the other possibilities, the water is what remains.”

      “Why didn’t you say so sooner?” asked Shady Tooth.

      “Again, to eliminate the easier possibilities for investigation. And perhaps to let everyone settle their imaginations with a little discussion.”

      “The lake, huh?” Edwin considered it. The water’s edge lay only a few dozen yards away, down a sloping, rocky shore. “No trouble has come from the lake before. We draw water from this lake. Fish from it, too.” He pointed to distant shores. “Rosebay is that way, Snowhaven there. Quiet villages like ours. Water from the mountains gathers here and then continues on to the lowlands. We all use the lake. Haven’t heard of any trouble for the neighbors, but it’s not like we get word every day.”

      “Maybe a neighboring village is the problem,” said Shady Tooth.

      “The same eliminations would still apply,” said Yargol. “We face intelligence and stealth, perhaps magic or great skill. Anyone with such ability would want more for their efforts than an occasional cow. We are not dealing with an ordinary predator, and also not ordinary folk.”

      Silence almost fell—only to be held back by another soft gasp from DigDig. He remained atop the pasture fence, but had turned like the rest to consider the lake. Almost against their will, everyone looked his way. “What about a mermaid werecow?”

      “Whoa. Or a merman. Merfolk. I never thought of that,” said War Cloud.

      “Oh, come on,” Scars fumed.

      “No, not the werecow bit, but… can merfolk be were-whatevers? It’s like a whole new world. I don’t even know what can become a were-thing besides humans,” said War Cloud.

      “I never thought of it, either,” said Teryn.

      “You wouldn’t. You’re human,” said Shady Tooth.

      “Oh? Did you?” she replied.

      Shady Tooth opened her mouth only to close it in silence.

      “Merfolk. In a lake.” Yargol threatened to dry out the whole basin with his voice alone. “Freshwater merfolk.”

      “Why not?” asked DigDig.

      The crew looked to one another for answers. No one had them. Scars shrugged. “Why not?”

      Yargol sighed. “We have taken our clues as far as we can. Speculation gets us nowhere.”

      “True enough.” Scars gave Edwin a nod. “Don’t worry. We’ll stay on it. This only means we have to do it the hard way.”

      “We poke all the cows in the field with silver?” DigDig suggested brightly.

      “No. We hide and watch through the night.”

      “I like DigDig’s plan better,” grumbled Shady Tooth.
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      The crew finished preparation and settled into place well before sunset. Scattered trees in the pasture included a couple set close enough to one corner near the lake for cover and camouflage. A wagon filled with hay created a second such spot near the opposite corner. No one wanted to get more elaborate than that. Too much change could spook the expected intruder.

      Twilight faded into darkness while the two halves of the crew ate, restricting themselves to cold food rather than spread unusual scents. The herd stuck to the far end of the field and clear of the water. They didn’t appear bothered by the presence of visitors. Though no magic allowed the crew to ask, it seemed the cows remembered the missing—or what happened to them.

      “Hey,” DigDig whispered, tucked in a corner of the wagon with the hay pushed aside. “What if it is an animal?”

      Shady Tooth lay atop the mound with a little hay arranged in front of her for cover. She kept her eyes on the water. “So what if it is?”

      “Only hunting, then, right? Animals got to eat. Simple as that.”

      “So do people. You defend your stuff when someone tries to take it. Same with animals.”

      “Yeah, but people trade and share. Have customs and stuff. Laws. Someone takes your stuff, that’s stealing. Right and wrong. Animals just eat. Not really wrong.”

      “Are we worried about right or wrong?” asked Shady Tooth. “I thought we were defending the village herd because they were nice to us.”

      “Seems like right and wrong are usually a thing somehow when we fight.”

      “We’re usually fighting other people.”

      “Right,” said DigDig. “Animals not really people. Like I say. Animals just eat animals to eat. Nothing wrong with it.”

      “I don’t expect the cows are ambivalent about a predator devouring them.” Yargol crouched in a depression of hay, an arrangement made easy thanks to his small size. Nothing but a close look at the wagon would reveal him or his staff. “They stay clear of the water with good reason.”

      “Suppose. Guess they don’t understand the farmer will someday… hey. Wait,” said DigDig. “If magic lets you talk to animals, are they smart? They just can’t talk? How’s it different from eating people?”

      “Not the people-eating thing again,” Shady Tooth sighed. “We’ve done this.”

      “Haven’t, actually. Not me.”

      “Goblin folk eat people out of desperation or deepest hate. Not preference,” she grumbled.

      “Because it’s wrong,” said DigDig. “Right?”

      “Because people taste terrible. All kinds of people, I’ve heard.”

      Wide yellow eyes stared up at Shady Tooth. DigDig reconsidered his hiding spot and their close proximity.

      “Presumably, a plant would also prefer not to be eaten if asked for its opinion,” said Yargol. “Most creatures will choose survival over death when given any say. Yet we still must eat.”

      “Huh. Maybe. Never thought about it,” said DigDig. “Never thought about talking to plants.”

      “Why would you? It’s only possible by magic, and you don’t use magic,” said Shady Tooth. “What difference does it make?”

      “Many of our moral choices and our outlook on life become much more complicated when one applies magic. Sometimes it is best not to ponder too much,” said Yargol.

      Shady Tooth rolled her eyes. “Wonder what the others are talking about.”
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      “I should have checked the water,” rumbled War Cloud.

      They crouched in wait beneath a pair of trees, where leaves provided shadows from the full moon.  Roots and gathered soil offered a little low cover. A little clever work with cloaks and fallen leaves added to their chances. Scars laid on the left with his crossbow out before him. He turned his head back to War Cloud and Teryn, both seated against the foot of the larger tree. “What do you mean?” Scars asked.

      “For evil. For the taint of the abyss, or lingering foul magic, or… something,” he murmured.

      “I thought you did that before. Can you do it now?” whispered Teryn.

      “I don’t know. I can sense the undead and demons and the like, but Dastia can’t show me every hidden thing. Distance matters, too. I didn’t walk to the water’s edge. Maybe if I got closer, I’d sense something.”

      “I’d hate to break cover for potentially nothing,” said Scars. “You might leave a trail our hunter could sense, too. Might scare it off.”

      “On the other hand, nothing is happening now.” A yawn crept into Teryn’s words.

      “You could get some sleep. We’ll wake you if there’s need,” Scars suggested.

      Teryn grimaced. “Um. No. It’s fine.”

      “You’re the only one of us who can’t see easily at night. We don’t hold that against you. There’s no harm,” said War Cloud.

      “It’s not that, it’s… Shady Tooth says I snore.”

      “You don’t,” War Cloud replied flatly.

      “I probably do.”

      “I think we’d have noticed by now,” said Scars.

      “She said it’s quiet snoring. Quiet, but she still hears me.”

      “She’s fucking with you,” Scars grunted.

      “Why would she do that?”

      “Why wouldn’t she?” said Scars. “Seriously, you got us into good cover. You’ve done your part and you can’t see well now, anyway. Lie down and—”

      “Wait,” hissed War Cloud.

      They did. Teryn already had an arrow nocked in the bow across her lap. Scars watched the fence and the water’s edge, made easy by the gentle slope of the shore and the reflection of the moon off the lake. A full minute passed. Then another. “Hm?” Scars prodded softly.

      “Something’s out there. In the water,” War Cloud murmured. “I sense it. Something unnatural.”

      “Undead? Demons?” whispered Teryn.

      “No. I don’t know this presence, but it’s wrong.”

      They kept watch. None dared move, wanting to preserve their stealth and the element of surprise. Soon, Scars caught the slightest new movement in the water. He pointed, but held his silence.

      “I see it,” she hissed. Moonlight hit the water at just the right spot. Even Teryn could see the bubbles, initially few, then more of them spreading wider.

      Water spread and fell away from an emerging form. They saw only a long lump at first, big and dark, soon with another bump low and to the front, with water falling away until even Teryn’s eyes could make out the shape. If she could recognize it, surely so could her companions.

      A thought made her glance and wince at the paladin beside her: War Cloud must be so mad.
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      DigDig sucked a sharp, excited breath through his teeth. “War Cloud must be so mad!”

      The cow lingered and dripped in the water before taking its first steps onto the shore. The pause and a slow right-to-left turn of its brown and white head implied wariness, but nothing suggested it knew of its watchers. DigDig’s whisper drew no attention.

      “Yargol? Magic?” Shady Tooth asked as quietly as she could.

      “I don’t know. Nothing obvious,” he answered.

      “Besides being an amphibious cow?”

      First steps out of the water brought a better look but no greater clues to its true nature. The cow was of normal size and color. Its steps held to a normal stride. The cow even wore a collar and an old bell, though it walked slowly enough to betray no particular sound other than the soft clop of its hooves on rocks and dirt, and then the scattered grass near the fence.

      Then, after another casual pause and side-to-side look around the field, the cow cleared the pasture fence with a single, graceful hop.

      Shady Tooth prodded Yargol with another soft grunt. Neither of them dared speak. The cow drew near enough to the wagon to hear any noise, but showed no concern. Slow, utterly normal steps brought it closer in a path toward the herd far on the other side of the field.

      Biting down on tension and impatience, Shady Tooth dug in her feet to leap out. She didn’t need Yargol or War Cloud to tell her the beast was unnatural, but they had agreed upon a plan. No one wanted to act too rashly. They had contingencies. Signals. She glared at the cow and waited for someone to make a decision. It would cross the wagon and continue on with only a few more slow, easy steps.

      A single, whistling arrow struck the ground before the cow and brought it to a halt. “Finally,” Shady Tooth seethed, but she didn’t leap out yet. Their plan called for one more element before anything violent.

      The cow took an odd step back, looked around and focused on the correct direction of origin for the arrow. It hesitated again—like an actor falling out of character.

      Scars emerged from his hiding space with his dwarven crossbow in hand but pointed low and away from the cow. The intruder held its ground, watching him. “How about we talk,” Scars suggested. “Can you do that?”

      “Eeep,” the cow croaked. “Mmrrraaap?”

      Shady Tooth drew her knives. “That’s no moo.”

      “War Cloud?” Scars called.

      “I don’t know,” came the gnoll’s voice from the darkness. “It isn’t right, but I don’t know.”

      “Wait,” Shady Tooth realized. She leaped out of the wagon, hay flying in her wake. DigDig followed her lead. Gesturing with her knife, she said, “That bell on its neck hasn’t rung once. Not at all. Why?”

      “Mmmkekekekekek,” the cow intoned again.

      “What do we do?” Shady Tooth pressed.

      “Wait!” Yargol hopped down from the wagon with less grace than either of his companions, but he landed on his feet and kept hold of his staff. The cow took a single step back with the addition of another figure. Yargol raised his hands. “Mmegegegeg,” the magician croaked back. “Yogyak. Yogyak.”

      “Bloqrackth! Mek xol bleqth!” An almost happy tone brightened the response. The cow’s eyes shined in a blue-white glow, faintly echoed by more illumination from its mouth—a mouth that spread unnaturally wide as it opened. It stood taller, livelier, and newly at ease.

      “Alright. It’s wrong.” Yargol spun his staff and waved his free hand in a broad, fast flourish ending in a violent gesture at the cow. Flame gathered and streaked in the wake of his motions to culminate in the image of a fiery elf maiden in a simple tunic. She flew at the beast with a raging shriek.

      It all happened too fast for the cow to do anything but pull back two more steps. Crying out, “False cow!” the maiden of fire crashed into her target and exploded.

      Though out of danger, most of the crew ducked and covered their faces to shield themselves from the light and heat. Their first looks revealed only smoke and lump of embers, but lump still moved. The charred crust of its skin split and grew. Thicker, stronger legs and tentacles burst from the mass. A new head emerged at the center, reptilian yet alien, with its eyes glowing in that same bluish-white that no longer looked friendly.

      Some among the crew didn’t need to wait. Missiles plunged into the monster as Scars and Teryn let loose. DigDig flung a dagger that only glanced across the creature’s head. Shady Tooth caught sight of War Cloud rushing out past Scars. She paused to time her charge with his.

      The monster’s mouth opened, glowing white and blue again, this time with flourishes like flame drawn inward. That blue tint darkened into reds and purples.

      DigDig saw it coming before the others. He swung his shovel into the ground beside his friends. A screen of dirt and rock erupted between the trio by the wagon and the monster before its breath streamed out in a shining, colorful blast like flame. The brief shield was enough to blunt the effect for Shady Tooth, Yargol, and DigDig. The wash of heat and discomfort that followed could have been much worse.

      The beast turned its head as it exhaled, easily able to complete its arc and catch the other half of the crew before it finished. Scars turned away and roared with pain, but his mind burned worse than his body. Searing rage blurred his memory, his understanding, every sense of why he was here and why he hurt.

      The first figure he saw in the passing cloud of red and purple heat struck a silhouette of dark muscles and a predatory shape to his head. He held a big blade. The stranger ducked and cringed. He held a weapon. He looked dangerous and all too close. Scars pulled the crank of his dwarven crossbow on pure muscle memory and shot without thinking.

      “Gnnh! Scars!” War Cloud shouted. The crossbow bolt pierced the chainmail over his arm, but thankfully didn’t go too deep. Scars threatened worse with another furious crank of his weapon—and then his chest jolted and his eyes bulged. The arrow stuck in his chest could only come from one archer, and she planted it perfectly.

      War Cloud rushed forward and dropped his blade in time to catch Scars as he collapsed. The move saved War Cloud from a second arrow that flew past his back. He barely noticed, focusing entirely on Scars. The shaft stuck out of the center of his friend’s chest. Arrows rarely killed instantly, but this would be close enough. Scars required healing now, even with the monster threatening the others, even if it meant an arrow for War Cloud, too. He laid his hands over the wound, with each thumb pinching around the arrow. They hadn’t even settled yet.

      “Dastia, hear me,” War Cloud growled. “Help me. Help him.” A soft white light shined beneath his hands as soon as he called the goddess by name. The warmth of his patron spread through his hands while Scars fought to suck in a noisy breath. War Cloud healed with one hand while his other grasped the arrow and pulled.

      “Oh gods,” he heard Teryn gasp. “Scars!”

      “It was magic, not you,” War Cloud barked. “Kill that thing before it breathes again.”

      The next arrow came to her bow. By then, the monster had other problems. Its true visage brought it to three times the size of the biggest cow in the field in height and girth. Scorched and scaly skin and thick tentacles negated any other such comparison. Its size also made it an easy target for arcing, shearing winds conjured from each swing of Yargol’s staff. The cutting air drew blood and kept the beast occupied while their other friends moved in.

      Shady Tooth charged the beast under the cover Yargol provided. Thick, swiping tentacles tried to ward her off. She ducked and rolled the final two yards before planting both of her knives deep into one of the monster’s feet and the ground beneath it. Even the brief immobilization of one foot before she pulled her blades free was enough to ruin the monster’s balance. Four great legs and tentacles could still stagger and wobble.

      An arrow sank into its bulk near its strange reptilian head. Another streak of wind opened up a gash along its opposite side. Shady Tooth rose, spun, and slashed, cutting up even more of its leg and its gut. She wasn’t fast enough to dodge every tentacle, but the one that came closest bounced away with a solid whack from a shovel. DigDig stayed close. One companion slashed and stabbed while the other deflected attacks to protect them both.

      For a moment, their tactics worked. Arrows, blades, and magic took their toll. War Cloud pulled Scars back from the brink. The arrow left behind only bloody stains around a hole in his armor and his tunic. The monster did no more harm—until it surged with rage and pain. Wildly flinging tentacles battered Shady Tooth and DigDig aside. The loud, wrenching noise of its next gasp for air warned of another corrupting breath.

      Yargol reversed his gestures with his staff and held it overhead, pointed at the monster. Strong and steady wind replaced the cutting gusts that had drawn blood. When the beast exhaled, little of its breath reached more than a few feet before blowing backward and over the lake. None suffered any harm, safe for the monster that held still long enough to make the attempt.

      Teryn’s next arrow punched through one side of its reptilian head and out the other. The angry howl that accompanied its breath turned to a dumbfounded moan. It listed in place, unable to think but not yet dead.

      Charging companions did the rest. Shady Tooth and DigDig were on their feet a heartbeat after War Cloud rushed past them with his greatsword held high and glowing with Dastia’s wrath. The monster shrieked at so much steel plunging through its hide and severing bone. The first tentacle to react met Shady Tooth’s blades and soon flopped to the ground.

      The beast soon followed. Its collapse brought more sickening noises and an ugly stench, but no more harm. Each of the crew watched and waited for another trick. Nothing filled the silence but their own ragged breath.

      “Scars?” Teryn hesitated, fearing a rebuke. Seeing none, she threw her arms around him tightly. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “Not your fault,” he said. “It was magic. I shot War Cloud, too. Not your fault.”

      “Yeah, that hurt,” War Cloud remembered. The bolt still stuck out of his arm, bloodier and uglier now. He accepted the pain for a moment more to address the beast. “What the hell is this thing?”

      “A goxaroth, I believe.” Yargol crossed the distance in steady strides, his robes somewhat singed but with no other signs of injury. “One of the many beast-spawn of Malis. The only sources I’ve read were questionable, but it fits the description.”

      “Malis?” War Cloud tensed. “No. This couldn’t be one of his.”

      “The lord of bloodlust created many more servants than your people,” said Yargol. “Some are closer to demons than mortal creatures. I don’t claim to be an expert.”

      “Anything that foul should have caught my attention, or Dastia’s. She would have warned me.”

      “You said you felt something wrong,” said Scars.

      “Maybe this had something to do with it?” Shady Tooth kicked a bit of metal in the grass to knock it away from the beast. The cowbell lacked for resonance and hardly matched the tone of its name. She might as well have kicked a rock. Runes etched on each side of the bell suggested a much different purpose.

      “Why is something like this all the way out here snatching cows?” wondered Teryn.

      “Still an animal.” DigDig shrugged. “Still gotta eat.”

      “And not a werecow. Mystery solved,” said Shady Tooth.

      “Is it?” Scars looked warily from Yargol to War Cloud. “Teryn isn’t wrong. This is still a strange place for some demon thing to hunt at random. Do you sense anything else?”

      War Cloud’s dark eyes narrowed. He strode to the lake.

      “Wait, what about…?” Shady Tooth began, and then gave up with a sigh. “Your arm.”

      “Might need the magic for something else,” said DigDig.

      “He might need his arm working right, too,” said Shady Tooth.

      “Maybe it isn’t that bad? Maybe he doesn’t need magic help?” DigDig shrugged. “I’ll take any magic healing if we have spares. Kinda sore.”

      “Let’s hope it’s not about to get worse,” she muttered.

      War Cloud stalked down to the water’s edge, paused, and continued on. Yargol followed, but at less than half the gnoll’s height, he dared not go as far. He remained near the shore while War Cloud waded in to his waist. A slow turn of his head ended with War Cloud staring directly ahead into the water. He pointed with his blade. “Out there. Something at the edge of my senses. It’s close enough to swim, but it’s deep.”

      “We are not swimming into a demon-infested lake,” said Shady Tooth.

      “I lack magic for dealing with threats in the water,” admitted Yargol.

      “That’s not the only reason we’re not going in,” said Shady Tooth.

      “Maybe we don’t have to.” Scars turned to DigDig. “Think you can reach out there?”

      DigDig frowned, looked at his shovel, and frowned a little more. “Not as strong as it was before. Not since I tore up that road. Still strong, but not the same.”

      “Even an artifact such as that shovel is not limitless,” said Yargol. “You demolished an entire mountain pass. It may only gather such power over months or years. It is still perfectly capable of lesser feats, as you have shown.”

      “We only need to say hello. Think you can do that?” asked Scars.

      DigDig squared his shoulders and marched to the water.

      “Are we sure we want to do this?” asked Teryn. “Or maybe not do it right now?”

      “War Cloud isn’t walking away until this is finished,” said Scars. “We can’t leave this hanging over the village now that we’ve poked at it and killed one of these things. Besides, if it’s more of these monsters, we know how to handle them now.”

      “You remember the part where I almost killed you tonight, right?”

      Waist-deep in the water, DigDig raised his shovel high and stabbed it into the lakebed at his feet. The rest of the crew barely felt the rumble, but they heard it. War Cloud stepped back to keep his balance. Ripples spread from DigDig’s spot across the surface and faded with distance and darkness.

      The response soon came in a swell of water within easy throwing distance. Dark bubbles turned to that same glow of red and purple. Yargol leveled his staff and called forth more wind, ready to turn another blast of corrupting flames back before it started. Instead, he wound up blowing away fainter and less directed clouds of corruption as a new form broke the surface.

      Though humanoid in shape, ragged and torn bat wings and a dual tail like a rat’s hinted away from any mortal heritage. The figure looked large even at this distance, with a bestial head not so different from War Cloud’s. The glow of magic revealed an ugly mange across its features. Long strands of algae dripped and fell from its limbs and feet as it floated above the water.

      “Oh yeah, we definitely shouldn’t put this off for a better time,” muttered Shady Tooth.

      “You trespass. You intrude. You violate my domain,” came the figure’s voice, whispering yet loud all at once. “This place is mine.”

      “Bullshit,” War Cloud called out. “You’ve just settled here, or your servants would have been taking more, and longer. You’d be known. Instead, you are no one, known to none.”

      “I am Drazrakzich! Chosen of Malis! Shadow of Dark Waters!”

      “You’re alone.” War Cloud gestured to the carcass well behind him. “I’ve never heard of you. ‘Chosen of Malis’ for what? To hide under a lake in the middle of nowhere?”

      Drazrakzich floated closer, rushing like he might attack before stopping halfway. War Cloud held his ground, as did Yargol. Taking courage from their example, DigDig did the same. Teryn and Scars stood ready to shoot. Shady Tooth waited and kept her grumbles to herself.

      “I smell the pretty lies of a god on you. Heretic. Traitor. I accept no insult from the bootlickers of Dastia.”

      “If that was true, you’d have done something about it already.” Scars kept his crossbow aimed and ready. “You haven’t.”

      “This isn’t your lake, Drazrakzich,” said War Cloud. “Time to fuck off to someplace new. Best if it’s someplace deep and far away from people, or not on the mortal plane at all.”

      The demon seethed. Steady winds from Yargol’s magic kept its corrupting aura from spreading to the shore. Glowing eyes swept the crew, looking from one figure to another, and to its fallen servant. “You have slain a simple beast. Should this frighten me?”

      “You sent this thing out to face the dangers you wouldn’t take on yourself. I think you’re already frightened,” said War Cloud.

      “Hah! Frightened of what? Three goblin folk and an orc. A human and a spawn so weak he crawled to the light for warmth. What have I to fear?”

      “Live, or find out,” said DigDig. “Most choose life.”

      Glowing eyes narrowed. Drazrakzich floated in the air, tails twitching and fingers clenching.

      That red and purple aura surged, doubling in size, and then suddenly shrank in on itself and took Drazrakzich with it. The demon vanished from sight—precisely in time to avoid the single arrow that sailed through the air right where his head had been.

      Everyone looked. Teryn already had another arrow nocked. Her watchful eyes scanned the air over the water before she noticed everyone staring. She relaxed her pull on her bow and shrugged. “I thought he might have just gone invisible. You think he’s gone?”

      “Yes.” War Cloud trudged out of the water, rivulets trailing from his waist and legs. DigDig and Yargol walked with him. “He’s gone. I can’t sense him or anything else unnatural at all anymore.”

      “That effect had the look of teleportation, perhaps through another plane of existence. I believe he is no longer within this world at all,” said Yargol.

      “Wait, so that’s it? He just leaves?” Teryn blinked.

      “Sometimes it happens,” said War Cloud. “He didn’t want to die.”

      “It just seems so…” She scanned the dark lake again before looking to the fallen monster, and to her friends. “Anticlimactic.”

      Shady Tooth glared at her. “Do you need a climax?”

      Teryn looked back.

      Shady Tooth grunted. “Don’t answer that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            WANDERING MONSTERS: JUSTICE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Avany, how’s your leg?”

      “The same as it was the last time you asked, Kerim,” she sighed quietly. “How’s the arm?”

      “It hurts.” The sling kept Kerim’s arm immobilized against his chest. An old, tattered blanket kept him warm in his seat against the cave wall. An adjoining wall built of ramshackle wood separated their alcove from the rest of the cavern, with a glowstone mounted at the top to provide a little light. Their makeshift “cell” held only a few other blankets and a few buckets, some holding water and some for waste—the former refilled and the latter removed regularly. Though the food was plain, it was clean and cooked.

      Even Butreth had to admit their captors treated them better than he expected. Their dwarven bard suffered fewer wounds to the body than Kerim or Avany, but probably a greater injury to his pride. Where the others sat on the floor, Butreth stood with his back to the cave wall and his arms folded across his chest and under his red beard. Beside him, Hemdil tried to meditate to pass the time. The half-elven archer had fallen to a spell that left him uninjured and now waited for a chance to do something productive to escape.

      No such opportunity came in the last day. The guards weren’t careless on watch. Kerim and his friends knew at least a couple waited on the other side of the wooden barrier at all times. The wall and its door were crudely built, but strong. Kerim’s broken arm and lack of his spellbook and tools left him with little useful magic. None of his friends were armed, and Avany couldn’t sneak or fight on a broken leg, anyway.

      They’d only gone on a few adventures together in the last year, locating a missing boy in the woods and putting down the handful of restless dead in the old iron mine. The future looked bright when Baron Lionel welcomed them into his lands, even despite Avany and Butreth’s old troubles with the law. For Kerim, it was a heroic homecoming after years of apprenticeship in the capital. He hadn’t expected it all to end like this.

      He knew when they began adventuring he would feel awful if anything happened to his friends. He felt it now. The real surprise came from the other kinds of shame roiling beneath that grief and guilt.

      “It wasn’t your fault, Kerim,” grumbled Butreth. “You fought ‘til you ran out of spells. There were too many of them. And it’s not your fault, either,” Butreth added with a look to Avany. “All of us did our best.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” said Avany.

      “No, but I can see you both thinking it. We all knew the risks. So did Vaino.”

      “I’m not thinking about the fight,” said Kerim. “It’s not that. I’m not so sure we did our best before the fight.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Avany.

      “Visitors,” spoke up Hemdil. He lifted his head, shining eyes under limp blond hair staring at the door. He got to his feet. “Several.”

      Footsteps and other noise reached Kerim’s ears within a few breaths, followed by the wooden grind and thud of the bar and wedges leaving the other side of the door. Wincing in pain, Kerim rose to gather with Hemdil and Butreth around Avany since she couldn’t stand on her own.

      Two orcs in crude leather armor entered with clubs held ready. Both had thicker shoulders than any of the prisoners, with tusks jutting from strong jawlines and wary looks from dark eyes. One showed a green hue to his skin while the other appeared grey. Their appearance blocked the light from another glowstone outside the doorway, creating a silhouette effect on the other new arrivals—two of whom didn’t look much like orcs.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” said one orc. He nodded to the pair behind him. “Have at ‘em.”

      The biggest of the arrivals turned his head to the speaker, with the light outlining a bestial and thinly-furred snout like a hyena’s. Armor over his shoulders enhanced the natural impression of powerful arms. The hilt of a greatsword rose up over his back. The mere appearance of a gnoll sent a wave of dread through Kerim, but his words to his escort didn’t exactly hint at torture or worse: “Not really a helpful introduction, friend.”

      “Sorry. Whatever. Do your thing,” said the orc.

      The gnoll came into the light of the makeshift cell to reveal brown fur, black, predatory eyes, and a chain mail shirt under a mix and match of leather and plate armor. A second newcomer followed, somewhat less threatening given her human form—and yet even more unnerving given her presence here. Her leather armor all matched and appeared well-made and fitted, if also well-used. She seemed about Kerim and Avany’s age, with dark brown hair and a lovely but currently grim face.

      “I’m War Cloud,” said the gnoll. “This is Teryn. We’ve been told your names. We’re here to sort out this mess. How are your injuries? Is anyone hurt aside from the obvious?”

      “Why do you ask, gnoll?” replied Butreth.

      “Because I’m a healer.” The answer came without neither warmth nor rebuke. His black eyes looked to Avany and Kerim. “I can get you on your feet and you out of that sling.”

      “You mean with magic? What kind of magic?” Kerim asked warily.

      “Divine. I serve Dastia.”

      Butreth snorted. Avany tilted her head in suspicion. “You serve Dastia?”

      “Yes. War Cloud is a paladin of the goddess of the hearth and you four attacked a home,” said Teryn. Her glare moved from one prisoner to the next. “Not a fort. Not a bandit camp. Most of these people were robbed of their homes and came here looking for another. You came after them. We can talk about why and what to do about that and maybe get you out of this mess alive if you aren’t too stupid to accept our help.”

      No one else spoke. Kerim looked awkwardly to his friends, but none of them knew what to say. War Cloud looked to his irritated companion. “You know I’m used to the doubt, right?”

      “I’m not,” Teryn fumed.

      “Start with me,” said Kerim. “Avany is hurt worse, but we’ll see your magic with me first.”

      War Cloud’s big hands found the pair of breaks in Kerim’s arm without examination. His grip only hovered at first rather than touching. Solemn words surprised Kerim once again: “Dastia, please heal this dumbass.”

      Golden light shimmered under his palms, disappearing as War Cloud’s hands closed around Kerim’s arm. The touch brought only brief pain that faded within another breath until his arm felt and moved fine. “That’s… that’s all?” asked Kerim. “That’s all it takes?”

      “The magic comes easily. Earning the trust and favor of the goddess who provides it is a whole way of life,” said War Cloud. “She doesn’t expect long prayers for healing. I need that magic in the middle of a fight. I can’t do a whole monologue.”

      “The goddess wants you to call people ‘dumbass’ in your prayers?” asked Butreth.

      “She demands honesty from her servants. Consider that, and then consider how you got here.”

      Kerim consulted his friends with only an exchange of silent looks and nods. Hemdil and Butreth got out of the way. Avany pulled back her blanket to let War Cloud see to her leg. He performed much the same brief ritual and “prayer,” bringing her back to her feet in moments.

      “With that finished, we can move on to the bigger issue of why you’re here and what we’re all going to do about it,” said Teryn.

      “I imagine you didn’t heal us just to condemn us,” said Hemdil.

      “Leaving you hurt is a needless cruelty, and also a distraction from what must be done,” said War Cloud. “You attacked an orc stronghold. Your fate is up to the Speaker of the hold.”

      “What does ‘speaker’ mean? Is that different from the warlord?” asked Avany.

      “Warlord is a name applied by humans,” said Teryn. “Orcs don’t use it much. The Speaker is the leader of the stronghold.”

      “So, a distinction without a difference? We’re to throw ourselves at the mercy of the biggest and strongest orc?” asked Butreth.

      “You’re already at her mercy. If you were jailed for a crime in Lightbrook, you’d be taken to the baron to face his judgment,” she answered.

      “The baron in Lightbrook is a sworn vassal to the king, and a knight to the queen before him. He follows the laws of the realm.”

      “Challenging the legitimacy of the stronghold’s leadership won’t get you out of this, but it’s a great way to make your situation worse,” said Teryn.

      “Ah—no, but understanding the situation might help us, er, navigate it,” said Kerim. “That’s all we mean.”

      Teryn and War Cloud shared a skeptical glance before she looked at the others, gesturing to Kerim. “Wizard?” she asked.

      “Wizard,” Avany confirmed.

      “I’m a bard,” Butreth spoke up.

      “That’s alright,” said Teryn. “Yokto, the Speaker, was chosen by right of ability, acclaim, and deed. She was tested by the elders for her knowledge and wisdom, she has the support of the majority of the stronghold, and she accomplished things that benefitted the hold as a whole and not just herself. Another orc can challenge for leadership, but would have to match or exceed two out of the three. They don’t fight each other for who’s in charge. That only proves which one is the better fighter, not the better leader. And it’s all better than Baron Lionel’s path to power.”

      “How do you know that?” asked Hemdil.

      “Because I was there when Lionel swore allegiance. I know the king’s priorities for deputies and vassals. I learned the way of free orc clans today and I already think it’s better.”

      “How do you know what the king’s…?” Kerim began, and then stopped and looked at her. He only knew the posters and the written description, but it all fit. “Your name is Teryn? Princess Teryn?”

      “It doesn’t count for much these days,” she answered. “I’ll tell you this much: the orcs here know who I am, and they know of the bounty. They could tie me up and offer me to the king in exchange for any number of concessions. They haven’t. That might tell you something. Come on.” Teryn backed out of the door, nodded to the orcs guarding the cavern outside the cell, and gestured for them to follow.

      “We’re going to see this Speaker now? How does this work?” asked Avany.

      “We all stand in a room with the Speaker and some others and you explain yourselves,” said War Cloud. “I’ll be there as your advocate. I’ll probably grill you, too.”

      He moved out. The others followed. The guards followed, but said nothing. “If you’re here to advocate for us, why would you grill us?” Butreth frowned.

      “Because what you think of what you did matters more than what I or the Speaker think. We can’t know what to do about your crimes until we know that.”

      “Is this normally how orcs handle these things? Speakers and advocates?” asked Kerim.

      “Probably not. The Speaker agreed when we offered,” said War Cloud.

      “Probably?”

      “We’re only passing through. Only been in Lightbrook a week or two less than you,” said Teryn.

      Kerim’s eyes widened. He looked to his friends, none of whom had grown up here. The group first met in the capital as he finished his magical apprenticeship. “Wait, how do you know that?”

      “We passed by your village and bought some dried fruit and vegetables from your mother. She told us you and your friends had gone missing and asked us to look for you.” War Cloud looked over his shoulder to Kerim. “She said you’ve been away a long time and don’t understand a lot of things, but you’re still a good boy. I hope she’s right.”

      Feeling small, guilty, and a little offended, Kerim walked with the others through the winding cavern and past a great may orcs. They smelled and saw little smoke despite seeing more open flame and lanterns than glowstones. How the orcs diverted or dealt with smoke in a cave was one more mystery to how they lived. He didn’t see an answer evident, but he saw signs of tentative comfort in the cave and families in their daily lives.

      The caverns split and opened in several directions, some natural while others were likely the results of hard work. The inhabitants divided up space with wooden and cloth barriers and simple organization. Little real wealth was evident, but Kerim also noted a lack of trash or other signs of despair. Dozens of orcs cooked, crafted, talked, and played. Most looked up to the passing group with interest but not alarm.

      Many orcs and goblin folk had come forward to live among human lands and human towns during the Peace of Clear Skies. Others never left the wilds or the rugged generational homes of their people. The cave presented a mix of both: a traditional orc stronghold, rugged and formidable, now home to orcs used to family houses and mellower living. Many had likely lived in the town of Lightbrook and its surroundings before the Edict of Banishment. Some may have even been distant neighbors as Kerim grew up. He didn’t know.

      At age twenty-two and with his last six years spent as an apprentice in the capital, Kerim had little familiarity with orcs and goblin folk. He’d met a few, of course, but most only in passing. Even once living in the city as an apprentice, Kerim had to spend most of his time in Isodirun’s tower working and studying. Then came a new king, and the tension, and the riots, and then the Edict of Banishment.

      He believed things followed the same path at home while he was away. Lightbrook Barony was north of the mountains, and therefore outside the Edict, but Kerim returned home with his new adventuring friends to find the orcs purged from the realm for crimes and raids. That, in turn, brought his band to this cave and their capture.

      It was only supposed to be a band of raiders. Only a dozen, two at most. Orcs didn’t “live” in the barony anymore. Not really. Not a whole community in a cave. The baron said so.

      The baron also said orcs and goblin folk didn’t have communities. They didn’t know the word until they came to live among humans during the Peace. Before that, it was all warbands and squalor, living off the spoils of raids against humans, dwarves, and elves. Orcs and goblin folk were born only to war.

      The histories agreed with the baron. So did the epics of Butreth’s people. So did Isodirun, his mentor. His mother said that was all garbage, but how could a small farmer know better than all of them?

      “Not here. Not here. We do not fight here.” Assertive words drew Kerim’s attention to a bend in the cavern. An old, grey-haired orc held the wrist of a child in each of his big hands. “I don’t care who started it.”

      “Tey mif—” began the girl.

      “Speak Common,” said the—grandfather, Kerim thought? Great-grandfather? “We speak Common after midnight until you learn it.”

      Though frustrated and near tears, she took a breath. “He stole my doll!”

      “What do we hang over the edge of the cave?” asked the grandfather.

      “A blade and spear,” said the sullen girl.

      “Why?”

      “Because we don’t fight here,” she grumbled.

      “Not if we can help it. Not over a doll, even if it’s important to you. And not in our home.”

      The conversation faded with distance. Kerim found he wasn’t the only one to take note of it when he turned his attention forward again. Hemdil’s expression echoed Kerim’s thoughts.

      A wall of timbers and spikes blocked one turn into the cavern. Its central gate stood open, with banners to either side depicting a gloved, spiked fist. The handful of strangers waiting outside the gate didn’t stand like guards despite their arms and armor, and they also didn’t look like part of the community in the cave. Only one bore the small tusks and mildly pointed ears of the orcs, but the rest of his dark brown features appeared human. The grey-faced, yellow-eyed goblin standing only as tall as the half-orc’s elbow was easy enough to identify, as was the dark-furred, muscular bugbear sharpening her knife in one corner. Another short form stood among them, about as tall as the goblin but shrouded in a dark cloak and hood that only revealed glowing, mismatched eyes and a furry left hand holding an ornate staff.

      “Scars, DigDig, Shady Tooth, Yargol,” said War Cloud as an introduction, gesturing to each in turn. “This is our crew. As I said, we’re only visiting.”

      “We’ve sworn to peace and protection again, and against gathering blades while we’re here,” Scars told War Cloud. “The sentry relayed it after the first time, but the Speaker said a couple elders would feel better if she heard it again personally.”

      “What does…?” Kerim began, but fell silent as Scars looked his way. Then Kerim felt even more on-the-spot when Scars gestured for him to continue. “What does all that mean? Gathering blades?”

      “We told him how a Speaker is chosen and that I’m acting as their advocate,” said War Cloud.

      “That’s all? Nothing else?” asked Scars.

      “We only know what you’ve told us since we came here,” said Teryn. “It’s new to me, too.”

      “In fairness, most of us only know orcs from the mercenary perspective,” said Yargol.

      “Oh, gods. Basic orc civics,” Scars muttered to himself. He took a breath. “You’re in the stronghold of a free clan. That means they’ve broken from worship of Kravass the Creator and the ‘old ways’ he set out for all orcs. Nearly any orc who lived among humans during the Peace of Clear Skies is a free orc. The others call themselves ‘true’ orcs for sticking to the raiding and the dark god and all that bullshit. It’s not truth, just good branding.

      “An oath of peace and protection is the same sort of hospitality custom a lot of humans and dwarves follow: we don’t fight in the hold, but we fight to defend it if needed. Gathering blades is about coming to an orc hold to recruit fighters for war or mercenary work. People come to us all the time looking for muscle, so we have rules about it.

      “There’s a firepit in the center of the room with some orcs seated around it. Stand in the clear spot. Yokto will be on the other side of the pit from you. Don’t worry about the other orcs. This decision comes down to the Speaker.”

      Kerim found most of these new strangers as difficult to read as the gnoll, but he could guess at the nervous feelings of his friends despite their brave front. He was in the same boat. “What else should we know? Anything we should do?”

      “Tell the truth,” said War Cloud. “That’s all.”

      “He’s right,” said Scars. “Don’t try to lobby. Don’t try to spin. She can smell that, and she’s not one for flowery talk. You did what you did. You’ll make a better impression by owning it and explaining why instead of shifting blame or minimizing it.” Scars tilted his head to direct them to follow before walking through the gate.

      The chamber enjoyed wider space and a higher ceiling than much of the caverns. As expected, they found a round, open pit of glowing charcoal embers rounded by a semicircle of orcs seated on tree stump benches. Some of the orcs wore furs, leathers, or jewels that lent an air of stature. None wore armor.

      At the center of the arc sat a large orc with black braids around her grey-green face. Her sleeveless dark blue tunic showed off broad shoulders and strong arms. Like the others, she had nothing more dangerous at hand than the common carving knife on her belt. Beneath her stony expression, she struck Kerim as weary, and not by dint of age.

      “Speaker, these are Kerim, Avany, Hemdil, and Butreth,” War Cloud began. “They agreed to my offer of advocacy. They understand how and why you lead this hold. I thank you for giving us this chance.”

      “You thank me,” Yokto huffed.

      “They don’t understand enough to have an informed opinion yet. It also remains to be seen if I can do them any real good.”

      She laughed in a mix of appreciation and bitterness. “Strangers, understand this much: we do not usually involve ‘advocates,’ let alone outsiders in our judgments. War Cloud and his friends came here on their own and convinced me to give this a try. We’re all in a bad way here, so I saw no greater harm in it. The harm is already done.

      “You attacked this stronghold. Five of my people lay dead, and more hurt. Though these new friends mended most wounds with healing magic, the harm is still great. The dead are still dead. By any normal orc justice, free or ‘true,’ you would be dead now, and the only question would be the manner of death. We’ve been asked to consider another way.”

      “Why did you accept?” asked War Cloud. Kerim and the rest all turned to him with the same look, wondering why their advocate would ask such a thing. The presiding judge seemed to have the same reaction, though without the pressures of jeopardy felt by the accused. “It may help if we all understand one another fully,” he added.

      “Most of us were driven to this stronghold by Baron Lionel under accusations of violence and other crimes,” Yokto began, her eyes turning to the others. “Nearly all of it was lies. We lived in peace under the laws of the realm until those laws were turned against us. Now we are hunted. His lies surely continue, spreading fear of orcs and goblin folk. If we are quick to shed blood, even in our own defense, that would fuel more lies. Killing leads to reprisal.

      “Yet orcs do not cower from the needs of justice. We will do what must be done. Five lie dead. Our home is threatened. We do not bow to fear, but we feel it. To live in fear is awful. To bring fear into a home is a terrible crime. This cannot be ignored or diminished.” Her dark eyes glared at Kerim and each of his friends. “If there is a way to find justice without bringing further harm to ourselves, we would take that path.”

      “I believe that path exists,” said War Cloud.

      “I do not. But I’m willing to look and listen,” said Yokto.

      War Cloud nodded. He stepped away from his band of defendants and turned to face them. “Why were the orcs banished?”

      “Ah…” Kerim hesitated. He looked to his friends. “Do you mean from the barony, or from the south of the kingdom?”

      “Is there a difference?” asked War Cloud.

      “Yes,” said Avany. “King Dostin’s Edict of Banishment covered only the realm south of the mountains. Baron Lionel invoked it when he extended the banishment here in the barony, but it wasn’t the same decree.”

      “What was the cause? In either case?”

      “Violence and danger, as she said,” answered Butreth. “Orcs and goblin folk are born to the blade. You’re made to be… warriors. Fighters.”

      “Say it plainly, dwarf,” said Yokto.

      The light of glowstones and embers in the pit covered for some of Butreth’s flushed skin, but the wrinkles of his brow and the crease of his beard carried the same cue. “Savages,” he replied.

      “I’m a baker,” Yokto scoffed. “Am I ‘born to the blade?’ I can swing an axe or a shield. Flour and eggs stain my hands far more often than blood. I had a cottage near Bellweather Farm. I took care of their girl when she was sick and her parents were too busy with the harvest to watch over her day and night. Many of us here can tell similar stories.”

      “You came here seeking violence,” War Cloud said, looking to Butreth and the others. “They came here fleeing it. You are adventurers. They are born to the blade, while you chose it. They are not on trial here.”

      “Nice of you to notice,” murmured another of the orcs.

      “When you came here, what was your plan?” asked War Cloud.

      The band shared another glance. “I don’t know if that’s the best place to start,” said Kerim.

      “It’s where I’m starting.”

      “We scouted the canyon from above with the aid of Kerim’s familiar, an owl,” said Hemdil. The other three winced, but he went on. “She spotted the cave entrance, which we then saw from the top of the canyon, and then we saw the sentries. An approach along the canyon floor seemed predictable, so we came down the walls of the canyon instead. It wasn’t long past sunset. We thought to eliminate the sentries by surprise and work our way inside by stealth.”

      “How did that go?” asked War Cloud. “Did you eliminate the sentries?”

      Hemdil opened his mouth to speak, but Avany stopped him with a touch. She swallowed, then spoke. “I worked my way around the far side of the canyon in the dark and climbed down the wall behind the sentries, close to the cave entrance. I killed one from behind, then found the next and… thought I killed her. Then I flashed a signal to the others with my mirror.”

      “You thought,” said War Cloud.

      “She collapsed and didn’t move. I thought the wound was fatal, so I moved on. The others had just made it to the canyon floor when she blew her horn.”

      “Her name is Kam,” said Yokto. Avany looked back at her. “Her name is Kam. She may take a deed name when she fully recovers—which she will, thanks to War Cloud. The one you killed was named Donto.”

      “I’m… I’m sorry,” Avany mumbled.

      “Are you?” asked War Cloud.

      That seemed to stop things again. Avany looked from one face to another, from their bestial “advocate” to her friends and to the Speaker. “I thought—we thought we were doing the right thing,” said Avany.

      “We’ll get back to that. Are you sorry?” War Cloud repeated.

      “Yes. We were—”

      “What happened next?” he interrupted.

      “I… the orc with the horn—Kam—was already out of my sight,” she went on. “It was dark, she moved from where she had fallen, and we heard others coming already. We had another with us, Vaino, a warrior from the hill tribes. He shouted, ‘It’s a trap,’ and charged the oncoming orcs with his great axe.”

      A single slap broke the silence. Everyone turned to find Scars with one of his hands clamped to his face. He, too, noticed the attention, and dropped the hand. “He thought the canyon where you snuck in and killed the sentries was a trap. And then he charged the trap.”

      “Yes,” said Hemdil.

      “Barbarian?”

      “One of the mountain tribes, yes,” said Kerim.

      “Uh-huh. Sorry. Go on,” said Scars.

      “I saw the problems Scars sees now,” Kerim continued for Avany. “Most of us did. But Vaino met an opponent before any of us could stop him, and then we had a companion in battle. And to be honest, enemies appeared so fast I thought maybe Vaino wasn’t entirely wrong. I cast spells of ice and eldritch bolts to cover him. Hemdil did the same with his arrows. Butreth and Avany moved to watch his back and his sides.”

      “Those first moments of the fight favored us,” Hemdil carried on with a steadier voice than his friends. “Vaino was formidable. We fight well as a team. We thought we might block the cave entrance if we moved fast enough, but we did not. The orcs held against us long enough for more to appear. Soon, we were flanked, and then surrounded. Kerim fell under a sudden shower of sling stones. I endured much the same until I was tackled. Avany and Butreth were occupied with their own battles, and then Vaino perished.”

      “Your tattooed friend died shouting for no quarter and vowing to kill us all,” said Yokto. “His axe took two of my people with him and wounded others. Another froze to death from magic.”

      “Yes,” said Kerim. “I am sorry.”

      “Hold that,” said War Cloud.

      “Why do you tell us to hold it?” Butreth snapped. “Doesn’t it matter? When are we supposed to say it?”

      “Are you sorry, dwarf?” asked War Cloud.

      “We all are! We came out here to end a bandit camp, not attack a whole village within a cave. We didn’t know you had children and elders here.” His anger retreated with those last words, leaving Butreth shuffling and looking down as if he might retreat into his own beard. “Children fought us in the canyon. They were the ones with the slings and stones.”

      “Born to the blade,” said Yokto. “It was shortly past sunset. If you had watched and waited from atop the canyon a few minutes longer, you would have seen them coming out to play with those slings rather than fight with them.”

      “This brings us to another question,” said War Cloud. “Two of you are human. Three, with your barbarian companion. You cannot see in the dark as well as Hemdil or Butreth, nor as well as your targets. Why attack orcs after sunset?”

      “Darkness still covers at a distance,” answered Hemdil. “Better to sneak over the canyon in the night than to be silhouetted against the daylight sky.”

      “And we were told it would be a good time,” said Kerim, uncomfortable as ever. “It would be a time of transition for the camp. Some would still be asleep and others separated with tasks upon waking, rather than mostly collected and rising at once.”

      “Told by whom?” asked War Cloud.

      “Baron Lionel and his sergeant at arms,” said Kerim.

      Anger ran through the assembled orcs as murmurs and glares. Yokto shared the latter. “Did you come here on your own, or were you sent?”

      “We came…” Kerim faltered. He looked to his friends again, and then to War Cloud. Their “advocate” and his friends demanded honesty. “We didn’t consider or discuss it in such terms at the time. This was on our initiative. We volunteered. Yet we didn’t come out of random ambition or bloodlust. It wasn’t about adventure. We came in response to an attack.”

      “What attack?” asked War Cloud.

      “A cattle raid. Several orcs and an ogre moved on a farm on the outskirts of Lightbrook only a few nights ago.”

      “We’d have started with that, if you had let us,” Butreth grumbled.

      “They came from here, didn’t they?” asked Kerim. “What clues we had pointed this way. The baron’s men sent us here.”

      “Many of our people often talk about reclaiming what was theirs,” said Yokto. “A few of our young took it a little closer to heart than we were ready to try. I suspect they wanted to show it could be done. One made it back, out of four, and only by virtue of having been left for dead after a fight with Lionel’s soldiers.”

      “The rest were taken to the dungeon in his keep,” Avany spoke up. “He holds them now.”

      Yokto shook her head sadly. “Held. Lionel promised death to any who returned to town.”

      “No, that’s—”

      “Hold on,” said War Cloud. “Resolve this first. You came in response to a cattle raid. You volunteered to come? Did Lionel put out a call?”

      “Not publicly, but we heard he wanted a way to strike,” said Kerim. “He didn’t want to worry the town about further attacks.”

      “Was anyone killed in this cattle raid? Anyone from Lightbrook?”

      “No, but—”

      “How many cattle were taken?”

      “None. They were stopped. The thieves were caught,” said Butreth.

      “So, you attacked in retaliation for a theft where no one was killed and the thieves were caught. For that, you came here and killed five orcs. People who hadn’t even been on this raid.”

      “How are you advocating for us, again?” Avany wondered.

      “Indeed,” grunted Yokto.

      “I’m getting to that,” said War Cloud. “You attacked with the baron’s blessing. You expected a bandit camp. What did you find?”

      “Families. Children,” said Hemdil.

      “Three of you say you are sorry. Hemdil? What of you?”

      “Yes. On all the reasons you state. We were fools,” said Hemdil.

      Butreth fumed. “It wasn’t what we expected. Not at all.”

      “Do you regret coming to kill people over a theft of livestock?” War Cloud pressed.

      “Yes, alright? I feel like an ass. There’s no good in making me feel it more.”

      “I’m not sure that’s true,” murmured Teryn from behind the group.

      “Then you all see the wrongs you have done and regret them,” said War Cloud.

      “That would matter more for a lesser offense,” said Yokto. Her words cast a new silence over the chamber. “People have died. They follow others lost trying to reclaim what was ours. Things can be returned or debts repaid in service, but the dead cannot be brought back.”

      “These four cannot return the dead, no,” War Cloud said quickly. “But their regret and their ability matter in what they can do. Lionel’s deceptions matter, too. Teryn?”

      She moved beside the group. “He sent you to attack a small bandit camp. You found a large stronghold full of families. He told you to attack after sunset, which put you at the worst time to fight. Anyone with experience fighting orcs would know better. And he hid all this from the populace. Why?”

      “You’re—wait,” Kerim began. He saw the wheels turning for the others, too. “You’re saying he set us up to fail? Why would he want that?”

      “For the story,” said Butreth. The anger in his voice had gone from hot to cold. “He can’t rile up the whole barony over a bungled cattle raid. A band of young, dead heroes is different. It tells a story with a threat, and a tragedy to avenge. He can use that.”

      “The bard gets it,” said Teryn.

      Behind her, Scars rolled his eyes hard.

      “You harmed this stronghold,” said War Cloud. “You were also wronged by this baron. He lied to you and sent you to your likely deaths. His lies do not absolve you of your choices and your actions—but they do give you a common enemy with those you wronged, and a way to answer for the harm that cannot be undone.” He paused to let it sink in and waited for Kerim and the rest to make the connection. It hardly even took a moment. “Now you can tell her,” said War Cloud.

      “The thieves—your young people,” Avany corrected. “They still live.”

      Yokto sat up, nearly standing from her seat. “How do you know?”

      “He told us so,” said Kerim. “I grant he lied about much, but in looking back, this still holds the ring of truth. He said they would be of use to him, that he could show his mercy by letting the raiders ‘work off’ their debt. An ogre’s strength is of great value, he said.”

      “It lines up with what I know of Lionel,” said Teryn. “Living prisoners are more useful than the dead. If his current plan doesn’t work out, a handful of dead orcs could be anyone. He can get more aid from the king by showing living prisoners who can tell of a stronghold. They probably haven’t been treated well, but I expect they’re still alive.”

      “You knew this, War Cloud? Scars?” asked Yokto. “You knew all this when you showed up at our hold, but said nothing? Why?”

      “Our first thought was to try to rescue your raiders ourselves,” War Cloud explained. “We met Kerim’s mother while we snooped around the town and the keep. She suspected he’d been misled. Said he’s a good boy. His friends, too, she thought. She doesn’t trust the baron.”

      “I care more about our lost young than I care about our attackers. Misled or not, they aren’t my first problem,” said Yokto.

      “No, but they present a solution,” said Scars. He turned to the adventurers. “You took five lives here, needlessly. That can’t be undone. But there are four others held prisoner in that keep, captured by a man who lied to you and sent you to your deaths. We won’t leave them in there. We can break in to rescue them, and we will if we must. That will probably get ugly for everyone. You can walk in, and no orc blood need be shed.”
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      Pale masonry and bright banners lent a note of warmth and welcome to Lightbrook Castle. On either side of its open gate stood glowstone lampposts and statues of the barony’s first rulers to greet visitors. Seated atop a hill at distance from any competing elevation, the moat stayed full of water largely through an enduring enchantment gifted by elves centuries ago. The kingdom held larger and grander castles, but evening twilight at Lightbrook struck a memorable image.

      Scars gave more thought to the open space of the castle’s foreground than to its artful style. “It’s a long run to cover,” he said under the shade of the trees.

      “Castles are always like this. Decent ones, anyway,” said War Cloud.

      “Could make some cover.” DigDig rapped the head of his magic shovel with one knuckle. “Get in real close, too. Or drain the moat.”

      “No, we need to go completely unnoticed here, remember? No orcs or goblin folk here at all. That’s the whole idea,” said Scars. “We’re only here to give cover if they have to run.”

      DigDig considered it and shrugged. “Won’t need to run if they do it right. Nobody checks the wagons going out.”

      “Yeah, but they’re adventurers,” Scars sighed.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “When adventurers do this, they usually have a decent time of getting in easily. It’s once they get inside and find what they need that it all goes wrong. Someone gets noisy. Somebody steals a thing they don’t really need and it sets off an alarm, or someone else can’t pass up the chance for a showdown. That’s when shit explodes and the shouting starts and it’s stabbing for everyone.”

      “If it happens, my magic and Teryn’s arrows can at least reach the walls,” said Yargol. “No one will see me. No one will ever see Shady Tooth if she must act. It’s a good plan. Though our new friends may yet pull off the original. Perhaps we haven’t enough faith?”

      Lightning flashed upward from within the keep’s walls to strike inside a corner watchtower. The resulting explosion sent flames through every window at the top. “Down with the baron!” came a booming, melodic voice at a volume possible only through bardic magic. “Down with the oppressors!”

      Horns blew in alarm. Sentries on the wall turned inward. One fell to arrows from below. A dark, cloaked figure suddenly appeared behind the lone ceremonial gate guard to knock him out with a blow to the back of the head.

      Scars released a sigh. “I really thought that dwarf would come up with a better rally cry.”

      “Look there, below the burning tower.” War Cloud pointed to movement at the corner of the castle walls. A masonry block fell forward onto the grass, much thinner than it had any reason to be, except for what it revealed: a secret exit, probably shored up in times of siege, now open to release a handful of fleeing orcs and a single hulking ogre.

      “Pulled it off. Did the job,” said a notably pleased DigDig.

      “Right. Teryn and Shady Tooth will be on them to bring them into cover,” said Scars. “Let’s see what we can do to help the others get out, too.”

      Another burst of sorcery sent sparks flying over the castle walls. Butreth’s voice rang out in a cacophonous note of magic: “No more crowns! Death to tyrants! All barons are bastards!”

      “Good job, War Cloud,” grumbled Scars. “You’ve radicalized a bard.”
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      “I got a sneak peek at the final strategic assessment from the security fleet. Bottom line: Raphael, Gabriel, and Uriel are all too well-defended for a direct assault for now, but Archangel can’t replace losses easily. The fleet wants smaller engagements to bleed off ships and people. I’ve got some ideas on how to make that work for us. Synergistic stuff, even. Lunch?”

      

      --Arthur Amatucci, NorthStar Applied Security, internal communications

      May 2277

      

      “Why do we need a whole platoon of marines for a search and rescue op?” Esposito hissed.

      Tanner looked up from the tiny holo screen projected over his wrist. His game had him stumped, anyway. The question from the newly-arrived damage controlman seated on the bench across from him was easier to resolve. “We don’t.”

      “Okay?” Dark eyes stared back from a young, clean-shaven face framed by a grey navy helmet with its faceplate racked back. Esposito cast those eyes about to make a point of all the others in grey navy and blue marine vac suits and combat jackets packed into the rows around them—mostly to Esposito’s left and Tanner’s right, since they sat all the way at the back of St. Catherine’s cargo bay. “So, what’s the deal, then?”

      “It’s not just a search and rescue op,” said Tanner.

      “You don’t know that, Malone,” grumbled a marine from a couple seats left of Esposito. Sergeant Keane handled Third Squad with a growly voice and rough demeanor. He handled navy “guests” the same way, too. “You don’t know shit, like the rest of us.”

      Tanner’s eyes dried out as they turned from Keane back to Esposito. “Technically true. I don’t know shit. I’m guessing.”

      “Don’t let Malone’s rep or his second-class stripes fool you,” Keane told those around Tanner. “He moved up early into a gap, or he’d still be third class like you. A third class is nothing but a private who’s been to rating school. And hey, Sanchez!” Keane’s gaze and his ire lifted to marines in the next row over. “Quit playing with your web gear! It’s set that way for a reason. You think you know better than the designers?”

      “They told me to bring my whole trauma kit,” said Moreno, seated beside Tanner. That kit sat between her feet, ready to sling up at a moment’s notice. Her carbine was lighter and easier to handle than the rifles carried by most of the others in the bay. She had never fired it outside of practice. “Nothing else.”

      “Do you have a different medical kit for combat than for search and rescue?” asked Tanner.

      “No,” said the corpsman. “Not unless it’s for something specific, like weather or whatever.”

      “There you go.”

      Esposito glanced to the marine immediately to his left, a tall young Black man with his eyes closed and his helmeted head back against the bulkhead. They had all been pulled out of bed for this. Some had an easier time dozing than others. Maybe Keane’s growl woke some, or maybe it hadn’t. At least the dozing marine created a buffer between Esposito and Keane. “So what is it, then?” Esposito whispered at Tanner. “Is it a search and rescue, or is it a fight?”

      “I think they don’t know for sure, so they prepped for both.”

      “You think? Man, I thought you knew stuff. Aren’t you a big deal?”

      “My bunk is right across from yours. I got woken up by the same guy, saying all the same things. Same written instructions on my holocom, too.” Tanner threw a glum nod toward Keane. “He’s not entirely wrong.”

      “Drop belt goes over your web belt, numbnuts,” Keane scolded another marine. “How long have you been sitting there and you haven’t figured it out yet?”

      Scowling, Esposito gestured to the little screen over Tanner’s wrist. “They didn’t send you nothing else?”

      “If I had more, I’d have read it and shared. If I knew where we were going or what kind of ship we’re looking for, I’d look it up. I’m not holding anything back on you.”

      “Then what are you reading?”

      Tanner tapped the holocom on his wrist to reverse the projected screen. A crisp, professional reader’s voice asked, “Which of the following cats does not roar? A) the tiger, B) the lion, C) the cougar, or D) the leopard.”

      Esposito scowled.

      “It’s the cougar.”

      “Seriously?”

      “They squeak,” Tanner deadpanned. “It’s adorable.”

      “No, I mean seriously? That’s what you’re reading? Animal trivia shit?”

      “Since we got moving, yeah.” Moreno could hardly be accused of snooping, given how closely they sat. “You didn’t see the question with the pictures of the monkeys?”

      “One of those was a gibbon. They’re awesome,” said Tanner.

      “The fuck, man?” Esposito despaired. “We could be in for a fight, we don’t know where we’re goin’, and half the platoon is asleep. And you’re playing some quiz game.”

      “Most of them probably aren’t really asleep.” Tanner turned off his holocom to give Esposito his full, patient attention. He couldn’t blame the guy for being jittery. It was his first potential combat mission—and Moreno’s. “Most of them have been through combat before. Everyone’s got their ways to cope. After a while, staring at each other gets weird. Also, everyone’s sleepy. It’s late.” Tanner shrugged at Esposito’s disbelieving stare. “I’m not saying it’s healthy.”

      “Do the animal quizzes help you cope?” asked Moreno.

      “I’ve had the midwatch the last couple weeks. My sleep cycle is all fucked up. Honestly, I’m a perpetual mess of stress and seething resentment but right now I’m too burned out to show it. Plus, these seats hurt my neck if I try to lean back and rest my head in these seats. It’s why I tried to get the bulkhead side.”

      “You’ve got to tilt your faceplate all the way back on those center seats,” Ravenell spoke up from beside Esposito. The tall Black marine gestured to his helmet without opening his eyes. “It props you up if you get the angle right.”

      “Are you fucking serious?” Tanner grumbled. “There is a difference between navy and marine helmets. Our faceplates don’t go back as far. God fucking damn it.”

      Ravenell gestured to Tanner. “See? Stress and seething resentment. He doesn’t lie.”

      “I can’t believe this is what we’re talking about,” muttered Esposito.

      “You could not talk at all,” grumbled a marine in the row behind Tanner and Moreno.

      Tanner glanced over his shoulder and then at the rest of the cargo bay. He leaned forward with a conspiratorial pose, gesturing for Moreno to join him and Esposito. Ravenell would hear if he was listening, too, but Tanner knew he’d forgive. Hopefully he could be quiet enough for the rest of the neighbors. “You’re both new guard, right?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” said Esposito.

      “You both went to weapons and tactics school? Got your ratings? You’re zero-g qualified?”

      “Doesn’t feel like much when it’s all only practice. Everyone keeps reminding us of that every day,” said Moreno.

      “It’s all any of us had when the shooting started. It’s all they can give you. The fact that we all survived this long says it’s enough,” said Tanner. “You’re ready. You’ll be fine. Anyone telling you otherwise is only venting their own insecurity.”

      A snort from beyond the quiet of Ravenell’s presence drew their glance. Sergeant Keane folded his arms across his chest and smirked, but said nothing.

      “Thanks,” said Moreno.

      “Nah, I don’t need a pep talk.” The drop in Esposito’s intensity suggested otherwise, but he still fumed. “I mean, shouldn’t we be doing something? Nobody is doing anything.”

      “What would we do?” Tanner asked patiently.

      “I dunno, talk out plans? Check gear?”

      “We don’t know what to plan for yet. Did you check your gear before boarding?”

      “Yeah. What if I did it wrong?”

      “Oh, you totally did,” Tanner assured him. “You forgot something or put it in the wrong place. Guaranteed. You’re human. You’ll improvise or come up with something else and you’ll get by. Someone will yell at you for it. That person is an asshole.”

      “Hey,” Keane growled. “That ‘someone’ might be giving you an ass-chewing you deserve, and they might make sure you don’t fuck up again.”

      “Fair enough, sergeant,” Tanner relented, and then turned back to his neighbors to correct. “He’s right. Getting yelled at is the most important part of any life lesson. You can’t learn from a mistake without it.”

      “Motherf—get up, Malone.” Keane unbuckled from his seat and stood, waving one hand to the forward section of the cargo bay. “Come with me. Now.”

      Tanner rose, giving the sergeant a second to stomp through the narrow aisle between marines and navy crew. Esposito and Moreno watched, of course—and Ravenell grinned, but Rav didn’t need any encouragement. “You’re gonna be fine,” Tanner repeated.

      “How do you know?” grumbled Esposito.

      “Because all your other alternatives suck. Don’t take them.”

      The aisle offered a straight path and the ship held a steady course. Tanner found a way to stumble and barely catch himself before falling on a marine, anyway. He crossed through the seats to the small gap at the end of the bay, where Keane waited at the open passageway. Body language and a burning glare suggested the platoon sergeant wanted to make this much louder, but held his anger in check—or at least to a lower volume.

      “What is this shit?” Keane demanded once Tanner was face to face with him in the narrow passage. “Did you finally decide to live up to those second-class stripes by undercutting everyone else’s leadership?”

      “Does everyone else pointlessly criticize and yell at people? Who am I undercutting?”

      “Don’t be cute. You aren’t new here. You fuck up, you get lit up by someone above you. That’s the deal. You know how the military works.”

      “I do,” said Tanner. “I am very aware.”

      “Then you damn well know better than to tell some new shits to ignore anyone yelling at them for fucking up. What do you think you’re doing?”

      “New shits?” Tanner’s eyes narrowed. “I’m trying to help some new people deal with new jobs and a scary situation. It’s what I wish someone had done for me when I was the new guy instead of people just punching down wherever they could.”

      “Are you calling me out, MA2 Malone?” Keane seethed, leaning on that number. “Some of us came up by putting in our time and doing the job. Nobody who knows shit is looking to you for leadership. Don’t try to dazzle the fuckin’ cherries with your medals. They need to listen to their superiors and do their jobs, not follow some celebrity show-off and his attitude.”

      “That almost hurts. And if it wasn’t for the shitty way you talk to new people, I’d almost think you have a point. But mostly you’re making my point for me.”

      “Knock this shit off now, Malone. No more attitude. No more trash about your superiors or theirs. You shut up and do as you’re told. This conversation is over. The only thing out of your mouth now is, ‘Yes, sergeant.’ Say it. That’s an order.”

      Footsteps to one side followed his demand, arising out of others covered by Keane’s words. Gunnery Sergeant Janeka stood at the base of the steps leading to the upper deck, her dark brown face set in a scowl watching the two men. Lieutenant Kilmeade paused on the ladder behind her with mild surprise and concern, but that wasn’t unusual. Janeka’s scowl wasn’t unusual, either, but Tanner knew it had to be answered—especially when she prompted him with one raised eyebrow.

      “Yes, sergeant,” Tanner answered Keane.

      “Something going on here, men?” asked Lt. Kilmeade.

      “Only straightening out a misunderstanding, sir,” Keane replied.

      “Then I’m glad it’s handled. We’re out of time for it now. We need to brief the platoon. Sergeant, you should stay up front with us.” Kilmeade stepped around the others to enter the cargo bay, gesturing for Keane to follow.

      “Malone.” Janeka’s voice stopped him before he returned to his seat. Reluctantly, Tanner faced the one person on board who really did intimidate him. “What is this about?”

      The question and her stare took him right back to basic training. Maybe his relationship with the gunny had never left basic. Maybe this was one of the few parts of that relationship that wasn’t so bad. Janeka wanted straight answers without apologies and without bullshit.

      “Leadership and peer support, gunny.”

      Her eyebrow rose. “Are you starting to show leadership, Malone?”

      “No, gunny. That was Sergeant Keane’s position. Mine was the other thing.”

      “The other thing? Peer support?”

      Shit, is that what I said? I already forgot, thought Tanner. Talking to Janeka was, in fact, not much different from back in basic. “Yes, gunny.”

      “That does sound more like you. Leadership isn’t your thing, right? You don’t like being in charge.” Frowns comprised most of her known facial expressions. This one conveyed disapproval, but also included grudging acceptance. He rarely saw such magnanimity from the gunny. “I’ll keep your position on the subject in mind. Get back to your seat. We’re about to move.”

      Tanner readily obeyed. He was halfway through the aisle before he realized he hadn’t said a thing to Janeka about the subject or his position on it.

      The neighbors around Tanner’s seat watched his return. Only one of them had seen the other faces at the head of the cargo bay and done the math. “How do you do that?” asked Ravenell.

      “What do you mean?” Tanner buckled himself back in.

      “Surviving. Her.”

      It wasn’t like Tanner had any answers. He shrugged. “I’m adorable.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Man, I don’t know. You’re around her more than I am. How do you survive?”

      “I’m not ridiculous,” said Ravenell.

      “Oh sure, throw that in my face,” Tanner grumbled.

      “Third Platoon, assorted guests, wake up!” called out Sergeant Keane. Heads tilted and turned his way. Janeka stood opposite Keane at Lt. Kilmeade’s side, but they let the platoon sergeant handle the intro. “We are minutes out from our arrival point. Nap time is over. Briefing time is now.”

      Kilmeade projected large-scale briefing holo screens against the flat bulkhead behind him to eliminate the depth distortion of free-floating images. Lights dropped in the cargo bay to add clarity. One screen displayed an astrogation chart at a position between Uriel and Ophanim, light-hours from their departure point at Raphael and the battleship Beowulf. The other chart presented images of a large starliner at shifting and alternating angles.

      The lieutenant cleared his throat. “Platoon, we’re looking for a Spirit-class starliner named Harmony. She’s registered in Archangel, but was outside the system when the war started. Earlier, the Harmony dropped out of, um, FTL at the position you see here—sorry, here,” he corrected, turning to the other screen, “where she was ambushed by NorthStar vessels.” Kilmeade paused to puff his chest up. This was already the steadiest briefing he’d ever given. “Harmony and her attackers fired off a lot of chaff ordnance, making analysis difficult. We don’t fully know how the fight went, but we think NorthStar boarded—and then left her adrift instead of towing or destroying her. Harmony then sent tight-beam distress signals aimed at specific orbital stations. The signal is garbled, but indicates survivors. We’re coming in to investigate.”

      Kilmeade’s next pause revealed the secret of his steady delivery to everyone in the back who couldn’t already see. His eyes fell to the soft glow of a holo screen of notes in muted colors.

      “The corvettes St. Catherine, St. Luke, and St. Sebastian will scan and investigate the wreck and the surrounding area. Captain Navarro of St. Sebastian has overall command, so she’ll decide if the situation warrants a boarding. If she gives the word, we go in.

      “We’ll have to play this by ear depending on what we find on arrival. First thoughts are to drop us across the hull to work our way inside from various access points for a fast and thorough sweep of the vessel. We’ll divide the platoon up into fire teams and move in. Navy personnel, you’ll be attached to fire teams for specialty and support.”

      Kilmeade watched Third Platoon. The platoon watched him. No one spoke. Kilmeade blinked and turned to his right. “Gunny?”

      “If you find survivors, notify the command net. One of the other corvettes will come in for recovery,” Janeka continued without missing a beat. Those who watched Kilmeade saw him grimace at the forgotten detail. “These are suspicious circumstances. We do not have a manifest for numbers of passengers, crew, or cargo. Regardless, we do not abandon people in need—and NorthStar knows it, so this could be a trap. Harmony could be wired up. She could be the lure for an ambush. She could also have survivors, so here we are.

      “Team assignments will be on your holocoms. We don’t have time for questions. Keep quiet and listen for further info.” With that, Janeka turned to Kilmeade and Keane and their holo screens of rosters and team distribution. Lights rose again in the cargo bay. The silence mostly held.

      Mostly.

      “Fuck. You were right,” Esposito murmured to Tanner.

      “What if they’ve got hundreds of people on board?” wondered Moreno. “It’s a liner. We’re out here with three corvettes. This one already has a cargo bay full of marines.”

      “Then we stuff them into the passageways and crew berths, standing room only,” said Tanner. “We’re close enough to our own lines to make it work.”

      “You don’t look happy. Do you think this is sketchy?” asked Moreno.

      “Janeka thinks it’s sketchy, so yeah.”

      “We’ll be sitting ducks while we’re out here looking around the ship,” said Esposito. “They could have a whole ‘nother ambush set up waiting for us.”

      “That’s part of the recon,” said Ravenell. “If they’re more than a few light-seconds away, we’ll see them sitting there before they see us arrive, remember? We’ve got this.”

      Moreno turned her attention to her gear. Esposito followed her example. Tanner and Ravenell shared an uncomfortable glance interrupted by a buzz on their holocoms. All four read the same text marking them as an ad hoc fire team, adding Alicia Wong to the mix. Reflexively, Tanner twisted in his seat to look across the cargo bay in search of Alicia.

      “Whoa, whoa, we’re both with you guys? And Wong?” said Esposito.

      “Maybe it’s easier than sorting us into other teams? Those are already set,” said Moreno. “We’re both new. They threw us onto the roster for specialty support.”

      “You’re damage control and medical. If we’re looking for survivors, you’re a good team,” said Ravenell.

      “Yeah, but…” Esposito threw Tanner a suspicious glance. “Don’t they send you into all the crazy shit?”

      “Oh my god, no. It’s not like that.” Tanner rubbed his face. “If it’s a fight, I’m here to handle prisoners and deal with any war crimes shit if somebody gets stupid. That’s why they attach MAs to marine units. Past that, I’m just another pair of hands.”

      “Hey, about that: hold this.” The pulse rifle appeared inches from Tanner’s hands and his face, released into his reflexive grip so Alicia could take up Sergeant Keane’s vacated seat. Her boot found its way into Tanner’s shin, too. “Janeka says you’re team leader,” she grunted.

      “What? Why? How are you not in charge?” Technically, Tanner held the higher rank, but he was an outsider attached to the platoon like the other navy ratings. He was used to following the lead of one marine or another—and Third Platoon was used to it, too.

      Alicia pulled the belts of her seat into place and reclaimed her rifle. “I don’t know. Something about leadership and peer support. Maybe she’s testing you. Or me.”

      Tanner found Esposito staring back at him and groaned.
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      Scans at distance ruled out some of the worst dangers. Closer looks built confidence. Each minute on scene pushed out the sensor range, and with it the potential arrival time of any NorthStar ships hiding behind some distant point of camouflage.

      St. Luke made the first close sweep, then St. Sebastian. Third Platoon watched the feeds from St. Catherine’s sensors as the dagger-shaped white corvettes circled the dark grey wreck. Harmony stretched five times the corvettes’ length on a basic pentagonal frame. Elegantly rounded corners broadened and enlarged around her thrusters, adding an artful touch to her practical design. That hull was now punctured and burned, with portions bent into ugly craters. She tumbled silently in the void, still trailing spent chaff from destroyed defense batteries along her hull. The slow tumble all but wrapped her in the sensor-confounding dust.

      Small, scattered lights glowed through portholes and breaches in the hull. Engineering and main power read cold to every sensor, but both areas appeared fundamentally intact. One of the four main thrusters had escaped structural damage. Blueprints placed the bridge on a middle deck at the bow of the ship, and therefore potentially undamaged.

      No one saw movement inside. No transmissions from the corvettes received a response. Every sweep only verified what already brought the crews out to look: the wreck might hold survivors, or it might not.

      St. Catherine matched Harmony’s tumbling path and cruised in to clamp her magnetic landing struts against the hull. Once attached, the corvette’s maneuvering thrusters worked hard against Harmony’s greater mass to counter her spin. The effort proved worthwhile. Slower drift and turns would make life easier for everyone.

      No one needed to dive from the cargo bay in a hostile boarding drop. The aft-facing ramp extended to offer Third Platoon a comparatively safer walk out onto the side of the battered ship. No one had any illusions about the difference between “safer” and “safe.”

      “Treat this like any other combat boarding, people,” said Lieutenant Kilmeade from the front of the cargo bay—and therefore from the back of the drop. “Nobody does this better than us!”

      “Nobody else has to do this,” Tanner muttered.

      “Tanner, you aren’t muted,” Ravenell reminded him on the fire team channel. His warning broke up under scolding remarks from Kilmeade, Keane, and even Brent Collins somewhere on the other side of the platoon.

      None of them came in louder than Janeka: “Shut up, Malone.”

      “Shit.” Tanner tapped the chin edge of his faceplate to mute the channel before his mouth made things any worse. Walking out onto a wrecked hull halfway out of the star system was enough trouble for one day.

      Careful strides with magnetic boots kept everyone attached to the hull. Computer relays in each boarder’s footwear corrected for missteps, making for the occasional sticky step that prevented zero-g accidents. Tanner breathed an extra sigh of thanks for St. Catherine’s work at resolving the liner’s attitude. Zero-g work strained his head and his stomach even without any added spin.

      Harmony was hardly his first exterior hull walk. He’d done many in training, then others in simple boarding tasks before the war, and more than one in live combat. It never got comfortable. The “real thing” brought a tension that pulled from his neck to his shoulders. The unforgiving void combined with a vac suit, zero-g rig, and helmet left him feeling exposed and vulnerable while also claustrophobic and crushed all at once.

      The only factor keeping those fears at bay was the lack of time allowed for any of them.

      Carbon scoring and savaged metal made for an uglier landscape than any ship Tanner had walked since the death of St. Jude. Harmony kept little of her white color amid the destruction. Tanner wondered how he would handle the similarities, but perhaps the ships were too different to call up those ghosts. The churn of his stomach and cloud in his brain was the same as any other hull walk. No panicked freak-out ever came.

      It’ll probably hit later, when this is over, Tanner figured. He decided to make that his assurance of an eventual later ever happening.

      “Sergeant Keane, take your team forward,” Kilmeade directed over the unit link. A soft static crept into his words. “Benitez, down and starboard. I think that’s a main entry hatch. See if Morley can get it open. Collins, up and port, to that opening. Looks like an observation deck.”

      “Pay attention to comms,” said Janeka. “This static could get worse. Watch your connection so you know if you’re cut off. That’s how you know where to get back to reconnect.”

      “That’s a good reminder, gunny,” Kilmeade spoke up. He pointed aft to the rise of the hull and the thruster shields. “Sergeant Antonio, you and Corporal Yang take our engineers in to see about main power and that thruster. Corporal Wong, that crater there looks like a full breach.”

      Tanner looked to Alicia’s petite form to find the lenses of her faceplate staring back at him. She tapped her faceplate to make sure she spoke only over the fire team link. “What are your orders, boss? Who goes in first?”

      His shoulders slumped. The helmet didn’t hide his eyeroll. “I’m going.”

      “Malone.” Janeka’s voice stopped him before he got moving. The gunny fairly stomped across the hull toward him, a necessary stride given the magnetics but the body language it created could not be ignored. Once she tapped Tanner to create a one-to-one communications link, he knew the body language wasn’t a mistake. “What was that shit at the ramp? Was that leadership? Was that peer support?”

      “No. It was a mistake. I should have checked my links and I shouldn’t have said it, anyway,” he answered. He even meant it.

      “You don’t like being famous. I don’t like you being famous, either,” Janeka seethed, “but it’s the way it is. People look up to you. And this job? Battered liner in the middle of space, no idea what’s in store? That’s some Tanner Malone shit. You’re the guy for this. Whether you and I believe the hype and bullshit or not, other people hear it. Especially new people. They look to you. Maybe you didn’t ask for that, and maybe you don’t like this life, but you didn’t ask for the war, either. Here we are.

      “What you say matters to people. For some of them, it matters a lot more than anything Kilmeade or Keane or I have to say. You don’t have to like how other people lead. You don’t have to like leading people yourself, either—but you better fucking recognize you do lead, whether you’re giving orders or not.”

      “I hear you, gunny.” Tanner shook his head. “I know you don’t want apologies. I’m sorry, anyway.”

      “Sorry only matters if it leads to change. If you’ve got some better idea of how to deal with this shit, fine. Don’t just complain about what you don’t like. Do it better.” Janeka glanced to the crater and then back to him. “Don’t forget the rest of your team. Delegate.”

      The gunny stomped away. Tanner saw the fire team watching and tapped his faceplate for the team-only link. “That was the ass-chewing you think it was. I had it coming. It’s fine.”

      Ravenell and Alicia shrugged like they took that for granted. Esposito and Moreno waited. Tanner turned back to the crater and frowned. In charge or not, he wasn’t going to “delegate” this particular risk to someone else. “I’m in first. Rav, Alicia, can one of you keep tabs on the platoon link? I’ll have it, too, but a back-up would be smart.”

      The job of coordinating with platoon leadership fell to the fire team leader, but neither of the corporals who had done the job argued. Ravenell nodded, tapping his faceplate. “I’ve got it.”

      A dark hole rounded by twisted and broken metal awaited. Tanner slung his rifle and trusted the magnetic relays in his gloves, boots, knees, and elbows to help his grip. Alicia pitched a small magnetic lamp over the side, connecting the red glow to a bulkhead. It was enough for the lowlight lenses of his faceplate to work with. A count of ten gave marginal reassurance that no bomb triggered by movement or light awaited—or at least, not a bomb that would be fooled by a magnetic lamp. Moving in was the only way to be sure. Tanner gripped the sides with empty hands and swung one leg over.

      “Careful what you touch,” said Esposito. Tanner froze, wondering if Esposito saw something. “That metal’s gonna be sharp. Don’t get a cut through your suit.”

      The reminder wasn’t necessary, but Tanner accepted it. At least Esposito seemed calmer and steadier here than in the corvette. Maybe he only needed to get past the dread and into the moment. Tanner knew the feeling. “Thanks.”

      Zero-g ops made big leaps practical, but a jump was a commitment. Climbing allowed one to reverse course. Tanner also hated the sudden perspective shifts of zero-g and was happy to take it a little slow with the climb. Soon enough, he was through the hole and into a dark passenger cabin occupied by the laser-scorched remains of a bed and a dresser. Everything else had either burned or floated away. Only bolted-down fixtures and furniture remained. The interior bulkheads suffered under whatever blast broke through the outer hull, but they held enough to keep the cabin’s shape. Points of failure allowed Tanner to see through to the passageway—and the decks above and below, and the cabins to either side.

      He found no bodies or remains. That confirmed nothing, but he preferred it to the alternative.

      “Cabin’s clear. We probably don’t all need to squeeze in here yet. Esposito, I’m gonna need your help with the hatch.”

      The damage controlman climbed down without complaint. Lowlight resolution improved with the others shining more red light into the cabin from above. No one expected to find power to the hatch or even functioning manual controls. “Guess the compartment is already vented, right?” Esposito pulled the torch from his belt and cut the strained hatch free with twenty centimeters of superheated bright green plasma.

      Tanner swept the passageway with his rifle up and ready. Esposito secured the loose hatch against the bulkhead and hissed, “Do you see something?”

      “No.” As he expected, Tanner found a dark passageway of closed doors and punctured and burned furnishings. Patches of nice carpeting still survived, but other décor had probably been sparse to begin with.

      “You ready for us?” asked Alicia.

      “Yeah. C’mon down,” said Tanner.

      They moved in together, wary and careful with a better sense of their task. The prospects of some lurking ambush diminished amid passageways and compartments vented into space. The scenery fit plenty of horror movies, but nobody worried much about the prospect of space monsters. They worried more about potential survivors.

      Emergency doors divided the passageways after every few cabins to contain damage and loss of air. Most other doors had been built with the same principle of compartmentalization. The team checked every cabin and closet for air through the emergency panels on the bulkheads and their own instruments. Some maintained a survivable seal and air within; none showed any trace of heat or active internal power. At each viable space, emergency lights went unanswered. The team rapped hard on the bulkheads and the deck and felt for the vibration of anyone knocking back. Nothing came.

      They checked, marked each door with a simple line of red electrostatic tape, and moved on.

      Chatter over the platoon link relayed more of the same. Static built through the transmissions, but Tanner could still make out the words.

      “Command, Collins,” reported Brent. “We’re out of the observation deck. Still quiet.”

      “Command, Benitez. Shuttle bay is wrecked. Shuttle took a direct hit. No casualties yet.”

      Noting a gap in chatter, Tanner reported in. “Command, Malone. Upper passenger deck is all quiet. No survivors, no casualties. Some of the cabins held, but they’re empty.”

      “Starting to think this ship was practically empty when they got here,” said Moreno.

      “Yeah, I—” Tanner winced and muted himself on the platoon link. “Yeah, I think you’re right. Somebody would’ve found passengers by now.”

      “Hey, I think the compartment doors held.” Esposito gestured to the emergency barriers ahead. “If the airlock works, the next section may still be pressurized.”

      “Go on and check it. We’ll get these cabins,” said Tanner. Esposito pulled ahead with leaping zero-g strides. Tanner spared a moment to envy his ease with the environment before turning to the next cabin check.

      “Maybe they were running mostly cargo? Or nothing?” wondered Alicia at the door opposite his. “Lots of ships outside Archangel have been seized since the war started. Maybe they were trying to get home before the bad guys grabbed them, too.”

      “Maybe,” said Tanner. “I dunno. This is a big ship. She’s not smashed beyond repair, right? NorthStar could’ve towed her and fixed her up. They’ve taken others, like you said. The Big Three want to recoup the costs of this whole fight. We’ve seen it before. But they left this—”

      “Command, Keane,” came the platoon sergeant’s voice through dense static. “We’re…the bridge. …hit. Six bodies... more. Controls… some could fire back up… hooking battery power to the astrogation...”

      “Keane, command. Understood,” replied Lt. Kilmeade. “Antonio, Yang… any update on engineering? How do we look…?”

      “Command… gravity generator intact. We can fire it up again on our batteries… snipes say it’ll work fine… couple minutes.”

      Take the hint. Take the hint. Take the hint, Tanner thought silently.

      “Go ahead…. make life easier for everyone,” said Kilmeade.

      Tanner’s shoulders sagged in relief. “Engineers might get gravity back in a few minutes,” he relayed to the others.

      “The airlocks held! There’s air ahead,” Esposito called and waved.

      “Hey, hey, we’re on a link.” Tanner remembered to keep some humor in his voice, even if it was deliberate. Nobody needed a scolding. “It’s cool.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” Esposito shrugged, holding a booster unit with one hand. Wires from the booster provided power to wake up the door’s control circuits. “It’s the static.”

      “Static?” asked Moreno. “I hear you all fine.”

      “Esposito, are you on the platoon link?” asked Tanner.

      “Yeah. I’ve got it muted, but yeah. Thought it would help.”

      Standard procedure directed only the team leader to maintain contact. Tanner had already made an exception in asking someone else to join him. Standard practice would also have Tanner chew the new guy’s ass for listening in and distracting himself—or for thinking beyond whatever his team leader had come up with. Tanner shrugged. “We’ve got two people listening. Might want to turn it off or at least turn it down. You’re doing a lot already.”

      “Same story as before,” Moreno announced from the last cabin door. “Half have life support, none have anyone inside. I know we’ve got to check them all to be sure, but I’m sticking to my empty ship theory.”

      “I think you’re right. Let’s not get complacent,” said Alicia.

      “Oh, it’d be nice to find anyone we can help. Means this trip won’t be a waste,” Moreno replied.

      “Either way, you’ll have your first run as a corpsman under your belt, right?”

      “Does it count if I don’t even give anyone a pill or a bandage?”

      “I’ll get sick sooner or later,” grumbled Tanner.

      “Yeah, that’s all you, buddy,” said Moreno.

      Alicia laughed. “See? You’re already fully qualified.”

      “Good to go,” said Esposito. “Airlock is voided. We can go in.”

      The team gathered and passed through the first open hatch, waiting for the seal and renewed air before moving through the second. Vac suits and thermal regulators insulated the wearers from the cold void of space, but they didn’t completely isolate the wearers. Everyone could feel the difference made by pressurized air. That small comfort continued when the airlock opened into the next section of the ship.

      Despite the seal, the passageway presented the same total darkness and greater wreckage than the last passage. Twisted and blackened metal reached down from the overhead like branches in a tangled winter forest. Damaged and battered cabins lined both sides of the passageway, with those on the interior looking worse than those along the outer hull. The middle of the passage looked the worst, but even the last cabin and the airlocked doors at the far end of the passage showed scars. Through the gaps in the overhead, the team could see into the next deck up to find similar conditions. Bulkheads bent and sagged. Debris floated through the air, ranging in size from slivers to a meter or more.

      Even in zero-g, some blood still stuck to the deck.

      “What the hell happened here?” wondered Ravenell. Along with the continued team link, his voice carried naturally with their return to normal air. “Did they re-pressurize after a hit? The fight didn’t last that long, did it?”

      Esposito craned his head to look all around, tapping his helmet to cycle through optical settings. “Could be. Might’ve been improvising after some damage control systems went bad, or… wait. No. Look at the patterns. Stuff didn’t all explode in one way.” He pointed to different bends to the metal. “The carbon scoring is different, too. This wasn’t one big boom. Could’ve been secondary explosions, or… man, I don’t know.”

      Tanner tucked his rifle at his shoulder and ventured a few tense steps farther before he remembered he was in charge. “Weapons up. This isn’t right.”

      “Tanner, who do you think is in here?” said Alicia.

      “I don’t know, it’s… that.” He pointed to a broken hatch bearing an arcing line of small dents. “That’s from bullets.”

      “We know the bad guys boarded. Maybe they had a fight in here and it got all the way out of hand,” Alicia suggested. “It’s been hours. The bad guys wouldn’t still be here.”

      “Yeah,” Tanner murmured. “Just… be careful.”

      They moved in slowly, watching every direction for dangerous debris and for anything worth investigating. The interior cabin nearest their airlock held against the damage, but proved as empty as the rest. The next two were easy enough to check, given the holes in one and the gaping, open bulkheads of the other.

      “—mmand, Yang,” came a broken call with more static than ever. “Gravit… five… three…”

      “Gravity coming, watch yourself,” Ravenell warned.

      Full strength took hold over thirty seconds, but the team felt and saw the difference almost immediately. Across the blasted passageways, drifting debris trended downward at first rather than falling all at once. Some of it slid along broken panels and beams while other fragments settled gently. Tanner’s stomach felt more like the former. The last bits of debris rained down onto the deck at full strength, bouncing and clattering like normal. Nobody forgot where they were, but the sense of renewed stability helped.

      “That’s better,” Moreno sighed. “I’m not—”

      Tanner’s left hand snapped up. “Hold on, they’re talking.”

      “Benitez… into the cargo hold… definitely got in here… took a lot of stuff… in a hurry.”

      “Sounds like Alicia was right. They were running cargo more than people,” said Ravenell.

      “…hell of a fight,” Benitez continued in cracked, fuzzy words. “Bodies… shots all over…” The static rose sharply, broken by a single loud bang and a shout from the corporal. “Shit!”

      Nothing from Benitez followed. Tanner barely heard St. Catherine’s skipper and others call for him. The static grew until software corrected by muting it, leaving an “active” link on Tanner’s heads-up display despite the lack of voices.

      Metallic clanks and a machine whirl broke the silence from further down the passageway.

      A soft, broad red beam arced like a searchlight from the last compartment before the next airlocked passageway hatch. Without their faceplate optical systems, none of the team would have noticed, but their gear allowed everyone to see.

      More clanks followed. Shadows moved first, and then debris.

      Tanner kept his rifle at his shoulder, pointed low near the deck between himself and the light and movement. He hadn’t forgotten this was a search and rescue operation. “Hello?” Tanner called. “Archangel Navy. Can you hear me?”

      Moving shadows heralded moving metal. That light swept out from the cabin doorway to shine back at the team from a triangular platform—one mounted on metal shoulders. Metal arms rose with barrels instead of hands.

      New shapes snapped into view atop those shoulders. The whole team knew a barrel and a receiver when they saw one.

      “Cover!” Tanner, Alicia, and Ravenell all yelled a split second before the weapons fired. Bullets roared from the newcomer’s shoulders to streak down the passageway. Tanner fell beneath the opening barrage to lay on the deck. He could only hope everyone else moved before the shooting started, too. He had no time to look back. His only option came from the pulse rifle still pointed forward and cradled under his shoulder even through a graceless belly-flop. Janeka had trained him well.

      Blue flashes answered the stream of bullets as fast as Tanner could pull the trigger. Some flew right past the target. Others struck and glanced off armored plating with a shower of sparks. More such blasts shot over Tanner’s head to kick up a mess of light and noise at the other end of the passageway. One flash burned through the turret on the attacker’s right shoulder. Tanner couldn’t be sure who scored the hit and flatly did not care.

      The thing advanced two steps before its legs folded into a kneeling position. The change gave it complete stability—while it hadn’t fired anything from those weapons on its arms. Yet.

      “Cover! Move! Find a door!” Tanner shouted and kept shooting. The enemy kept shooting, too. Rounds tore into the bulkhead beside him, chewing up a line on the way to cut through him in the space of a breath—only to sharply turn upward and tear into the overhead with an urgent arc. Some small and dark orb sailed over Tanner but only crossed half the distance before the stream of bullets intercepted and set it off.

      Screaming, burning metal exploded in the air between Tanner and their attacker. Chaff blinded the optics in his helmet. Noise baffles held barely held against the assault. Even with the protection, he couldn’t make any sense of the dim noises behind him.

      Blinded and partly deafened or not, Tanner didn’t miss the opportunity to move. He rolled left and onto his back before daring to rise and never stopped pulling his trigger. Tanner had no plan, wanting only to change his position before that spray of bullets got around to his spot. The vague safety of “left” included burned and jagged metal, maybe even a hole to fall onto the lower deck, or anything he could work with.

      Instead, a hand caught his elbow and yanked hard. Practically peeled up off the deck, Tanner came to his feet and moved with the pull. The blurred outline of a body in grey crossed his straining optics before he was suddenly past it. Another such outline stepped forward with a shot-put motion while more bright pulse fire continued at the edge of a flatter, darker shape ahead.

      Sharp and sudden impact slammed into Tanner’s left thigh. Another impact against the back of his helmet tilted his head all the way forward and rang through his skull. It didn’t slow him down, especially with his rescuer still pulling and moving with him.

      Together, they ducked around the open door until they collided with whoever was shooting. All three fell into the cabin with bullets ringing against the door. Even with his noise baffles still working to counter the racket, Tanner recognized the boom of a thermal grenade back down the passageway. He also knew the sound of the cabin door slamming shut behind them.

      Pain roared from Tanner’s leg in a demand for attention. He didn’t have time. Focus and training were great bulwarks against pain and all, but scrambling alarm worked even better. His leg wound mostly served to distract from the ringing pain in his head. Tanner racked back his faceplate full of rebooting optical systems to find himself in a pile of people in a cabin lit only by a fading red emergency lamp in the bathroom.

      “Oh shit, Tanner’s wounded,” warned Esposito. His spot by the door let Tanner know who had shut them inside and who had thrown that last grenade. More importantly, Esposito’s lean forward for a closer look allowed Tanner to snatch his wrist and pull him down onto the deck.

      A thundering rattle of impacts against the cabin bulkhead followed. Two rounds punctured the metal to ricochet off the opposite bulkhead. Nothing else penetrated the barrier. Tanner didn’t expect that to last.

      “We’ve gotta move,” Tanner hissed. His eyes darted around the cabin, but they had only one option. “Bathroom, go. Go!”

      “What?” Esposito wondered from right beside him.

      “He’s right.” Ravenell wrenched Esposito off the floor and practically carried him into the small bathroom, but Rav hadn’t pulled Tanner from the passageway. That became clear as soon as Tanner got to his hands and knees and found Moreno right beside him. Alicia hooked a hand under the corpsman’s armpit. Tanner shoved himself forward along the deck with his bad leg first and then the good one, flailing and stumbling but at least dragging Moreno along the way.

      It wasn’t graceful. It was barely functional. Tanner only realized Moreno could move on her own when he fell on his face short of the bathroom door. His alarm drowned out any self-criticism. Escape and shelter held all his attention. Alicia leaped up onto the bathroom sink to make room for Moreno to stumble inside behind her. Tanner flung himself in after the pair.

      The cacophony of bullets against the cabin bulkhead stopped. The gap of silence held for one heartbeat, but felt like a warning of worse to come. Before Tanner could say anything, Alicia kicked the bathroom door shut from the counter. Another dexterous snap from her leg hit the emergency seal panel against the doors.

      A single overwhelming boom shook the bathroom and everyone inside.
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      For all Tanner knew, he might’ve been lifted off the deck or slammed into the cabinet. He couldn’t track. He found himself on his side with someone’s legs sprawled over his head and chest. The lone red emergency light endured, but a ringing head and the tangle of bodies on the floor made for plenty of disorientation. If not for the noise baffles in his helmet, he’d probably have been deafened, too. His wounded leg never stopped clamoring for his attention.

      Nothing else followed. No more bullets against metal. No more explosions. Tanner heard only the ragged breath of his companions packed into a single-occupancy bathroom.

      Every individual space on any decent starship was built to compartmentalize. Even a bathroom could offer one last refuge in a disaster. Harmony might not have been designed to fight, but a fight was just a particular kind of disaster.

      One breath passed without further violence. Then another. The others followed Tanner’s lead in racking back their faceplates.

      “Holy shit, was that a missile?” asked Esposito. “Are they shooting missiles inside a ship?”

      “Seems like,” Tanner hissed. “Who’s hurt?”

      “You are.” Moreno rolled off of him and twisted to a kneeling position by his leg. She had her own ugly tear through the upper sleeve of her combat jacket complete with dripping blood, but she either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Her rapid-response trauma kit was already off her left hip and in her hands.

      Tanner found Esposito and Ravenell standing in the bathroom shower amid the remains of whatever sliding glass door the pair had crashed through. Alicia stayed where she sat on the countertop and sink. The bathroom offered little space for comfort, but it kept them alive.

      “Did anyone get a good look? That’s someone in power armor, right?” asked Alicia.

      “Not sure. It’s not a model I recognize,” said Ravenell.

      “Robot,” Tanner hissed.

      “Robot?” both marines blurted.

      “War robot. Warbot. Whatever.”

      “He’s right. I saw it, too.” Moreno slapped a scanning cuff around Tanner’s leg. The device constricted a little and naturally it hurt, but she would get an instant evaluation of his wound and find any shrapnel or other debris inside. “It’s big, but the outline is all wrong for a person. You couldn’t fit someone inside there.”

      “That would explain why it stopped shooting. No more targets in sight,” Ravenell reasoned. “So did it blow the cabin and move on, or will it come investigate?”

      “Hell if I know,” said Tanner. “It knelt and clamped down on the deck as we pulled back. Hopefully it stays there.”

      “God damn, I thought it looked weird,” said Esposito. “But nobody uses robots. They get hacked and compromised and all that shit. Doesn’t everyone outlaw them?”

      “Not everyone, and not technically,” said Tanner.

      “Why not technically?”

      “Because somebody might want to market them someday.” The answer only came to Tanner as it fell from his mouth. He hadn’t given it any thought before now. Trends and tech came and went, but fully automated weapons had been out of style for a century. Few people wanted software pulling the trigger. Fewer still could dismiss the vulnerabilities that Esposito raised… but it wasn’t as if the field of development vanished. Not when there was money to be made from it. Sooner or later, someone would try it again.

      “Motherfucker. We’re in an isolated environment,” Tanner realized. “They knew we’d come here looking for survivors. The bulkheads and all the chaff mean there’s no control signal to intercept or hack. It’s a way to try out their toys.”

      “You’re saying this wreck is a test lab?” Alicia frowned.

      “War drives tech. It’s an old story,” said Ravenell.

      “If they only wanted to take out a rescue team, they’d have ambushed with ships or just rigged Harmony to explode,” Tanner explained. “They’re after something else. It’s unproven tech. They need live testing. And who’s gonna believe it if the story gets out? All anyone has to do is call it wartime propaganda and say any evidence is faked.”

      Moreno plucked an extractor tube from her kit. The findings from her cuff would already be in the kit’s data network. “Okay, NorthStar isn’t above any of this sort of shit, but this is a lot to get from one firefight in a hallway. We’re not jumping to conclusions?”

      “Nah, Tanner’s usually right about this sort of thing,” Alicia grumbled.

      “I am?” Tanner blinked, and then winced in pain. Moreno’s extractor hummed in advance of an unsettling sucking noise. Surprise alone kept Tanner from crying out.

      “Sorry,” grunted Moreno. She dropped the extractor and jabbed his leg above the wound with a shot to combat infection. “Figured I should make this fast.”

      “Nah, that’s good,” he gasped. “Wrap it up. We’ve gotta take care of you, too. Then we’ve gotta get back into this.”

      Ravenell tapped his holocom on his wrist to bring up a control menu. “Helmet video. Replay. Last two minutes.” Manual controls on the holographic screen allowed him to skip and pause. Alicia silently followed his example to check her own video.

      “The fuck do we do, then?” wondered Esposito. “We didn’t wreck that thing. We don’t have the firepower to drop it, either, or it already would’ve gone down.”

      “It won’t be alone, either. Sounded like some other teams ran into trouble right when we lost contact. The ‘bots probably turned on a jammer and all attacked at once. I still can’t hear anyone on the unit link,” said Ravenell.

      Vibrations and distant noise reverberated through the bathroom deck and bulkheads to lend weight to Ravenell’s thoughts. Tanner set it aside for a look at Moreno’s arm, thankfully only a graze despite being enough to tear through her combat jacket. He laid in antiseptic clotting gel over the wound before wrapping it.

      “We need to get out there and help them,” said Moreno.

      Ravenell shook his head. “I’m not against it, but they’re probably all better off than us. Every other fire team has a heavy weapon.”

      “Shit, you’re right,” grumbled Tanner. “Why don’t we have a heavy weapon?”

      “Because we’re not a real fire team. We’re just who Janeka stuck together,” said Alicia.

      “Christ,” Tanner fumed. “Wait, how are the warbots coordinating through a jammer and all the chaff interference? That would affect everyone, including the warbots.”

      “Is that a problem with your theory?” asked Moreno.

      “No, it’s just a problem the bad guys solved.” Alicia rewound her video for another look, but still tracked the conversation. “It’s a question of how they solved it.”

      “Relay system. Point-to-point relays between units,” said Esposito. “Or actual wires, like back in the Stone Ages.”

      “Wires get cut. Plus, this is a tech test. They wouldn’t go low-tech on comms. How big of a unit would they need?” asked Tanner.

      Esposito shrugged. “To bounce around some tight signals? Not much. Needs a battery and some way to stabilize and keep it pointed in the right direction. They’d have to drop them at a set interval and every corner to hold the chain.”

      “You can program a drone to act on its own. They don’t need to network control,” said Alicia.

      “Right. I’m not thinking about control,” said Tanner. “This is a test, right? They’ve gotta be able to collect and transmit data to whoever’s watching. Either we beat the robots or they beat us, but the bad guys want the data either way.”

      “Then they have to get the data through the chaff cloud, too,” said Moreno. “Maybe they’d launch the transmitter and have them broadcast outside the cloud? On a drone, maybe?”

      “Maybe. But once the shooting started, anyone on the outside might be suspicious enough to stop a drone,” said Ravenell.

      “Escape pods,” Tanner realized. “This ship still has escape pods. We’d never shoot an escape pod without checking it out first. By then it’d be too late.”

      Another boom vibrated through the hull, this one distant but louder. Softer, faster rattling hits followed, like more bullets against bulkheads. “If it was going to come confirm its kills, we’d know by now. Tanner, we need to go,” said Alicia.

      “Okay, plan: we get out of here. We kick that thing’s ass. We find the relay circuit and track down the transmitter and smash it before it launches,” said Tanner.

      “Why’s the transmitter our priority?” asked Esposito.

      “Because the other teams are closer to each other for back-up and they’re all better-armed. I’d say our first real priority is to take engineering to make sure the ship doesn’t go anywhere and it isn’t wired up to blow, but Janeka’s probably taking care of that by now.”

      “If Janeka’s still alive,” muttered Esposito. Then he felt three pairs of eyes on him. Skeptical eyes. “What?”

      “Let it go, guys, he’s new.” Tanner shook his head. “My point is, somebody needs to take care of the rest of this. Some motherfucker in an office or a lab set this whole thing up and we are going to ruin their entire fucking day.”

      “You’re really sure of all this?” Moreno pressed.

      “Tanner, how many books have you read about how NorthStar works?” asked Alicia.

      “Six. Some articles. Couple tell-all biographies.”

      Alicia turned back to Moreno. “He’s sure.”

      “Okay, how do we kill that thing?” asked Esposito.

      “Your plasma torch,” Alicia and Tanner answered simultaneously. She gave him a shrug. “You were thinking about the big plan. I’ve been thinking about the bad guy. Besides, you always want to use plasma.”

      “Because it works!”

      “Well, you’re not wrong,” she replied.

      “You want to get up close to that thing with a torch?” Esposito balked.

      “Yeah. I’ve got it.” Tanner held out his hand.

      “You really don’t,” said Alicia. “You’ve got a bum leg.”

      “Fuck,” Tanner fumed. He did, in fact, have a bad leg. It hurt like hell, too.

      “I know you feel like you’ve got to do the most dangerous shit yourself, but you’re hurt and I can do it better, anyway. I found a path in the video. Time to delegate.” She held out her hand.

      Tanner nodded to Esposito. “Give it to her.”

      “Okay, but it’s not like magic. You gotta get in close and give it a second to burn.” Esposito handed the L-shaped tool over with a reluctant frown.

      “I’ve used one a couple times. I’m good,” said Alicia. “What about everyone else?”

      “Everyone else covers you. Rav especially. Except we need one person to double back and exit the ship to warn the corvettes in case no other teams have managed.” Tanner looked to the pair of brand-new navy ratings crammed in close with them. “This fight is a tech problem. We may need Esposito up close. Moreno, it’s gotta be you.”

      “Bullshit. Someone’s going to get hurt. You need me.”

      “I’m not saying you should stay gone. Get as far as you need to be heard on the link to warn the CO and then haul ass right back.”

      “I should be hauling you out with me,” Moreno grumbled, but she got to her feet.

      Tanner shook his head. “I can still shoot and you can outrun me. This one is all you. Sorry. Somebody help me up and let’s get this done.”

      Everyone pulled down their faceplates and checked weapons. They stacked at the door out of lack of space rather than tactics, but another thought from Tanner put in one last bit of guidance: “Go out low.” Then he pushed the handle down and leaned outward to keep control of the door as it opened into the cabin.

      Blackened and bent bulkheads greeted them in deep shadow and smoke. Helmet optics corrected for both problems. No furniture or décor had survived, nor had the far door out into the main passageway.

      Alicia ventured out first, crouching to stay below the hole left in the bulkhead by the penetrating missile. A backward glance revealed frightening damage to the bulkhead between the cabin and the bathroom, but the barrier held when they needed it. They couldn’t hide behind it any longer. The others followed Alicia to the passageway exit.

      To the right lay the airlocked emergency doors and the way they came. To the left and down the broken corridor awaited their target. Everyone looked to Tanner in a silent, frustrating reminder of who was in charge. He bit back a grumbling sigh and pointed to each with hand signals: Esposito would lead with chaff, Alicia left, Moreno right, Ravenell on overwatch and cover. Tanner and Esposito would back him.

      He held up five fingers and curled them in one by one.

      Esposito hurled his grenade down the corridor at full strength. Automatic fire instantly roared back from the far end of the passageway, resulting in the natural hail of ricochets. The grenade detonated short of its timer. Bright light and shrieking noise overcame even the racket of the warbot’s guns.

      Hoping the chaff would also overcome the enemy’s sensors, Alicia hurled herself left into the passageway. Moreno leaped out after her and turned in the opposite direction. Ravenell dove low onto the deck and stayed prone against the far bulkhead.

      Tanner pushed himself against the doorframe both for cover and to take weight off his leg. He found Alicia silhouetted against the cloud of chaff down the passageway before putting his finger to the trigger. The sounds of Moreno throwing the first handle of the airlock filtered in under the scream of burning chaff. It had to be enough. He shot high and hoped the warbot would get the message about where to focus.

      Blue pulse fire and streaming bullets filled the air while Alicia dove and rolled forward in all the lowest-reaching floor moves of her gymnast years. The enemy had shot down the chaff grenade short of halfway between itself and her team, but that got her far enough. Another bit of bent and damaged passageway framework gave her a place to stop and hide from the chaos. Her teammates kept the warbot’s attention while she gathered herself for the next risky move.

      With the chaff mostly spent, Tanner could see the machine’s outline amid the strobe light flashes of weapons fire. Its head took the shape of a tri-corn hat from the age of sail. Plates much like those of standard powered armor covered the torso. Those arms ended in guns rather than hands. Kneeling legs turned it into a well-anchored weapons platform.

      They had taken down one shoulder-mounted machinegun in their first engagement. Now they only had to deal with the other gun and whatever weapons passed for limbs. Tanner counted himself lucky it hadn’t let off another missile already and kept pulling his trigger.

      “Chaff again,” Alicia warned before lobbing another grenade up and over at the enemy. Once more, the warbot tracked and shot down the incoming grenade, but shorter lines of attack meant it had to work harder and give its full attention. Alicia had three entire seconds to move.

      She didn’t try to close the twenty remaining meters between them. Instead, she sprang at a hanging beam on the overhead and pulled herself halfway up. Continued pulse fire from her teammates hammered the warbot and drew sparks and smoke from one weapon-bearing arm before it took advantage of her vulnerability. By then, she had disappeared into the dark wreckage of the overhead.

      “Holy shit,” Tanner grunted amid the storm of light and noise.

      “Didn’t know she’d do that?” Ravenell asked.

      “No, did you?”

      “Do what? Where’d she fuckin’ go?” Esposito wondered.

      They kept firing. Tanner glanced once in the other direction, grateful to see only a battered airlock door without anyone standing or laying in front of it. At least one part of his plan had gone off properly. He had to keep shooting and hope for the best.

      Leading sucked.

      “Reloading,” Ravenell warned ahead of his last shots. He was good about that.

      “Got it.” Esposito switched his weapon to rapid fire to make up for lost volume.

      It wasn’t enough. With the chaff settling and without Alicia as a forward distraction, the warbot corrected for cover and distance. Shots rang against the door frame and forced Tanner into a crouch. Others ricocheted off every surface in a terrifying mess punctuated by a sharp cry.

      “Esposito?” Tanner barked. He didn’t dare stop firing.

      A labored, sucking breath preceded his answer. “It’s my side. I dunno. Hurts.”

      “Reloaded!” Ravenell announced before he fired again—and then shouted, “Oh, shit. Missile!”

      The warbot’s shoulder-mounted gun kept blazing, but the rack-and-lock motion of its right arm proved much scarier. Red targeting lights triangulated for the open mouth of a tube too wide to be another machinegun or a beam weapon. Tanner had just enough time to curse himself and his stupid plan.

      It was also enough time to see a small orb drop from the overhead in front of the warbot.

      Fire and smoke erupted with a familiar boom. The warbot’s stream of gunfire halted, this time with the added hope of sparks and flickering flames all along the machine’s right arm. Its missile wouldn’t have armed before launch, but the firing process had left it vulnerable to the blast. Nothing would come from that launcher now.

      Alicia dropped from a gap in the overhead like the absolute hero Tanner knew. Green plasma glowed from the tool in her hand, streaming sparks off the warbot’s armored head and slicing clean through that damaged right arm at the shoulder. A lightning-quick spin from the torso brought the warbot’s other arm in a frightening clothesline, only to catch nothing but air. Alicia ended her descent in a full crouch. She sprang up and slashed against armored plating with another colorful burst of sparks.

      “Esposito, talk to us,” said Tanner. He hadn’t forgotten anyone else.

      “Yeah, I’m bleeding. Oh shit,” the other man answered.

      “Rav?”

      The warbot swung low at Alicia and missed again when she somersaulted behind it. A blast from Ravenell’s pulse rifle tagged the warbot’s triangular head. Armor and structure held firm, but he bought Alicia another chance to dig into the warbot’s torso. As soon as she ducked and rolled, Ravenell scored again. “I’m good,” he answered Tanner.

      “No good low points,” Alicia grunted. Spent chaff through the passageway left static in her voice. A momentary burst from the warbot’s shoulder gun made her yelp and roll, but another high and careful hit from Ravenell gave her space. Alicia kept moving. “Armor—nnf!—the back armor’s failing!”

      Front and back meant less to the warbot than its opponents. The torso and head had already made several full turns. Its remaining arm appeared fully reversible, swinging and swatting at Alicia. Despite its failures, such efforts kept her from scoring another solid hit. Ravenell and Tanner were similarly frustrated when the heart-stopping risk of firing into the fight landed only negligible hits at best. Esposito’s labored breath brought even more pressure.

      A clunk behind the team heralded marginal improvement. “I’m back,” announced Moreno. “What can I—”

      “Esposito’s hit! Behind me,” Tanner interrupted. He felt Moreno push past him, stepping into the cabin to care for their wounded companion. Her arrival relieved his guilt at leaving Esposito on the deck, but not the rest of the tension.

      “I’ve got him,” said Moreno. “You’re breathing, Esposito. If you’re breathing, I can fix it. I’ve got you.” A single jerk at her web gear dropped her trauma kit to the deck. Moreno pulled Esposito’s hand away from the wound in his side to get to work. “Malone, I got through to the corvettes. They’re on it.”

      Alicia met another swat of the warbot’s arm with a slash of her own. Green light arced through the arm without much to show but another shower of sparks—and a reflexive jerk as the warbot yanked the limb out of harm’s way. She pounced at the opening, digging once more into the battered armor plate on its back. “Yes!” she shouted—and then, “Shit!”

      The green glow of the plasma torch flickered out. In the same moment, the warbot’s shoulder-mounted gun tilted downward and let loose with another stream of bullets. Alicia yelped and dove away, disappearing into the cabin that originally hid the warbot. Machinegun fire trailed in her wake. Ricochets filled their end of the passageway to no apparent concern of the warbot.

      “Alicia?” Tanner shouted. He and Ravenell opened up with faster, clearer shots, but the warbot kept its relatively unscathed front turned against the blasts. It even raised its damaged arm to shield its remaining shoulder turret from their weapons.

      “I’m alive!” Alicia answered. “I’m grazed, but okay. The fucking torch went out!”

      “Oh no. Oh shit,” Esposito gasped. “No no no, you can’t restart it?”

      “I’m trying,” she shouted amid continued gunfire. The warbot conserved ammo with short bursts at random now rather than a steady stream, but the threat remained. “It’s out. I can’t move from here, either. I’m protected, but I’m stuck.”

      “Can’t leave her there.” Ravenell fired again, for all the good it did.

      “I know,” said Tanner.

      “The back armor is wide open,” Alicia shouted. “Half the panel fell off but it’s all protective mesh inside. I’d still need more than my gun.” Another burst of bullets interrupted her, but she persevered. “My cover is good. I’d throw a grenade, but I’m out.”

      “I’ve still got one chaff,” said Moreno.

      “We’ll never get it all the way down the passageway. That thing has shot down every grenade we’ve thrown,” said Ravenell.

      “Can we get around it? What about the airlock behind it?” asked Tanner.

      “No, the metal’s all slagged,” said Alicia. “It’ll never open again. God, I almost had that thing with the plasma torch.”

      “Fuck, I didn’t check the power pack,” hissed Esposito. “I fucked up.”

      “Stop. Esposito, stop.” Tanner scored another useless hit at the warbot’s lower body. It did no appreciable harm, but he couldn’t let the warbot forget about the danger. “You’re human. It happens. We fix it. What else have we got?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know,” said Esposito.

      “Stop moving. I need to work,” Moreno told him. “Breathe. You’ve got air. Breathe.”

      Tanner took another pot shot while his mind raced. The warbot stayed at the end of the passageway to keep its vulnerable back to the wall. They had to get Alicia out of there. A good distraction might let her escape, but the passageway limited options for movement. Nobody else on the team could follow the path Alicia took. Tanner couldn’t put such risk on someone else, anyway. He was about ready to take his chances hopping down the passageway on his good leg. “Think,” Tanner hissed to himself. “Think.”

      “Moreno, your gear,” Esposito realized. “You’ve got a capsule canister, right? It’s full of air?”

      “You’re fine. Your capsule has ten min—”

      “No, it’s not that. It’s what we need. You’ve got a refill canister full of oxygen in your kit,” Esposito explained.

      “That’ll be easier to shoot down than a grenade,” said Ravenell.

      “No, we don’t throw it. We put a grenade on the canister and break the nozzle to shoot it down the hall,” said Esposito.

      Tanner’s eyes went wide. The canister would be little larger than his forearm, filled with air under incredible pressure. Without looking back, he popped a pouch open on his belt to drop its contents behind him. “Tape. Do it.” He kept firing and let the others get to work.

      “Kinda hard to hear you guys. Somebody got an idea?” asked Alicia.

      “Yeah. Stay put. We’re on it,” grunted Tanner.

      Alicia cringed from another burst. “Sure. I guess that’s cool.”

      “How do we keep it stable? Doesn’t it need fins like a bottle rocket?” Moreno quickly wrapped her grenade and the canister together with Tanner’s electrostatic tape. “What if it shoots off into one of the holes in the passageway?”

      “Then we try the next ridiculous thing,” said Tanner. She wasn’t wrong, though. They had to get at least the general direction right—and bottle rockets back in school didn’t carry payloads.  “That grenade has to be armed, too. Esposito, have you got this?”

      “Yeah, I’m good.” The strain in his voice said otherwise. Nobody had time to worry about that. “I’ve got power shears. It’ll cut clean. Moreno, you arm the grenade and I’ll set it flying. Malone, say when.”

      Tanner bit back his suddenly embarrassing thoughts of hitting the nozzle off with a hammer. It helped to have a real technician on the team. “Alicia?”

      “Right fucking now sounds like a great time!”

      “Tuck yourself in tight. Whatever cover you can pull in, do it,” Tanner warned.

      “Count down from three,” said Ravenell. He switched to rapid fire and poured on the pressure to give the others space to move. Tanner took his cue and did the same.

      Behind him, Moreno helped Esposito to his knees at the cabin doorway. Together, the pair all but flopped out onto the passageway deck with their weapon. As soon as Esposito had his shears over the nozzle, Moreno hit the timer on her count of, “Three. Two.”

      Tanner glanced back and down. He corrected with the tip of his boot on the bottom edge of the bottle just as Moreno called, “One!”

      Esposito squeezed the shears hard. Compressed air blasted all over his hands as the canister shot off the deck and away from the overhead gap thanks to Tanner’s foot. The improvised missile ping-ponged down the passageway, evading the stream of bullets from the warbot’s turret. Its sudden and wild flight lasted long enough for Tanner to hope it didn’t bounce right into Alicia’s nook or come back at them.

      The makeshift rocket shot up over the warbot, hit the bulkhead, and dropped straight into the corner at the warbot’s side.

      Bright light exploded with all the customary noise of any chaff grenade. Though designed and used mostly for distraction and cover, the detonation could be lethal within two meters. Tanner had up close and horrific experience with the effects of chaff burns on a human body. He hadn’t seen the results of chaff combined with an oxygen canister until now.

      In truth, he couldn’t make out any difference. It exploded. He cringed, and winced, and hoped it didn’t hurt the wrong people. Explosions usually went like that.

      “Alicia? Alicia, talk to us!” Tanner called.

      Static followed. Chaff explosions, in particular, usually did that, too. Chemicals kept burning and screaming at the far end of the passageway, but nearly all of it laid on the deck. The rest covered the smoking hulk of the warbot, which no longer moved nor fired.

      “Alicia?”

      Smoke billowed with new movement as a silhouette darted out from the cloud. Alicia rushed into the open, her escape turning into a rapid stagger as she tore open her smoking combat jacket. “Fuck fuck fuck it’s hot,” she shouted. “We forgot about the heat. Holy shit!”

      Alicia wobbled on her feet before reaching the others. Ravenell ran out to catch her. The moment confirmed safety from another danger, too. With targets out in the open and no incoming fire, the warbot sat smoldering and inert.

      “Esposito, lie down. I’m not done yet,” said Moreno. The corpsman had a better eye on the ball than anyone else. “Wong, come back here. Let me look at you.”

      “Yeah, I’m not good. Hey, Tanner.” She gestured to another hatch along the passageway oriented toward the outer hull. “I found your escape pod. Think it launched during the fight.”

      Still leaning against the door frame, Tanner’s shoulders dropped with a sigh. “Out of our hands. We did what we could. It’s good enough.”

      “I warned the CO on the operation link when I ran back,” said Moreno. “She said they’d take care of it. I didn’t wait to ask how. Most of the other teams were engaged. That’s all I heard. I didn’t want to leave you for long.”

      “No, that’s good,” said Tanner. “I’m not complaining. You did good. Everyone did good.” He sucked in another breath. “Okay, if the others are engaged, we’re not done. Let’s go.”

      “Who’s ‘we?’ Most of you are hurt and all of us are low on ammo,” said Ravenell. “You aren’t going anywhere but back to the ship with Esposito. Maybe all of us.”

      Tanner shrugged. “Fine. Let’s go do that, too.”
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      “You figured all this out by yourselves with fifteen seconds of contact and a few minutes crammed into a bathroom?”

      Tanner leaned unprofessionally to one side of his chair with his elbow propped on the arm rest. They’d gotten back to Beowulf hours ago. He wanted to put his face on the conference table, but he’d probably get yelled at for that. “We didn’t have much else on our minds.”

      Moreno blinked at him in surprise. Esposito winced, his wound thoroughly treated and closed but still painful when he laughed. Alicia and Ravenell didn’t so much as roll their eyes. They were used to him.

      Only Gunny Janeka spoke: “I can vouch for MA Malone, sir. He’s a nerd.”

      “…thanks?” said Tanner.

      One of the civilian “consultants” on the other side of the room snorted but held the rest of his amusement to a smile and kept his eyes on his notes. The officers from naval intelligence shrugged it off and moved on.

      “Well, you weren’t wrong,” said the commander with the movie-star jaw. “Your warning got out just in time. Captain Navarro wasn’t about to fire on an escape pod, but she thought fast and launched parallel chaff to disrupt any signals. They stopped three pods that way. The transmitters were all fitted with self-destruct devices, too, so the rest of the problem resolved itself. All we needed was your warning and Navarro’s quick thinking. You also left us the most intact wreckage. We’ll be ready if they want to keep using these things. Good job, all of you.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Lieutenant Kilmeade brightened at the sound of praise, looking to the others as if he expected an echo—and then remembered who was supposed to speak on behalf of his platoon. Kilmeade cleared his throat. “Glad it worked out.”

      Tanner missed the next exchange between the officers. His attention fell to the consultants across the table. They shared a slight discomfort and awkward body language natural for a strange environment. Their hairstyles were out of regs. They dressed professionally, but also for comfort. One even took off his blazer. He had no gun rig, nor suspicious bulges. The slight bulge at his belt was, in fact, entirely natural.

      They looked and acted like actual civilians.

      NorthStar wasn’t the only company looking for profits amid the war. Archangel had them, too.

      “You’re only taking the remains to develop countermeasures, right?” asked Tanner.

      The officers frowned at the interruption, but the commander answered, anyway. “That would be the obvious step, yes.”

      “Does it go farther than that, sir?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We don’t let machines pull the trigger,” said Tanner. “We set safety protocols in computers. We let programs decide all kinds of things about human safety, because they do it faster and more accurately than we do. We don’t give them the triggers to weapons—but that’s not technically against the law, right?”

      “Not technically, no.”

      “Because somebody might want to market them someday,” said Tanner.

      One consultant blanched and looked away. The other bit his lip.

      “Nobody’s talking about that here, Malone,” said Kilmeade.

      “That’s good,” said Tanner. “I’m just thinking if they did, in ten or twenty years or next month, I’d have to burn the factory to the ground.”

      The consultants grew paler. The commander scowled. “Now, just—”

      “He wouldn’t be alone, sir,” said Janeka.

      No one spoke.

      One of the civilians typed something into his holocom before looking up with his lips pressed tightly together. “I’ll, ah, pass that along,” he said.

      “Thank you, sir,” said Janeka.

      The commander cleared his throat. “We’re off-topic and wasting time now. Again, you all did an outstanding job out there. Lieutenant, I need you for a moment more. The rest of you are dismissed.”

      Tanner climbed out of his seat with more difficulty than the rest, but modern medicine worked wonders. Like Esposito, his wound was healing fast. He only needed a couple days of light duty and painkillers. By tomorrow, it probably wouldn’t even be stiff. Until then, his mild limp took him out the door and into the passageway behind everyone else.

      “Malone.” Janeka waited for him as the others trickled out, because of course she did.

      “Gunny,” he answered dutifully.

      “I reviewed the video from everyone’s helmet cameras.” She didn’t frown or scowl, favoring him instead with the stony delight of her poker face. “Do you have any reflections on your approach to leadership? Any second thoughts on addressing failures among subordinates?”

      Tanner frowned. He wondered if this was a trap. “No, gunny.”

      “Understood.”

      “Did I do something wrong?”

      “Most of your team came back wounded. You sent your corpsman away at the start of an engagement. You expended much of your team’s resources on a single target. You managed to give Wong a case of heat exhaustion in space.” Janeka stared. “If you want points of critique, I can find them.”

      “I suppose I have to concede that,” said Tanner.

      “My goal is not critique. I cared only that when you speak on leadership in the future, you do so from experience.”

      He nodded. He didn’t dare sigh with relief. “You’re not gonna keep putting me in charge of people, are you?”

      “Not when I have any other option,” she said.

      “Thank you, gunny.”
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      “Yeah, they ‘forgave’ half of our educational debt and ‘waived’ all the interest—because our government settled for that, right? And the government agreed NorthStar didn’t have to admit wrongdoing. They still deny the whole testing scam that exposed all this and kicked off their big war with Archangel in the first place. So what if we got better terms than other systems! I’m in less debt, but I’m still in debt over their crime. I’m supposed to be thrilled about that?”

      

      --Unnamed Citizen of Fremantle

      NewsTalk: Street Interview, November 2280

      

      “Not everybody on Fremantle lives the vacation life. Most of us gotta work. Some of us gotta do even more than that.” Loto Leniu glanced from one suited man in the alley to the next. Lights from the street and the looming eight-story shopping center nearby gave wet pavement and concrete a swirl of colors, adding an extra-leery sheen to sketchy strangers. “Tony told you I’m good, otherwise you wouldn’t have brought me in. He tells me your money’s all good. What are we doing?”

      “Why do you keep looking around?” asked the man in front of him. Dominic had a square jaw and a tight haircut, with a pale face maybe a decade older than Loto’s twenty-four years. He could easily have six more with longevity treatments. He also probably wasn’t really a Dominic. “Your buddies are paying attention. Are you here for the job, or have you got someplace to be?”

      Loto didn’t glance over his thick shoulders at the rest of the handful of local hires. He’d seen a couple around enough times to have their measure. The employers were the unknown here. “I’m wondering who’s really in charge. You’re talking to the extra hands. Doesn’t mean you run the show,” said Loto.

      “Hah. Cute,” Dominic grunted, and turned back to his friends. “Is one of you guys in charge and didn’t tell me?”

      Both of his companions grinned and snorted, but neither spoke. The one with the darker complexion and thin black goatee nodded slightly to Dominic, inadvertently answering Loto’s question. Dominic still did all the talking. “You follow my lead, and theirs if I’m not in sight. You’re here to block an exit and play back-up if needed. If this goes right, you won’t need to deal with any of us at all until it’s done. I’ll be perfectly happy to pay you to stand around for half an hour and do nothing if it comes to that. Sound good?”

      “Fine by me,” said one of the other hires, a tough-looking white guy in a sleek black coat that probably looked better when it was newer. The other two fit the same bill: muscles, grim silence, and forgettable clothes. At least they had that part down. They nodded along and waited.

      “What do we need to know?” asked Loto.

      “Not much more than you already do.” Dominic jerked his thumb at the tower mall. “Our mark has an appointment in there now. We’ve got his schedule. He uses the rail, so there’s only a couple routes he’ll take out of there. We should grab him clean. You guys are the security net. If he slips us and runs, you block until we get there. That’s all we need.”

      “That place has more than a couple exits, if he’s not worried about taking a direct route,” Loto considered.

      “That’s why you’re here. We’ve got the others covered. Don’t worry about it.”

      That brought one of Loto’s eyebrows up. Closing off every path required either control of the mall’s security systems or more groups of extra help. Both options pointed to a lot of money in play for this job. He wondered what Tony had gotten him into.

      “This holocom is unregistered, and it’s got nothing on it but a straight link set-up.” Dominic held out a wristwatch-style piece to one of the others. “If we need you, we’ll give a heads up and a picture of our guy. If we don’t need you, we’ll tell you when it’s done. Smash it and toss it as soon as we finish. Simple as that. Let’s get you in place and we’ll give you the up-front.” Dominic turned along with his companions.

      “We don’t get a picture unless it’s already going south? We don’t even need any description before that?” asked Loto.

      “If we don’t need you to step in, you don’t need to know more than you do,” Dominic grumbled. “You want a description? He’s got a dark tan and black hair and he looks young. He’s fit and he can run, which is why we need some goalies. And he can throw a punch, so don’t slack off. Anything else? You’ve got a lot of questions.”

      “Yeah, because this isn’t my first job,” said Loto. It wasn’t entirely the truth. Loto had done plenty of dodgy work for Tony and others in the past, and on his own. He wouldn’t have wound up here otherwise. This was a new level, but he wasn’t about to say so.

      “Our target has made enemies and evaded great debts,” the real leader spoke up for the first time. Loto heard practiced English pronunciation and an accent that left him thinking of movies and news holos of Hashem. “He will not escape his debts again. If he flees, stop him. If not, leave the rest to us.”

      The leader waited. Loto nodded, saying nothing more. He knew he wouldn’t get the full story. If the guys with the money wanted to run the show like this, that was their call. This would happen with or without Loto. He didn’t need to know who owed what or how much, only that it fell outside the courts and into the streets. Whatever this guy did, he must’ve known better at some point before it got this serious.

      Shit happens, he decided.

      Dominic, the Hashemite, and the other “employer” led Loto and his coworkers of the night into the tower mall. The two nameless guys split off early, reducing the eye-catching size of their group. Dominic brought the rest across an atrium floor ringed with eight stories of shops and displays of clothes, furniture, and everything else people still wanted to inspect or try in person rather than ordering it off an info-holo sheet.

      They didn’t head for the exits to the garage, or to the street-level entrances, or the skyways to the city’s rail systems. Loto counted up the paths he saw and considered his own group. If more groups of four or five guys waited at each of those possibilities… Damn, how big is this job? How much money did they sink into nabbing their guy?

      What the fuck did this guy do?

      “Alright, this is your spot,” Dominic explained as they rounded a remodeling showroom to arrive at a utility passage. Decorations and displays gave way to stacked white crates and locked-down grav lifters. Tall double doors marked “Employees Only” blocked the far end of the passage. “Nobody should ask anything. If you need to talk, tell ‘em you’re waiting to pick up a couch.”

      Dominic passed out cash cards with the first half of the payment for each man. Loto looked to the doors and back to the atrium floor until Dominic came to him. “If this guy puts up a fight or runs, how are you walking him out of here? Lots of witnesses in this place. Cameras, too.”

      “You let us worry about that. Do your part and get paid and go home.” Dominic headed back to the atrium floor, presumably to regroup with the others.

      Or not. Maybe he went someplace else. What the hell did Loto know, anyway?

      He couldn’t stop gaming it out. The job grew with every detail. Tony had called it a little scary-face work and maybe a little muscle for some out-of-town intimidation. Then Loto got to the meet and found three other guys. Then the moneymen put on their spy routine, and then there were more teams and more support Loto didn’t see. Now the faceman was ready to drag this guy through the shopping center to a getaway car after a brawl? Or worse?

      Loto played bodyguard and security sometimes. He carried packages from Point A to Point B. He’d been in fights, but only either for his own business or because somebody came at him when they damn well shouldn’t have.

      He’d never come close to kidnapping before. Call it what it is, man. This is kidnapping.

      He wondered if the other three guys with him had done this kind of work. The moneymen were being careful about who they hired. Loto might not have this specific line item on his record, but the right people knew he was reliable. This was pitched as a level-up, only he didn’t get the details until after he arrived. He had to nod and go along to find out, right?

      The other three stood around, hands in their pockets or arms folded across their chests, trying to look like ordinary guys waiting around on an ordinary night—apart from how nobody looked at their holocoms, how they didn’t talk, and how they hung back behind crates and gear.

      “Hey,” said Loto. “What do I call you?”

      “Nothing,” scoffed the blond one. “Are you serious?”

      Loto scowled. “Not your real names, dumbass. Gimme something you’ll answer to if one of us has to call out. Anything’s better than ‘hey, you’ if shit goes sideways.”

      “John,” said the first to see the sense of it. He looked thinner than the rest under that padded utility jacket and tan shirt. Dark hair slicked to the side suggested some sense of style outside his thug work. Maybe he deliberately dressed for the job tonight.

      “Carl,” said the next, bald and thick, with features Loto couldn’t peg to an ethnicity. One word wasn’t even enough to indicate a local or off-planet accent. He seemed alert, at least. He had the holocom from the faceman, too.

      The white guy in the black coat was the last to go along with it, despite being the first to get on board with the lack of details from their employers. “Thorn.”

      “Christ, are you serious?” Loto scoffed.

      “What?”

      “Might as well call yourself Blade. Or Gun. Or Scary,” Loto huffed.

      John smothered a grin and looked away. Carl didn’t laugh, but he looked amused. “Man, fuck you,” grumbled Thorn.

      That at least assured Loto of two of his team. The holocom wasn’t with the least reliable of the bunch. Even “Thorn” was inclined to keep his mouth shut unless prompted, so that was one kind of good sign. He’d have to live with the rest. These jobs always involved gambles.

      They watched the atrium floor. Only the occasional shopper passed by, ultimately showing this to be a lonely and unnoticed corner of the mall. A confrontation or a fight one floor up might not have any impact here, unless it turned to shooting or screaming. Loto didn’t expect that, even with the task at hand. Guns were hard to get on Fremantle. Even most criminals were reluctant to use them unless circumstances demanded.

      He didn’t expect guns, but he didn’t know.

      His left hand fell to the pocket of his jacket, thumbing the edge of the cash card. There were creds enough to carry his basics for two months sat on that card. He’d be due for another at the end of this job. Four months of his needs covered for an hour’s work.

      Everyone had expenses. Everyone had to pay rent, utilities, food, debts, and transit. Fremantle at least took care of basic medical. Longevity treatments were another matter—and everything else could change with a longer expected lifespan. Careers opened up with that. Debts got easier to manage. Naturally, longevity treatments cost enough to put most people into debt all on their own, to say nothing of whatever a body already had from school.

      Loto had less of that now. Most people had less school debt since the Debtor’s War. NorthStar and Lai Wa had to drop all Archangel’s debts to end the fighting. Then they had to cut deals with all the other systems to shut everyone else up about the whole scam that started the war in the first place. That meant for big cuts, but not all the way to zero. Even now, the big companies had enough muscle to keep at least a little of that cash flowing. Can’t let the scrubs and ordinary folks all the way off that hook, right?

      Four months of slack in his finances might let him make some progress—if he could keep working, if he didn’t get hit with any personal disasters, and if he didn’t wind up with his ass in jail. Maybe he could knock off the rest of that debt entirely if he threw everything he had at it. The war made that all feasible, at least. Getting free remained tough, but it wasn’t a pipe dream anymore. If Loto was smart, if he was a little lucky, if he didn’t slip… maybe he could get out of this shit.

      A sharp beep interrupted his thoughts. Carl held the holocom out where the others could see. A holographic screen appeared over the piece, blank at first, and then bearing text to match the voice on the other end of the connection. “He’s running. Headed your way. Don’t let him get by. We’re right behind him.”

      Images flashed to three-dimensional life with the end of the message. Loto and the rest saw a calm scene from one of the levels above, presumably from before anyone made their move. The image centered on a lone, young, slim man dressed in casual dark pants and a blue shirt, all cut to fit the warm climate. The rain probably caught the guy by surprise. He had the dark hair and deep tan as described. He also had a recognizable face. Loto wasn’t the only one to blink.

      “Holy shit, seriously?” grunted Carl.

      “Wait, have I seen this guy before?” wondered John.

      “You know him? Who is he?” asked Thorn.

      Loto only winced. He might’ve blanked on that face, too, if he hadn’t just been thinking about the Big Three and the Debtor’s War. This guy beat up an entire fucking pirate ship by himself, shouted a voice in his head. Rushing footsteps brought Loto’s eyes up toward the entrance to the atrium, and to the job.

      Tanner Malone rounded the corner with a bloody nose and a torn sleeve. His quick glance at the path ahead didn’t slow him down one bit. No one had time to think, let alone talk. “Let’s go!” shouted Thorn, goading John to charge in along with him against the poster child for the whole damn war.

      Thorn came in with one fist ready to fly and his other arm up to defend, straightforward and competent, using his size like so many big men reasonably would. Up until contact, it looked like Malone would crash right into it and lose the contest of mass and muscle. Then his leading foot came up way too high for a normal step and landed on Thorn’s knee. That left the bigger man twisting and falling away, clearing Malone’s path to John only half a heartbeat behind. Ultimately, John did better than his partner, landing one fist on Malone’s upper arm and barely missing his head—but it was the same arm that drove a punch into John’s throat.

      Half the team fell to either side. They didn’t need to stay down long to no longer matter. Loto backed up a step, wanting time to think, wanting a plan and an angle and an answer to what the fuck is going on if this fuckin’ guy is here and how deep this trouble ran.

      Carl had a plan. He had a gun, too. It came out of his jacket in a flash, escalating the situation another step past Loto’s limits. “Fuck,” Loto spat.

      “Fuck!” Malone agreed in that same instant. Going through John and Thorn slowed his approach, but only a little. Carl’s pistol came in line just in time for Malone to slap it upward with the back of his left hand. His right came up as a fist into Carl’s cheek. Carl weathered the blow better than Malone’s first opponents. He didn’t go down, and instead elbowed Malone back.

      The gun came back again. This time, Malone got both hands on it. One grabbed and the other slammed, breaking through Carl’s thumb. The piece slid across the floor near Loto’s feet. Malone kept hold of Carl’s arm long enough to bring it down on his knee at the elbow. Carl cried out but was interrupted by another punch. A follow-through shove sent him stumbling back into a nearly-recovered Thorn.

      Malone spun. He had only one more man between himself and the door. Loto shifted his feet into a ready stance without thinking, but he didn’t attack. He didn’t raise his fists. He waited.

      Something made Malone hesitate, too. “I need to go,” he huffed.

      “Yeah, I know,” Loto replied.

      “You don’t have a gun.” Malone’s mouth moved along with his brain. “You’d have it out by now.”

      “I don’t usually need one,” said Loto.

      “You’re not intimidated, either.”

      “Should I be?”

      “Not really.” Malone made a quick, head-snapping look back at the other three thugs. His foot swung up in a sharp kick at the newly-rising Carl, knocking him down again. It happened so fast Loto was glad he didn’t try to take advantage. Malone’s wary gaze was right back on him before he knew it. “I get an advantage from the hype sometimes.”

      “This happens to you a lot?” asked Loto.

      “Think this is the fourth time. Maybe fifth.” Malone’s eyes twitched. “You’re local?”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Your accent. The clothes. The fact you haven’t pulled a gun. He did,” Malone conceded with a gesture to Carl, “but one in four still checks out. They hired local muscle to block the exits? They mostly kept you in the dark, right?”

      “Fuckin’ get him!” demanded Thorn, on his feet and going for another try. Malone’s head snapped back again—Loto didn’t think he could blink that fast—leading into a whole-body spin into the coming tackle. His elbow slammed straight into Thorn’s face. Then Loto realized that elbow hit twice as he continued that spin, following with a hook from his opposite fist into Thorn’s jaw. Blood flew from one hit or another.

      Thorn went down. He wouldn’t be getting up from that. Malone finished the spin without grace, almost staggering to a stop, but he ended facing Loto with his fists up, ready to guard or attack. Seeing Loto still in place, Malone took the opportunity to kick John in the head to keep him down, too, coming right back to guard against Loto again.

      The guy didn’t show off. This wasn’t a display. This was his life.

      Loto wasn’t afraid. He had skills and real advantages in a fight, even against a guy like this. He also fully understood why Malone was still alive.

      “Anyway, they’ll be coming. I’ve gotta go.” Malone nodded to the door behind Loto. “How much are they paying you?”

      Loto stood straighter and relaxed his shoulders. He shrugged. “Nothing like the money you cut off my school debt.” He moved out of the way.

      Malone bolted forward. The doors flew open under his hands, slamming against the walls on either side. Before Loto let out another breath, the guy was gone without a word of thanks.

      That made sense, Loto decided. He probably wouldn’t thank someone for deciding not to kill or kidnap him, either. “Glad I don’t have his problems.”

      Loto dropped Carl’s gun in his pocket before he heard an oncoming stampede. Three battered, wild-eyed men in suits arrived in time for them to see the doors latch closed again, followed in a heartbeat by three more. The guy from Hashem had a bloodier nose than Malone’s, while another looked a little scorched. Dominic had a bloody gash where his hairline used to begin and a big wet purple stain all over his suit. First contact must’ve been a spectacle.

      “What happened?” demanded the one from Hashem. “Didn’t you try to stop him?”

      “Yeah, man,” Loto replied indignantly. “We tried fighting. I even tried talking to stall him for you guys. Didn’t do any good. He kicked all our asses. Don’t look at me like you did any better.”

      Whatever came from the leader’s mouth must have been a curse. Loto didn’t speak Arabic. He and his crew took off running after Malone, blasting through the door with much the same urgency as their target—except Dominic, who had something of a limp.

      He also wound up with Loto in his way. “Stop. Pay me.”

      “What?” Dominic grunted.

      “I did my part. You wanna get your ass killed going after that guy, fine, but not if it gets you out of what you owe. Pay me.”

      Dominic hesitated, but he realized his predicament: he was now all alone, already hurt, under pressure to keep up with his boss, and with a much bigger man up in his face. He reached into his blazer. Loto gave it a fifty-fifty on what he’d pull out, but Dominic made the right call. A cash card appeared in his hand rather than a gun. It fell to the floor in a note of petty defiance. “Thanks for nothing, asshole.”

      “Whatever.” Loto stepped aside and let Dominic run along. He scooped up the cash card with a brief glance at the digits to ensure its certified contents. The card brought him to the agreed payment. “Four months,” he said to himself. Four months and a gun he could probably sell for a little extra, too.

      Two steps brought him to the first of his fallen teammates. Carl, John, and Thorn still laid strewn closely within the passage. Loto did the math.

      Patting them down took less than a minute. No one gave him so much as a sideways glance when he walked out into the atrium and across the floor toward the exit. The first two cards would cover four months of his bills and his needs. The other three would fix even more problems.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          
            AN HONEST BUSINESS

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not saying I love the whole ‘high-risk charter’ thing, but I know you’re careful about the jobs you take, and some things need doing. Besides, it’s not about me. Obviously, I want you to be safe. I also don’t ever want to get in the way of you doing the right thing.”

      

      --Tanner Malone

      Personal Correspondence, November 2280

      

      “Spaaace trrruckin’!”

      “Jesse, no,” said Sanjay.

      “Trrruckin’ in space,” Jesse Baldwin reiterated, turning to face him and leaning on the arm of her chair. Her boyishly-cut brown hair swept across her forehead with the motion. She didn’t have to worry about keeping it to regulation length these days.

      Sanjay Bhatia still kept his black hair nearly down to stubble and his figure lean and trim, but looking sharp had never been about conforming to Navy standards for him. He had never even tried to cover the scruffy parts of his personality with military bearing. “We’re not in a truck. We’re not in a freighter. It’s a yacht.” He waved at his console station and hers beside it, and the rest of the ship’s bridge all around them. Open space stretched out in front of the pair through the big canopy screen, its natural view overlaid with holographic text and graphs for astrogation. “Phoenix is a yacht retrofitted for combat duty and then redecorated back into being a yacht again. We’re high-performance and comfortable. We’re not a truck.”

      “Fancy space truck,” she teased.

      “Oh my god,” he sighed.

      “New and part-time employees are usually nicer and less prone to jabbing at co-workers. At least in most jobs,” said the woman in the captain’s chair behind them. Veronica Roldan rested her jaw against one hand propped up on the arm rest, looking on at the pair with a smirk.

      Jesse turned back in her chair and smiled sweetly. “Is that serious boss intimidation like in a normal job, or are you grumbling back at me as an equal?”

      Veronica sighed. “Grumbling.”

      “Cool.” Jesse turned back to Sanjay. “Truckin’. Like the ancient eighteen wheelers of old, except in space.”

      “Babe, you’re killing me,” he groaned. “Running a little cargo now and then doesn’t make us a space truck. It’s not like that.”

      “I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with it. I’m here, aren’t I?” said Jesse. “Might only be on semester breaks and holidays, but I can space truck with my guy. I like a little travel.”

      “We’re more about passengers than cargo,” said Sanjay.

      “And the shady merc work,” added Jesse.

      “We’re not mercenaries,” said Veronica. “We just take on the occasional high-risk charter for normal, honest reasons.”

      “And maybe the occasional covert op,” said Jesse.

      “Carefully-vetted covert op for a good cause. Nobody’s using us.”

      “Those jobs pay better than cargo hauls,” grumbled Sanjay.

      “And yet here we are,” said Jesse. “Hauling crates full of tissue synthesizers and stasis coolers and all that other medical gear out into the lonely highways of space. We should make like those old truckers and get on the radio with random chatter so we don’t get too sad and lonesome.”

      Sanjay pulled his hands down his face. “It’s not exactly lonely with you here.”

      “Aw, Sanjay! That’s so unintentionally sweet!”

      “Were you this chipper when you were in the Navy?” asked the first officer. “And pokey?”

      “Pokey?”

      “Yeah. Poking everyone,” said Veronica.

      “That’s how I always heard it.” Lynette Kelly arrived with a stride as casual as her clothes. Her sharply red hair was pulled back into a short ponytail to keep it out of the way. “My understanding is Jesse made fun of everything in the military, too.”

      “Half the crew on this boat could say the same thing,” muttered Sanjay.

      “Hey. It’s not a boat,” said Jesse. “It’s a space truck.”

      “Wait, what?” said Lynette.

      “Ooh! We’ve got an encyclopedia program on here, right? We need to hotkey one of those old-timey trucker horn noises into the communication systems.”

      “Welcome to my watch, captain,” Veronica told Lynette. “You want to take over for me?”

      “No, I came to borrow you.” Lynette looked to the status info on the canopy screen, where chart lines and text showed them decelerating from post-FTL and still twelve minutes from the outer orbital that marked the star system’s legal transit boundary. “Jesse’s at least qualified enough to be the second set of eyes on watch with Sanjay by now, right?”

      “That’s a big four-twenty, boss,” the new part-timer replied.

      “Jesse, no,” Sanjay groaned. “It’s ten-four.”

      “Hah! Caught you! You are living the trucker life!”

      “Truckers didn’t have an airlock to jump out of, but I do,” said Sanjay.

      Lynette tilted her head to beckon Veronica out of the bridge. Veronica tapped out of the bridge systems in the captain’s chair and followed. The captain waited until they were out in the passageway with the hatch closed to speak. “What do you think?”

      “Of Jesse? She’s good. Picks up on everything fast, only needed a little bit of a refresher on astrogation tasks. It’s not like she was bridge crew in the Navy. Her foundational stuff is still there, though. She’d be fine in an emergency.”

      “We knew she’d be competent. I want to make sure everyone gets along.”

      “Oh, she only teases about the harmless stuff. It’s not like any real friction. I got just enough pushback a minute ago to know she won’t put up with any actual shit. Almost wish she was signing on as a regular.”

      “Almost?” Lynette grinned.

      “Small doses are probably best,” Veronica laughed. “How’s Charlotte working out?”

      Lynette snorted. “I was worried the lack of military experience would make her the odd one out, but I guess being a chief engineer longer than any of us have been alive makes up for that. Reyna and the guys are ready to make her the shop boss and keep her full time.”

      “The more I think about the idea of part-time relief crew, the more I like it. We only need a couple people to cover vacations and sick time. Jesse and Charlotte probably could handle high-risk stuff if it came to it, but I still feel like we should limit those jobs to full-time crew. As far as normal ops, though? You were right. It’s a good idea.”

      “Needed to hear you say that,” Lynette sighed.

      “Nah. You know what you’re doing. Captain.”

      “Partners. A ship can’t be run by committee, but we’re partners on the business or it’s no good to me. You’re as good a commander as I am. We both know it. Wouldn’t bother me to hand off to you anytime.”

      “Yeah? You want to trade rooms?” Veronica taunted.

      “Fuck no, I put up the most money on this ship.”

      Veronica laughed. “Then you’re stuck with the captain bullshit. Anyway, things are coming along. I feel better and better about this business.”

      “I’d like to get further into the charter passenger side. We’ve got a yacht. We should focus on people with deep pockets who pay for extra frills, not taking on random cargo hauls just to make ends meet. But we need a couple more people as service staff to do that for real, and that means more overhead.”

      “Deeper pockets should be ready to pay for that, right?” Veronica shrugged. “It can’t be too hard to find some occasional service staff. We’ve got the ship, we’ve got the crew, and we’ve got the chef. Those are the hard parts, aren’t they?”

      Lynette looked at her suspiciously. “Are you thinking more about lunch than business now?”

      “I mean, anytime we’ve got the ship to ourselves, we might as well enjoy it. I was thinking of taking my lunch to the whirlpool.”

      Their holocoms beeped simultaneously, cutting Veronica short. Rather than answer the signal, both women stepped back onto the bridge to meet the source. Sanjay seemed to expect as much. He tapped a key on his console station to bring up a split-screen on the forward canopy. One side charted a contact several light-minutes out, still far from the nearest planet. The other presented a computer image of the vessel marked on the chart. She was twice as big as Phoenix, with fewer sleek and contoured lines for a more utilitarian design. The name Charisma appeared beneath her image with a registry listing her home port as Edison, many light years away.

      “Got a distress call,” said Sanjay.  “Civilian liner, says they’ve got three injured, including the ship’s medic. The message claims it’s safe to intercept and board. They’re almost on a reciprocal of our course.”

      “Why would they be on their way out of the system with medical emergencies?” wondered Veronica.

      Lynette had the same thought. She stared at the screens. The distance of light-minutes meant the charting data was minutes old. Even now, the computer corrected and updated the info as they closed the distance. It also meant more data would be available. “Sanjay, have you got the broader picture on hand? Who else is in the neighborhood?”

      “Yeah, that’s the other thing. I already looked at that.” He hit a button on his console, flipping the image of the ship to a chart similar to the other side. Flashing red timestamps warned of the older nature of the data, having gathered it all from older light and signals. It displayed the next nearest vessel traveling on a clear line away from Charisma’s presumptive position half an hour ago, along with the other vessel’s transponder info.

      The small, stubby-winged corvette bore the name Vigilance and clear designators of its origins.

      “They’re flying away from local militia while calling for help?” Lynette frowned.  “That doesn’t sound good. Get us on a full intercept and give the crew a heads-up—especially Elise and Jun on the medical emergency. I’ll send an answer for the distress call.”

      “At least it’s not pirates,” said Veronica.

      Jesse fumed at the info on the screen. “Only according to the label.”
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      Lynette dutifully read up on a destination before accepting an interstellar charter, but she couldn’t make a research project out of every job. Fallout from the Debtor’s War and the even newer developments from Minos left many of the Union’s political situations in flux. The smaller and less-established places were generally the most vulnerable.

      Archangel’s foreign ministry had what she thought was a solid public report on the situation in the Sapphire system. They noted tension between the inner-system world of Endeavor and the outer-orbiting Independence. Clearly things had escalated in recent weeks.

      “Sure, they had uniforms and guns. I don’t know if I’d call them a militia.” Captain Barnes leaned back against the bulkhead outside the infirmary door. The tall, thin Black man had a few flecks of grey in his hair and the tired look of someone only now shedding the stress of an emergency. “Outbound traffic doesn’t normally get a lot of safety or contraband inspections. We already had a certificate from our port departure. These guys barely even put on a show of ‘inspecting’ before they started demanding fees and threatening to arrest passengers and crew. Most people kept their heads down. The ones who didn’t…” Barnes tilted his head toward the door. “We can’t stand up to a corvette. I just wanted to get everyone out of here before we took a hit we couldn’t fix.”

      “You made a point of saying this patrol came from Independence,” said Lynette. “Does that make a difference? I thought Independence and Endeavor had a joint militia operation.”

      “They did, but that whole ‘two worlds, one system’ thing is just leverage used by one world over another now. We’re in and out of Endeavor several times a year. It was always orderly and calm. Things are even better since CDC fell apart in the war and lost control of the system. The locals are doing a better job on most scores than the old corporate overlords.

      “The problem is out here on the outer orbitals near Independence. It’s only a mining colony. Not even any real terraforming to speak of besides the gravity adjusters at the settlements. Most of the people who signed up for Independence were the ones who didn’t like things on Endeavor in the first place, but CDC still called all the shots across the system. Now CDC is gone and both planets are on their own. On paper, they work together. In reality, Independence wants more and more concessions, and their biggest advantage is the greater share of the military hardware CDC left behind.”

      “With injured people, why keep going on your way out of the system? Why not turn back for Endeavor?” Lynette wondered.

      “They told us to. We thought we could handle these injuries on our own. Our nurse is out of commission, but the automated stuff in the infirmary seemed to have it under control. The software talks you through the manual parts. But even without that, those guys told us which way to go in no uncertain terms.”

      “Fuckers,” Jesse seethed. She stood beside Lynette, arms crossed over her chest and mostly listening rather than speaking. Her status as an extra had made her an obvious choice as an escort compared to the rest of the crew. Once they were on Charisma, her Navy training seemed a little more relevant, even if she stuck mostly to muttering in the background. “What were the fees?”

      “Oh, an inspection fee, a transit fee, a processing fee.” Barnes snorted. “Then they gave us the choice of either paying the fines for ‘interfering with inspection’ on the spot, or they could haul my nurse and that passenger away. I about emptied the ship’s cash reserves.”

      “If they’re only pulling this on outbound traffic, I guess that stretches out the time they have until Endeavor finds out,” Lynette considered.

      “Endeavor might know already. They’re walking a tightrope. Like I said, relations are bad and Independence has more guns.” Barnes shrugged. “It’s only a handful of warships to either side, but that means the couple of extras on Independence make for a big edge. Endeavor doesn’t want that kind of trouble. I also imagine Independence is picking their targets carefully.”

      “And they didn’t take any cargo or gear?”

      “We’re carrying local grains and textiles. It has value outside the system for variety’s sake, but it isn’t special here. If they’d caught us inbound, that would be another matter. We carry in machinery and electronics. Probably a matter of time before they start pulling that. I doubt we’ll take on this run again. Not after we report back to our company. They won’t risk it. And I’m sure that’s part of the strategy for Independence.”

      “Until everyone just comes in from some other side of the system,” said Jesse. “Or staying in FTL straight in past Independence.”

      “It’s going to be a while yet before most civilian carriers get used to in-system jumps, even with everything the regulators learned from the war,” said Barnes. “That kind of change happens slowly. As for going around, sure, but that’s gonna put a lot more strain on Endeavor to do all their security and inspections themselves. That’s why they’ve got the shared security agreements that dictate traffic right now. It’s supposed to share the load.”

      “So Independence has a time limit to make this kind of pressure pay off.” Lynette’s thoughts turned with the opening of the infirmary door. Elise walked out wiping the sweat from her dark brown forehead. Chun followed her out with much the same look of relief. His emergency medical tech training didn’t match Elise’s training and experience as a nurse, but he provided a good back-up for her on Phoenix. “How’d it go?” asked Lynette.

      “Fine, but only because of our timing,” came Elise’s Belgian-heritage accent. “Captain Barnes, your people did right with what they could. It was a matter of the system’s limitations. The passenger was bleeding internally, but it was masked by the more obvious injuries. The scanners couldn’t see the difference. As for your nurse, concussions can be delicate. The system erred on the side of simplicity. We took some additional steps to help his recovery. They should both be stable now.”

      Barnes let out a sigh. “I thought we at least had Franco out of the woods already. Thank you.”

      “He was trying to tough it out so he could help more. I’ve been there,” said Chun. “Wouldn’t hold it against him.”

      “No, of course. I can’t thank you enough for coming to our rescue,” said Barnes. “Archangel has been dragged through the mud a lot in the last few years. I’m glad I have a story to refute the nonsense.”

      “We’re Guild, but we’re not government.” Lynette patted his arm. “Spacers have to look out for each other. Glad we could help. We should both get going, though.”

      She noticed curious glances from Elise and Chun as they got on their way, but it was the dark scowl on Jesse’s face that said the most. Lynette held off until they made it to the airlock and the tube connecting their ships. Thankfully, Charisma’s crew handled most of the link-up chores, and with them the separation tasks that followed. Phoenix didn’t have to do anything but seal up behind her returning crew and be on her way.

      “From what we heard in the infirmary, that sounded like a shakedown by some dirty militia,” Chun spoke up once the airlock closed. “What did you get?”

      “About the same. Jesse, do you believe him?” asked Lynette.

      “There’s no good reason to beat the shit out of people during a boarding. Maybe if a fight breaks out during an arrest, but you only arrest for some other good reason,” said Jesse. “We know the boarding happened and we know when. That captain didn’t make up that whole story to cover up something about his own ship. It was the boarding team, and they’re dirty.”

      “Not every militia has the same standards. I’m not defending. Just saying,” said Elise.

      “It’s dirty by our standards,” said Lynette. “And now we’ve got to run through the same lane of traffic. Let’s get the crew together. I want everyone on the same page.”
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      “Oh, they’ll definitely hit us on our way in. Not a question.” Charlotte’s faintly French accent was common from the city of Ville-Marie, but her dry, matter-of-fact tones were the product of years of living far from home on southern Gabriel. Longevity treatments meant the slightly heavyset engineer’s middle-aged appearance belied her real age. “They are waiting for us.”

      Lynette folded her arms across her chest, leaning with her lower back against the small bar of the ship’s lounge. “It’s against their M.O. as far as we know it. I think there’s also some chance they might play nicer if they figure a yacht implies money and backing. They might not mess with us if they think there’s a chance of consequences later down the line.”

      “No. We’re eleven light minutes out? They have seen us meet up with their last victims and seen us depart. They know we know.” She dismissed the idea without disrespect. Charlotte may as well have been talking about faulty wiring—a matter of simple fact rather than opinion. “With a yacht and rich backers, we only stand a better chance of disappearing without a trace. I have seen this before. Even a yacht can always turn up on the black market with the money quietly returning to the authorities who ‘lost’ it.”

      The prediction sent a grim ripple through the lounge. Veronica propped herself up behind the bar at Lynette’s side. Jesse occupied one couch with Val Ordoñez, the ship’s dark-haired and petite gunner. Elise sat nearby, legs stretched out and crossed and her arms folded up pensively. Edgar and Reyna took up the other couch, with their fellow engineer still on watch. Jorge joined in the meeting from engineering via the monitor screen, just like Sanjay from the helm. Chun was the first to break the moment of silence with a grin. “Charlotte, you don’t seem bothered by that prospect.”

      “I am not. Beneath all the pretty surfaces, Phoenix is still built and wired for war. You are all recent combat veterans. Most of you are better trained and experienced than anyone on the other side. Maybe all of you.” She sipped her tea. “I’ve faced this sort of trash on civilian ships with civilian crews before. With you? I’ve never been safer.”

      “We’re hoping to avoid any confrontations at all,” noted Veronica.

      “Of course. As long as we don’t roll over, we’ll be fine. Captain,” Charlotte added, nodding in deference to Lynette.

      The redhead laughed silently at Charlotte’s closing note. She wasn’t the only one. “You want to add anything else? I called this meeting to hear how everyone feels before we go any farther. You’ve got the edge of experience over all of us.”

      “You also face the same risk,” added Elise. “This is only a trial run for only occasional jobs for you, and here you are.”

      “Unless you wanted to sign on full time,” mumbled Edgar Cervantes. The electrician turned his eyes to the overhead in only the slightest feigned innocence.

      “You are all such dears,” Charlotte chuckled. She thought a moment more. “I apologize if this is too blunt, but I should note it’s not just the ship and our cargo. You negotiated the end of the Debtor’s War, Lynette. The end of the fighting, anyway. That has value.”

      “Gunny Janeka did most of that, and then it got kicked upstairs,” Lynette corrected.

      “She’s got a point, though,” said Veronica. “You were the officer in charge. Your name is in that whole mix, even if it’s only a detail.”

      “It’s possible these militia won’t know or won’t care. If they’re on the ball, the fact is you are tied to the whole thing. Others have already faced assassins over it,” Charlotte added. “Your boyfriend killed the richest man in the galaxy. People are still mad. People with money and power.”

      Lynette took in a gravelly breath. Aside from Charlotte, everyone in the meeting was a part of that battle. Several were on the ground amid the shooting. Without thinking about it, Lynette noticed a different frown from Jesse than the rest.

      She wondered what Jesse knew.

      “Point taken,” Lynette sighed. “We all live with that. I doubt it’ll come up, but sure.”

      “Only one possible wrinkle among many,” said Charlotte. “As for what we know now, I would send off a packet drone with a message to the Guild in Archangel about what we have learned before we press on. We don’t want to look like a confrontation is premeditated, but in the aftermath, our foreknowledge will be relevant. Best to make it clear we were up front about things from the start if this becomes some diplomatic or legal mess.”

      “Fuck,” Sanjay groaned from the wall monitor. “You think it’ll be that big a deal?”

      “If this becomes anything worse than an exchange of harsh words? Sure. A petty and greedy outfit like this one on Independence will send someone to Archangel to raise a racket in hope of some cheap satisfaction.”

      “Way ahead of you on filing the hazard notice,” said Lynette. “I started writing it while you were all on your way here. Doesn’t have to be long. The captain from Charisma said he’ll do the same. I think the Guild and the foreign ministry will back us if things get messy, but that’s only a guess—and a question of how messy.”

      “What, like firing on a militia ship?” Reyna snorted.

      Rather than speaking, all eyes turned toward the ship’s gunner. Val almost managed an innocent look until the corners of her mouth cracked in a grin. “I’m not gonna say no.”

      “We don’t want that,” said Veronica.

      “No, we don’t,” Lynette agreed. “That’s why I called the meeting. Nobody warned us of a problem like this when we took the charter. It’s not just about the militia. It’s about our rep with the Guild and the company that hired us, and the whole situation between these two planets. We’re carrying medical gear and tissue stock, too, and we’ve got a deadline. Endeavor wouldn’t import this stuff if they could make it on their own.”

      “We can go around, right?” asked Sanjay. “The rules say we’ve gotta come in this way, but the rules don’t account for a dirty militia. What if we jump around and come in a different way? It’s space. We’ve got plenty of other directions.”

      “Then we’re breaking the law and the agreement between Endeavor and Independence, and we don’t know how that shakes out,” said Lynette. “We could to an in-system jump right past Independence, but that brings up the same problem. They’d all see us doing that, and then we’d have to explain why, and we probably wind up grounded on Endeavor and stuck with whatever penalties they decide. That also hits our reputation. Not a lot of people will stop to hear our side of the story before they hire some other ship instead.”

      “Turning around and going home is just as bad, too,” said Veronica. “Then we’re the ship that didn’t finish a job because someone told us the local militia was mean. A medical job at that.”

      “We’ve done some dangerous runs, but we knew the risks going in,” Lynette continued. “This is different. There are a lot of unknowns. And not everyone here is full-time, either. Some of us have had enough of a life of danger and I respect that. I wanted to know how everyone feels about how we play this before we go forward.”

      Her crew of friends looked at one another. She saw thoughtful looks. She saw shrugs. No one spoke until one of those part-timers who’d had her fill of danger broke the silence. “What, we’re not voting on this, are we? We’re not a pirate ship,” said Jesse.

      “No, but—” Lynette began.

      “It’s assholes with guns. I don’t care if they’ve got uniforms. They’re out here bullying and robbing people and we’re on a medical run. If they get in our way, we run them over.”

      Charlotte tilted her head toward Jesse. “What she said.”
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      “We’re still hoping to avoid a confrontation or a fight, right?” asked Veronica. Time and distance ticked down on the side display of the canopy screen. “We’ll have more options for avoiding any trouble on our way out than we have on our way in. If we get past this, we’re probably good.”

      “Yeah, probably.” Lynette sat in the captain’s chair, checking every system’s status and every crew update. Nothing had changed in the last ten minutes. Everyone was in vac suits, with helmets in reach and loose gear secured. All the changes were on the display screen and the astrogation holos as the militia corvette closed the distance to within light-seconds.

      They all knew the opposition’s specifications by now. The Tornado-class ships built by CDC were smaller than Archangel’s corvettes, with a shorter range and usually a crew of somewhere between ten and twelve. Many things like crew numbers could vary, but some things would hold close to manufacture—like the corvette’s top speed, power output, and armaments. Phoenix didn’t have missile tubes anymore and only had two laser turrets to the militia corvette’s four, but she held the edge on those other specs. Phoenix also hid Interceptor defense guns within the junction of her wings against the hull, which no Tornado corvette would enjoy.

      In a relatively close match like this, things always came down to the crew and circumstance. Lynette had plenty of faith in the former. The latter wasn’t exactly on their side when faced with a legitimate if dodgy militia.

      “There’s the signal.” Sanjay flipped the message to a video inset on the canopy screen with the volume on open speakers for all to hear.

      The man on the other side sat within the grey and sparse setting common to military vessels. A square jaw jutted out from under the mirrored visor of his helmet. His nametag read “Paxton” near the bottom of the screen. “Inbound vessel, this is the Independence militia starship Vigilance. Maintain your course for inspection and screening. We have your transponder codes and identification. Please respond and confirm.”

      “We’re close enough for only a couple seconds delay on visual comms. You still want full video?” asked Sanjay.

      “Sure, why not? We don’t want to make it weird,” said Lynette. Sanjay made a face at her. “Look, they’re the ones making it weird by acting all sketchy.” She hit the key to bring up a floating rectangular holo screen directly in front of herself. Cameras set in the bridge consoles would create the return image.

      “Hello,” Lynette began, smiling brightly. “This is the Phoenix, of the Archangel Independent Shipping Guild. I’m Captain Lynette Kelly, one N, two Ts. We’re on our way to Endeavor with a cargo of very expensive medical equipment and biological stores. Your system’s regulations say I have to declare any weapons systems on my ship, so, yes, we have some, and also some small arms on board.”

      Sanjay turned around and made another face at her. So did Veronica. Over the crew’s open channel, Val sent a single word through silent text: “Sweet.”

      “Phoenix, continue to the coordinates riding my signal and reduce speed to zero. Is your biological cargo under proper seals and controls?” Paxton asked with a frown.

      “Gosh, I hope so,” said Lynette.

      Paxton didn’t like that response, either. “You rendezvoused with another vessel on your way into the system. What was the purpose of that meeting?”

      “They requested medical aid.” Lynette dropped the excessive friendliness from her voice. “I guess a couple of their people fell down some stairs.”

      “Continue to those coordinates and stand by. Do not power up any additional systems. Vigilance out.” His signal cut off, leaving the holo screen blank until it vanished.

      “Take us in, Sanjay,” said Lynette. A second glance at the coordinates confirmed her initial guess: the position brought them near one of Independence’s moons. They would be within the outer reaches of the moon’s gravity well, making an FTL jump unsafe—at least, under the older civilian standards. Those rules were under steady revision after all the boundaries pushed and broken by the Debtor’s War and the conflict in Hashem. Phoenix could probably handle such a jump just fine, but not from a cold start.

      Vigilance closed in on the coordinates, too. No further instructions came. The corvette remained silent as Phoenix settled in. Seconds passed, stretching into a minute, then another. Lynette took a close scan for granted, but that alone didn’t explain the delay. Then Veronica spoke up from her station: “There it is. Another corvette just came around that side of the moon. Watch the curve on their course—yep, they’re coming to join us. Gallant,” she snorted at the listing on their screens. “Cute.”

      “Feel like that complicates the plan?” asked Sanjay.

      “We don’t have time to revise. Stick with what we’ve got. We’ll adjust,” said Lynette.

      They waited. Vigilance hovered in over Phoenix. Gallant closed within short range for their weapons and adopted a slow drift in a circle around the yacht.

      A signal tone began another contact with Vigilance. Paxton reappeared on another holo screen. “Phoenix, we will conduct a routine safety inspection and contraband check. Power down your engines and await link-up on your starboard side. We will extend grapples and a vestibule to your airlock.”

      “Ah, negative on the engine shutdown,” said Lynette. “We’ll hold still but we can’t do that.”

      “Why not?” Paxton scowled.

      “Problem with our main power drive. I’ve got a note from my chief engineer here. Says the farfegnugen actuator is in static polarity resonance.” It had the virtue of being true—at least in that she had a note on her screen from Charlotte with those words. Lynette shrugged. “If we turn the engines off, we’ll have to wait until it discharges before turning them back on, and then we’d miss our deadline on Endeavor. Sorry.”

      “Lady, you are not going anywhere until you comply with instructions and pass through our inspection.”

      “I know. It’s a real pickle.”

      “Pickle?” Sanjay murmured. Veronica threw a pen at him.

      Fuming, Paxton hit a couple of buttons outside the frame of his screen. “Stay in place. Do not move and do not activate any systems. If you deviate from instructions, we will open fire. Make sure your crew secures any and all small arms within sealed containers until instructed to provide them for inspection. Tell them all to keep their hands where they can be seen. You are required to meet the boarding team at the airlock personally, Captain.”

      Lynette looked up from his canceled holo screen with a smirk. “He said that like it’s bad.”

      “It isn’t normal. That should be my job,” said Veronica.

      “Yeah, but you’ve got this.” Lynette rose from her seat, scooping up her helmet. “XOs do all the real work, anyway.”

      Sanjay coughed. Veronica grabbed for her pen again, but she had already thrown it at him.
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      The airlock stood within into a comfortable passageway colored in warm but subdued reds, with holo art on the walls and a couple potted plants to add some extra life. Chun waited outside the inner airlock hatch with a dark apron over his vac suit. “Are you bouncing back and forth from the galley to this?” asked Lynette.

      “We didn’t say anything about changing the rest of the schedule,” he shrugged. “I’ve got stuff to do.”

      The monitor screen beside the airlock hatch blinked to life with the arrival of boarders. They wore grey helmets and piecemeal strap-on body armor pads and plates. The Archangel Navy eschewed such gear for its gaps in protection and awkward effects on movement, but it wasn’t exactly useless. They also carried weapons in hand rather than holstered or slung, from the pair with riot guns to the others already holding their pistols low but ready. Only one held a sniffer unit, with no other inspection gear in sight. Lynette let out a frustrated breath at that—and the number of boarders coming through the airlock. Either Vigilance sent over more than half of its crew, or the corvette carried a whole extra boarding team on top of the standard crew.

      “Not a good sign,” murmured Chun.

      “No, but they aren’t moving like they expect a fight. Stick to it,” said Lynette.

      A warning tone heralded the opening hatch. The names Crumpton and Baker marked the chest pieces of the first two through the door, while a man labeled Green came through at the center with apparent NCO’s stripes on his arms. More than one looked warily at Chun, who stood a head taller than most of them, and just as broad at the shoulders even without the armor. None of the eight men pointed their guns at Lynette or Chun. None offered a sign or hint of a disarming nature, either.

      “You the captain? How many people are on board?” asked Green.

      “Eleven,” said Lynette. She had already sent over the manifest, but questions like this were all part of an aggressive posture. The boarders were bound to say and ask things to trip them up.

      “Call everyone into your galley right now. Tell them to sit down with their hands where we can see them. No weapons, no tools, no active holos.”

      “I’ve got people on watch—”

      “Leave one in engineering and one on your bridge. With the two of you, that means I’ll see seven bodies when we get to that galley. Do it now.” The rest of the boarding party pushed through, filing out to either side of Lynette and Chun. Green stayed at the center with a couple of his guys at his sides.

      “Okay. Are we in trouble?” asked Lynette.

      “Do it now,” Green repeated.

      Lynette hit the holocom on her wrist. “All hands, you are instructed to assemble in the galley. No weapons, no tools, no active holos. Please keep your hands where they can be seen. Roldan and Salgado, remain on watch.” She killed the channel. “What’s the problem?”

      “Lady, we don’t have to answer your questions. You answer ours,” said Green, but he then answered without another thought. “You’re already out of compliance by refusing to shut down your engines and with all the evasive answers and disrespect. We can resolve all that and move on if you want to pay the fines here and now.”

      “I don’t—how much?” Lynette blinked.

      “Twenty-four hundred. So far.”

      “Um. I don’t have that.” She glanced to Chun in feigned surprise, but the math was obvious.

      “That’s too bad,” said Green. “Guess we move on with the whole inspection as planned. We need to pat you both down on a safety check. Turn around and place your hands behind your heads.”

      “But you have a sniffer,” noted Chun.

      “Do it now,” barked Crumpton.

      Lynette complied, prompting Chun to do the same. She felt a hand over hers at the back of her skull almost immediately, gloved fingers closing tightly to pull on her red hair along the way. Chun let out a grunt with another boarder giving him the same opening gambit. Two of the others stepped up to Chun’s either side, watching him warily.

      The pat-down she got was professional enough, or at least it was at first. It had only started when she heard a thump and a grunt from Chun. “That didn’t take long,” he grumbled, giving the code phrase to warn of a serious strike. He stood tall despite whatever it was, but the act mattered more than the impact.

      It was all enough for Lynette. “Hey! This isn’t right!”

      “Shut it, you’re not—” Green began. He never got the rest out. Chun’s elbow came down hard enough on the helmeted head to his right to send the man stumbling into the team leader.

      The rest of the crew heard her “go” phrase, too. Lynette knew everyone was listening over the intercom. As soon as Chun moved, she wrenched herself into a backward spin to trip up the man behind her, breaking his grip with her sudden ferocity. She slammed the next closest man in the jaw with a palm-heel strike. Rather than stopping there, she grabbed the nearest visible weapon and shoved it back against the man holding it.

      The downsides to a fight like this were all obvious: eight against two, cramped quarters, empty hands against men with armor and guns. At least one of them was bound to counter her offensive by tackling her against the bulkhead, which happened instantly. Yet the crowded space prevented the boarders from firing any of their weapons lest they hit their own side, and she had another advantage by the name of Chun.

      Body armor prevented Chun from delivering serious damage to vital points. It didn’t prevent him from wrapping one arm around the nearest boarder’s neck and grabbing him by the waist with his free hand. Twisting and lifting with a roar, Chun suddenly had a weapon to keep half the boarding team occupied all by himself.

      Lynette elbowed and kicked her way free. The man against her was no slouch, but she had all the training she needed—enough to go seamlessly from escaping one man to attacking the next with a sudden crouch and a low blow at the hip to drive him off balance. Popping right back up with a rough shove took him completely off his feet.

      She didn’t expect to knock anyone out with unarmed blows, especially given all the helmets and armor. They only wanted to keep the boarders tied up on their side of the airlock while a tremor ran through the deck. Even in the fight, Lynette could feel the thrusters coming to life. The other goal was simple survival, something made easier thanks to the baton Val hid in one of the potted plants. Ordinary metal without power or chemicals didn’t show up on a sniffer scan. Lynette filled her hand with the weapon and swung it against Green, spraying fertilizer across his helmet as she clocked him.

      Chun did her one better: he scooped up the whole pot with one hand and slammed it into the next nearest target.

      High energy and smart fighting could carry them only so far. Two of the men finally got wise and tackled Chun together. Lynette got in another hit with her baton before she turned and found a pistol pointed her way, out of reach but close enough to aim directly at her face. Baker didn’t look interested in giving a warning before he fired.

      White light flashed behind him with a sharp electric buzz before he pulled the trigger. Baker went down with another such flash taking out the man next to him. Jesse marched past the pair with a stunner in each hand, absently holding out the one in her left toward Lynette while the gun in her right hummed through its recharge. Similar action took place on the other side of the scrum with the arrival of Cervantes and his own set of stunners.

      Lynette kept her focus despite the shift in fortunes. Green was still in front of her. He still had a pistol in hand, and she still had a baton. Her weapon came up first. The blast of his laser barely missed her to draw a black line in the bulkhead. Lynette’s upward swing caught him squarely in the bottom of his helmet. She followed his backward stagger with a roundhouse kick to center mass, knocking him on his back inside the airlock vestibule.

      Jesse stepped between them and finished the fight with another electric blast from her stunner. Green convulsed once on the deck and then laid still. “It’s a lot easier with these,” said Jesse, holding out the other one to Lynette again.

      “Yeah, I know,” Lynette fumed. “We couldn’t hide them from the sniffers—!”

      “Shit! Oof!” blurted another of the boarders. A heavy thud preceded another less intelligible cry from the man before he flew past the two women. He landed in an ugly sprawl partly on top of Green. Jesse checked the recharge on the stunner in her left hand and blasted him before holding it out to Lynette a final time.

      Chun huffed and leaned against the bulkhead, bruised and exhausted but looking better than the boarding party now laid out all around them. “Are we good? Are we moving?”

      “Yes.” Elise came up behind them with a medical kit in one hand and a plasma cutter in the other. “We’re moving. The others are on it. Is anyone hurt or dying, or can we throw this trash back into the vestibule?”

      “Start hauling trash.” Lynette already bent into the work. “Keep their guns.”

      “Is that on principle, or are we selling them for petty cash?” asked Jesse.

      “Little of column A, little of column B.”
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      “Phoenix, stand down! Halt at once or we will open fire!”

      “They really think we’re gonna take off like this and then stop when they yell at us?” Sanjay cranked the controls to reverse the yacht’s roll, dragging Vigilance along at their side despite verbal and physical protests. Even at full blast, the corvette’s maneuvering jets couldn’t overcome main thruster power from Phoenix. Turning on Vigilance’s own thrusters would only accelerate their forward movement. It wasn’t like the pair of extended grapples and the airlock vestibule could hold the vessel to a fixed point in space.

      Veronica was of a similar mindset. The communications link with Vigilance only held on because she hadn’t spared a second to turn it off. She cast a sidelong glance at the holo screen of Paxton and his mirrored visor. “I dunno what you’re gonna do about it with most of your crew over here on my ship gettin’ their asses beat.”

      “Motherfuckers,” Paxton spat. He killed the channel himself.

      “Engineering, how are we doing?” Veronica called on the open internal channel.

      “We’re good! Revving up toward max without any problems,” reported Jorge. “All that drag and fluctuation is coming from Vigilance. Our systems are good.”

      Though she paid attention to every word, her eyes were on the tactical screens. Gallant came in close behind them, flying easily without the burden of an unwilling wingman. She wasn’t just at close range now. The corvette would be near enough to make out with the naked eye. “Sanjay,” Veronica warned.

      “I see them. Only thing I’m really watching.” It made sense. They had nothing but open space ahead. Sanjay countered Phoenix’s spin for only an instant, then continued on rather than going full reverse as he had before. His instincts proved prescient as a red beam from Gallant shot past their ship.

      “Val—!”

      Phoenix returned fire as the name left Veronica’s mouth. The blast from their dorsal turret struck the end of Gallant’s bulky port side “wing.” Gas and debris exploded as one of the corvette’s missiles detonated inside a launch tube. Gallant tumbled sharply off its course, trailing smoke and broken metal.

      Veronica sighed. “Dammit, Val, I was gonna say give them a warning.”

      “I did give them a warning!” came the gunner’s voice over the intercom. “I warned ‘em their corvettes are trash and they can’t stand up to a decent hit. It’s fine.”

      “It’s not fine,” Veronica grumbled under her breath. “We’re shooting at a system militia. It’s not fine.” Her eyes flicked to the internal battle on one of her solid screens. The overhead view of the airlock passageway showed that matter was mostly settled. Only a couple armor-clad boarders remained on the deck. “Lyn, how we doing?” she asked.

      “Everyone’s got their magnets working and there’s enough metal in the vestibule to hold on,” Lynette called out. She hefted a boarder by the shoulders while Elise grabbed the man’s feet. The pair disappeared through the airlock while Chun slipped inside again to grab the last guy.

      Veronica hit the communications link again. She didn’t get a pingback from Vigilance, much less a visual of Paxton, but she didn’t necessarily need either. “Vigilance, this is Phoenix. Your guys are all inside your boarding vestibule and secured by their suit magnets. You can let go and take care of them or we can keep doing this. Your call.”

      She waited. A control board indicator assured her the outer airlock hatch was now sealed, and with that she saw Elise, Lynette, and Chun emerge from the inner hatch to close up the rest. Jesse was already returning to the bridge. Everyone was back on board. Phoenix was buttoned up. Vigilance hung on.

      “Alright, Val,” Veronica grumbled.

      Panels opened up along the starboard curved, swept-back wing, revealing one of the yacht’s Interceptor defense turrets. The gun was never meant to tilt in close enough to attack a side-by-side target, but a direct hit would overdo this job, anyway. Phoenix’s wing structure also gave the boarding vestibule a little protection. Even so, this was a dicey proposition, but Veronica was in no mood to play.

      A single shell burst from the Interceptor, flying over Vigilance to explode past the corvette’s aft flank so fast the detonations seemed practically simultaneous. The blast shook both vessels, but Vigilance got all the real shrapnel and punishment. Shredded metal tore through her thruster housing and starboard wing. Even the corvette’s electrostatic reinforcement fields couldn’t hold the hull together completely against such a close blast.

      A distinctly different jolt ran through Phoenix only a second later. Indicators flashed with the release of the boarding grapples and the vestibule seals. Vigilance pulled away, freeing Phoenix to accelerate without drag or disruption.

      “Good call,” said Veronica. “Maybe don’t fish for bribes or assault people next time.” She hit the kill switch in time to hear the bridge hatch close behind her. “Hey.”

      “We’re away?” Lynette huffed. Blood only trickled from her nose now, which marked a quick improvement from a minute ago. Her eyes darted over the tactical screen and astrogation holos. “Did we blow anyone up?”

      “Not completely,” said Veronica.

      “It’s fine! It was just a wing!” came Val’s voice. “Nobody sits in the wings on those things. Nobody died. Jeez.”

      “Looks like they’re okay on the rear-view, same as the other guys,” said Sanjay. “What about our side? Everyone alright?”

      Lynette’s eyes flashed to Veronica, who only shrugged. The captain’s shoulders fell with relief. “Nobody died,” she exhaled. “Nobody died.”
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      Her second report to the Guild came together without too much work. She limited it to the headline facts of the incident and the casualties. They had video of their fight and everything that prompted it. They had good legal and diplomatic support through the Guild. Whatever the tensions were in this system between Endeavor and Independence, Lynette doubted it would lead to any arrests or other aggression at their destination. Endeavor didn’t want trouble with Archangel, and damaging two of their hostile neighbor’s ships probably improved Endeavor’s defense situation in the short term.

      She wrapped up the last couple of sentences and sat back in her desk chair. Her bed was only a couple steps away. She wanted to go to sleep. Instead, she hauled herself out of the desk chair and out her cabin door. They still had a cargo to deliver and an awkward story to tell.

      Outside, Lynette noticed a petite form turning the passageway corridor. “Jesse? Hold up.”

      “Yeah?” Jesse turned around with a curious look. She had come through the fight without even getting her hair messed up. “You okay?”

      “Just a little bruising. I’ll manage. Glad you were here with us today. I know you didn’t sign up for more fighting, but you didn’t blink once in all this. Thanks.”

      “I might not go looking for trouble, but I’m not gonna run and hide from it, either. Not when it’s some bullshit like this. We’re good.”

      “I wanted to ask you about something else.” Lynette looked both ways down the passageway and stepped in closer. Her voice fell. Videos of airlock brawls aside, Phoenix wasn’t set up with constant internal monitoring. She only worried about some passerby overhearing. “You made a face earlier when Charlotte brought up Anton Brekhov.”

      Jesse’s brow knit warily. “Yeah?”

      “Did Tanner ever say anything to you about all that?”

      “No. Which is how I know not to talk about it,” said Jesse. Lynette nodded. Then Jesse said, “And it’s how I know better.”

      Lynette’s eyebrow rose. “You were his best friend on Los Angeles and Beowulf. He says most of the time, you were the only real friend in sight. He also says you carried him through the whole war.”

      “Hah! Good. I did.” Her smile turned smug. Lynette waited, knowing Jesse hadn’t forgotten the issue. “It doesn’t matter so much to me. Not nearly as much as it would matter to lots and lots of other people. And I know what a difference it made at the end there with you negotiating and then the occupation and the pullout.” Jesse shrugged. “You’re probably the only person who knows better than me not to buy all the hype about Tanner Malone. But I don’t have to tell anyone that part. It’s fine.”

      “Thanks,” said Lynette. She tilted her head back. “I’ve got a landing to run.”

      “Cool. I’m getting a drink.” Jesse walked on, seeming unbothered.

      Lynette stopped. “Hey, did you just imply my guy is all hype?”

      “I don’t know. Does it impact my paycheck?”
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      “Per Union law and Fleet orders, all alien artifacts and technology acquired from the Minos Incident were provided to the Fleet Task Force for evaluation. Numerous artifacts remain in Fleet custody, with others remanded to Fremantle University’s Department of Xenoarchaeology. While the university has released an inventory and basic images, full analysis has not been provided or independently verified.”

      

      --Lai Wa Internal Security, December 2280

      

      “This is highly sensitive information here. Epsilon security clearance. We shouldn’t even talk about it. Do you have your ID? How do I know you’re really you?”

      Looming over Tanner’s workstation and backlit by the hallway, Kim stared down at him until her eyes rolled up and back. “You’re doing data entry again?”

      “I’m doing data entry verification, thank you,” he corrected.

      “You need the lab hours to fill out your course credit,” said Nigel from across the classroom-sized lab.  At the center of his tall table of scanners and instruments sat an ancient, intact, and entirely empty Minoan pot, or vase, or amphora, depending on who in the xenoarchaeology lab most recently labeled it. As the only other occupant of the lab until Kim’s arrival, Nigel was free to enjoy the steady bump of club music from his holocom while he and Tanner worked. “Sorry it’s not more exciting.”

      “Did I say I wasn’t excited?” asked Tanner. “I’m working with alien artifacts here. Exclusive discoveries from an expedition only months old. None of us are running or screaming. There’s nobody stabbing me. There’s no fire. I’m good. This is ideal.”

      “Speaking of fires, how have things been with your kids?” asked Kim.

      “They’re not kids, they’re university freshmen, thank you. I’m only a few years older than they are. And we haven’t had a dorm room fire in… what day is it?”

      “The twentieth.”

      “No, I mean what day of the week,” said Tanner.

      Kim rolled her eyes harder and let out a sympathetic groan. Jet-black hair whirled in her wake as she left Tanner’s front desk spot to find her own workspace, leaving him to the ongoing labor of post-field school documentation.

      Dimension details. Mass details. Molecular composition analysis. Tanner swiped through the floating holographic screens with little more than a cursory glance. He could trust the computer to get all of that correct. Other data entry needed verification and editing from a human eye, particularly from someone who knew the context firsthand.

      Discovery details. He paused his stroll through spreadsheets and sub-headings to activate the expansion tab. More data fields appeared, this time with pictures of the dig site and much closer pictures of the spot where the artifact was found—in this case, a potsherd discovered near the wall of the ancient ramp into the dig site. Summary text appeared in a column alongside the line-item details and data, describing the excavation, examination, and custody chains.

      Unlike the straightforward numbers and facts, the text left Tanner cringing. He expected this. After manually writing up the first half dozen or so similar potsherds and fragments, somebody in the field school figured the computer could generate the rest of the text and adjust for the differences in artifact details on its own.

      Somebody. Naomi didn’t want any fingers pointed. She just wanted the job done. Tanner dutifully shut up and didn’t point his finger at Emma. She’d had a rough enough time on the whole trip, anyway. They all had. Tanner wasn’t lying about his preference for lab work over stabbing and screaming.

      “…light remodel a few years ago, but we’re hoping for something more thorough soon,” said a woman’s voice drifting in from the hallway. Accompanying the voice, Tanner heard the echo of heels and duller footwear. The odd note took Tanner’s mind back to Ascension Hall and its blend of “four parts ceremony, one part security” as the honor guard officers said in private—whenever they emphasized that last fifth of the job. Keep your uniform perfect, never break character for anything short of an emergency, and stay alert at all times, they said.

      He sat up straighter. He curled and relaxed his toes to help circulation in tight dress shoes he no longer wore. His feet and back felt instantly grateful for whatever luck put him in this chair instead of being on his feet for hours at a time—and then, as soon as his brain processed any of it, he felt silly. Christ, do I have post-traumatic stress from that shit, too?

      Tanner rolled his shoulders, forcing himself to relax and listen to Nigel’s music. He liked the whole playlist so far. He was on lab hours, not on watch. His eyes fell to his holo screens.

      “Do you have lectures up here, too? Or is this mostly lab space?” asked a man in the hall.

      “Mostly labs and faculty offices on this floor,” said the approaching tour guide. “Lectures tend to wind up in the neighboring buildings for—oh, we can see one of the labs in use.” Her pale brunette face leaned forward as if to look first before disturbing anyone. Everything else about her said she’s already made that decision. Doctor Eaton had that right as the department vice-chair… or at least, she had that authority. “Hello? Sorry to interrupt. Oh, hi,” she blinked in recognition of Tanner, but lost only a beat. “Hosting some visitors.”

      “No problem, Dr. Eaton. Come in,” Kim answered from a table behind Tanner’s desk. Nigel took the cue to turn his music off.

      Much like her first look around the corner, Eaton moved with the presumption of welcome before hearing it. Her tour party followed, less than a handful in all. Tanner glanced up to semi-casual clothes and a mix of Caucasian and East Asian faces. The single woman among the visitors stood out mostly for her white ensemble and her hairstyle short enough to put a little edge in her image.

      “This is Kim Choi, one of our graduate students,” Eaton said to her guests, and then turned to Kim. “This is Doctor Zhen and Professors Bai, Avilov, and Segert. They’re here from the Zorya Exploratory Institute. They’re with the colony’s college development committee. I wanted to show them around. We won’t be long.”

      “Sure. Take your time,” said Kim.

      Tanner looked down to his work again, having been left out of the conversation and seeing no reason he shouldn’t be. He was still technically a freshman himself, and not someone the tour group came to see. The Zorya system marked a Union frontier border, reaching well away from Fremantle and also from known alien territories. Tanner barely knew anything about it except its general placement on a star chart and that the colony was only a few years older than he was. Apparently, that made it old enough to start thinking about building a university.

      Setting aside his default state of curiosity, Tanner blocked out the pleasantries and further introductions. The visitors could recognize and speak to him or not and that was fine. The log entries needed correction. He selected text and began revising.

      Conversation continued behind him, drifting in and out of his ear.

      “…no artifacts or signs of alien civilization in Zorya yet, but the neighboring systems are little explored... never know, haha…”

      “…a table is a table, but we keep our instruments state of the art…”

      “…first stop after a field school?”

      “Minos expedition, how interesting…”

      “That’s our vault over there.”

      Fucking Christ, lady, you don’t have to point that out, Tanner silently seethed at Eaton. He turned to look over his shoulder as she blithely continued. Her hand dropped from a gesture at the ordinary storage closet door built as a simple disguise for the legitimate vault just centimeters behind it. Tanner held his poker face and reminded himself this wasn’t a security facility or a naval ship. Kim seemed to pay the revelation no mind. Nigel kept working on his scans. Tanner saw nothing but casual attention and pleasant expressions from the visitors, too…

      …the fit, able-bodied, youthful professors, all with short hairstyles and conservative clothes. Sensible shoes, too—no. Better than sensible. Quiet, dark, suitable for running. Even Doctor Zhen, the pretty woman in the striking white blazer and slacks wore shoes with full coverage and flat soles. Only Eaton had heels.

      None of them slouched. None of them leaned. None of them left their hands in their pockets.

      He wouldn’t have thought anything of it if not for the reminders of Ascension Hall and all the lessons from the security detail—and Master at Arms school, and the counterintelligence shop on Beowulf, and Vanessa.

      Motherfucker. Come on, Tanner groaned inwardly but hid it while he looked the visitors over for their accessories. Holocoms came in every size and shape of jewelry along with the sturdier wrist-worn models, to say nothing of other electronic devices disguised as buttons or zippers. He had seen journalists wear their own lighting and sound rigs within perfectly normal clothes.

      It could be nothing. It’s probably nothing. If they were here for me, they’d have already gone for the kill while my back was turned. They can’t be here for the lab or the vault, either. We gave all the weapons and Sentinels and all the good shit to the Fleet. There’s nothing shady going on here…

      …except for how people might not believe that. You didn’t believe everything was all good and legal at Uriel Shipyards when you put on a disguise and snuck in—all on your own, with no back-up and no support besides a spy who told you how to do exactly this shit right here.

      “…long days or late nights with the end of the semester?” asked Dr. Zhen.

      “No, not really. We feel some pressure to publish soon, but it’s not a crunch,” said Kim.

      “Do you mind if I take some pictures?” asked Professor Segert, already raising his wrist and the holocom it bore—the solid, black, extra-capacity holocom.

      “Hm? That shouldn’t—ah, your pottery there isn’t a sensitive subject, is it?” Eaton half-joked to Nigel. “We’ve released pictures and video already, haven’t we? I don’t see a problem with a little photography. Go ahead.”

      Oh, come on! Tanner screamed and mindfully turned in his chair again to put his back to Segert’s holocom and its scanners. He took for granted that these people recognized him, but they didn’t need to see or record the expression on his face.

      “This will be great for estimating our needs and putting together our department pitch,” Segert explained. He turned in place for a full panoramic view.

      Don’t say anything. Don’t let on. Eaton won’t believe you without real evidence. She’ll think you’re ridiculous. Kim and Nigel probably will believe you and they’ll freak out.

      It’s not real modern alien tech. We’ve got a few bits of broken crystal devices and some of the advanced matrix stuff, but it’s not serious. The rest is all ancient pottery and tools and some fabric remnants. They probably aren’t spies. Even if they are, this is not a serious target. It’s fine. Kinda silly, really. So what if they are spies? Joke’s on them.

      “Pardon me, are you Tanner Malone?” asked Professor Bai.

      He put on a friendly face and looked up from his desk. “Legally, I suppose.”

      “It’s a thrill to meet you,” said Bai. Conversation fell off in the rest of the room as the others looked on. “We’ve heard of the tremendous impact you had on the Minos Incident.”

      “And the Debtor’s War,” said Zhen, her voice flatter than her colleague’s.

      “It’s fortunate you were there.” Bai held out his hand. Tanner took it, accepting the gesture as it was offered… and then noted the testing strength of Bai’s grip.

      Aw buddy, Tanner groaned inwardly. He didn’t try to match. Brawn was never his thing, and he hated this stupid game. His feelings about the visiting crew shifted once again.

      “It was a hell of a thing,” said Professor Avilov. “Can’t really plan for ancient aliens, right?”

      “Apparently we have to try from now on,” Eaton quipped, drawing a few laughs from her visitors—and sending awkward glances from student to student.

      “It’s true,” Bai agreed. “The Minos Incident revealed so much about the galaxy’s history that we never guessed. More questions than answers, of course, but at least we have those questions now. Anyway, Tanner, it’s striking to see you at a laboratory desk after all that. But I suppose you are as much a part of the expedition as the others here. What are you working on?”

      “Just data entry. Reviewing the documentation for the finds we brought back, same as after any field school. It’s the dry stuff.”

      “That must be a big switch after all you’ve been through,” Avilov chuckled. He was bigger than the rest, bald and square-jawed. Even the smile fit right in with so many others Tanner had seen on other guys with the same build. The business casual look barely set him apart from the rest. “How’s it coming? Long hours?”

      “It’s coursework. None of it is going anywhere.”

      “Tanner actually took on a position as a resident advisor in one of the freshman dormitories,” Eaton chimed in. She wasn’t the only instructor to eagerly share that detail, especially in the xenoarch department. It humanized him. Some people needed that—particularly the instructors who kept bringing it up.

      “Resident advisor?” Avilov blinked, grinning. Bai seemed pleased as well. “You really are immersing yourself in the college life, aren’t you?”

      “This sort of thing has been my goal for a long time,” Tanner answered. “I like it better than all the nonsense that winds up in the news. I’m not looking for trouble.”

      Dr. Zhen’s thin smile carried into her voice. “Good.”

      Oh, you fucking… Tanner kept it in. He felt tired, and let it show in the smile he dutifully wore for the department vice-chair, and for his friends, and for the presumption of innocence. He didn’t call anyone out. He let the moment pass. Eaton wrapped up the visit with polite farewells and led the tour group on their way.

      Everyone left smiling.

      Tanner watched their strides, their postures, and how their arms hung as they walked. He saw no bulges or weight pulling their clothes to one side or the other, but the absence confirmed nothing. His eyes stayed on them until they were out of sight.

      Ancient pottery, mostly broken. Some bits of crystal and metallurgy. Ancient scraps of fabric. It’s not a big deal. It’s no military secret.

      …and no, you fuckers can’t have a goddamn bit of it.
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      Tanner hid his concerns and his resultant foul mood through the rest of his lab hours, but he practically stomped home to the dorm. It was just as well that Fremantle’s culture wasn’t much for strangers greeting one another in passing. Nobody would’ve wanted to engage with the dark mood on his face.

      Assholes won’t hit until tonight at the earliest, Tanner reasoned. The whole point of recon like that would be to get a firsthand look around, figure out what gear they need to beat security, and adjust plans. That takes time. Hours at least, maybe a whole day?

      They’ll want to hit when the building is as empty as possible, anyway. Dead of night would be the obvious choice… except they asked about us working long hours more than once. So, maybe not that late? Why not middle of the night, though?

      The campus isn’t closed overnight. Anyone can get in and out if they don’t make a scene. They can slip in by truck or car. Air transport would stick out. Too flashy, too easy for the city Traffic Authority to notice and get curious. They didn’t see inside the vault, so they don’t know what they’ll be stealing yet. They’ve gotta be here on speculation. Truck, then? In and out quietly, then off-world with no one the wiser? First flight out in the morning?

      Goddammit, they’re gonna hit tonight. Late, but still tonight.

      Feet moving on autopilot carried him through the lobby and past the dormitory’s community room, past an argument between friends and someone reprogramming the hallway bulletin board to end each announcement with a quote from Karl Marx. The elevator stank of someone’s spilled beer from last night. The smell had been there this morning, too.

      Parties. Right. He got off on his floor and went straight to the rec room. Thankfully, he found exactly who he hoped would be there, one already back in pajamas after a hard day of one whole class and the other in a sleeveless tee to show off his muscles.

      “That’s not how it works,” said Analu. He waved at the table with his paddle. “This is ping-pong. You’re talking about a tennis rule.”

      Robbie countered with the same motion on the opposite side of the table. “They’re literally the same game.”

      Tanner glanced around the room to make sure he wouldn’t regret opening his mouth. Only one other resident shared the space: Rhea, petite and Black and watching with bemusement while something warmed up in the accelerator on the counter. That implied bad things about the accelerator in her dorm room. Tanner preempted her before she could tell him about her latest broken appliance: “Is it just us in here?”

      The guys kept arguing loudly. Rhea shrugged. “Yeah.”

      The argument stopped when Tanner tapped the controls to shut the door behind him and turn on the noise baffles. By now, the residents understood that much of Tanner’s media reputation was propaganda and bullshit—meaning they also didn’t normally see him so serious.

      “I need to know what parties are happening tonight and who’s going,” said Tanner.

      A crossfire of hesitant glances filled the room. “Parties?” asked Analu.

      “What kind of parties?” asked Rhea.

      “Not like a few people with booze in their rooms,” said Tanner. “It’s Friday. What are the good parties and where are they?”

      “Tanner,” Robbie began awkwardly, “we know you’re cool, right? And the university settled down about you after Minos, and I know you’ve been invited to stuff, but…” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I mean, I don’t want to be an exclusive asshole…”

      “Oh my god, just invite him,” said Rhea.

      “Why don’t you invite him to your thing?” Robbie countered. Analu elbowed him to shut him up, but it was already too late.

      Rhea glared and replied through gritted teeth, “I’m not going to a thing.”

      “I’m not looking to bust anyone,” said Tanner. “I’m not looking for an invitation. Okay, I am, but I’m not gonna take it up. I need to deal with something ridiculous tonight and it needs to look like I’m someplace else when it happens.”

      “You mean an alibi?” asked Rhea.

      He frowned. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. “I’m not sure if that word only applies in a strictly legal sense, but if things get to that point, maybe?”

      “Oh shit, is it more hitmen?” asked Analu.

      “No. They’re not hitmen,” Tanner answered too quickly, and then realized he needed to own it. “I think some spy jerks are going to rob the xenoarchaeology lab tonight. They came in as a tour group to case the lab. We dealt with too much bullshit to let them take our alien pottery.”

      “Why don’t you tell campus safety?” wondered Robbie.

      Rhea threw a balled-up napkin at him. “Come on, man.”

      “I don’t have enough to bring to campus safety. These jerks wouldn’t try this shit if they didn’t already have a way around or through safety, anyway. They also may realize I’m onto them and might keep tabs on me, which is why I need to fake them out with some false party bullshit. Also, there may be no such plan at all and I might be paranoid.”

      “But you’re not, are you?” asked Rhea.

      “No. They’re gonna break into the xenoarchaeology lab. They’ll be real disappointed by what we’ve actually got, too, but that doesn’t mean I’ll let it happen.”

      “So, what are you going to do?” asked Analu.

      “I’m gonna wait for them to move and then I’m going to stomp all over them.”

      “How dangerous is this?” Robbie wondered. “Will they be armed?”

      “It’s at least a little dangerous. I don’t know,” Tanner sighed. “Believe it or not, sometimes people like this do the math and realize guns are more trouble than they’re worth. Others bring a whole armory. I don’t think these are the guns-blazing type, but I don’t know. I don’t want to escalate to that if I don’t have to. I’m not looking to kill over some old pottery, even if it is alien stuff. Besides, the second anyone dies over this, it’s a whole different mess.”

      “Hey,” spoke up a raspy, tired voice from the other end of the room. A mop of dark, curly hair appeared as Chet rose from his nap on the couch facing the far wall. “Do you need some help?”

      Tanner looked to the others. “Chet was there this whole time? I asked if we’re alone and told you all this stuff and Chet was right there.”

      “We don’t do this whole espionage thing, either,” said Rhea.

      “No, I’m just pointing out how I’m not that slick myself,” Tanner sighed. “Yes. Yes, I could really use some help. I need people to cover for me with a party or Friday night plans and I need it to look real. I need a stunner or a blinder or some other weapon that isn’t going to kill outright, because I don’t want to wind up in court for the next six months. And I need to know if anyone on our floor knows how to break into buildings on campus, and it all has to stay quiet.”

      “I’ve got you,” said Rhea. She left her food in the accelerator and walked out.

      “Hey, if Lisa’s here, can you tell her I need to talk to her, too?” Tanner asked as she left.

      “Sure,” she called back.

      “I might be able to help with the non-lethal stuff,” mumbled Chet. “When I wake up.”

      “Arthur,” said Analu. “I think Arthur might know something about building security.”

      “Arthur, who keeps taking lab samples home to work on in his room. Right,” said Tanner.

      “Is there anything I can do?” asked Robbie.

      Tanner almost answered too soon, given Robbie’s muscles and eagerness. Then he considered the potential for things to get ugly… and then reconsidered Robbie’s team shirt. “You think you could pull in a few more guys from the rugby team?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Their timing had to be tight: late enough to find the academic portions of the campus deserted, but not so late as to make a hauler completely out of place. A late pick-up could be a little lost, or on its way off campus again, or—in keeping with their cover story—scheduled to allow hauling out of the natural history museum without disruption of student traffic.

      On such an open campus as this university, they only needed a cover story if they ran into an unforeseen encounter with faculty or campus safety. Better to avoid such encounters at all.

      “Jairo, slow down,” Semyon spoke up from the back seats of the hauler’s cab. The team’s bald and sturdy computer expert held a simple folding matte black screen on his knees to eliminate the transparent glare of his holo screens. “Safety patrol going by.”

      “How many?” asked Min as the driver beside her heeded the warning. She wore an ordinary professional mover’s jumpsuit and ballcap like the rest of the team, navy blue for the sake of stealth but otherwise utterly normal.

      “Only a pair. Looks more like a chat than a patrol.” Semyon ran his fingers over his screens to check his other drones, all carefully positioned several klicks up and stealthed to avoid detection. He had the full campus and the surrounding grounds and neighborhoods under steady view, but only needed to worry about a few actively-tracked targets. “The rest are all at least a kilometer away and none coming this direction.”

      “Not much other movement.” Daniel was stuck in the middle seat, which let him look over Semyon’s shoulder. “Mostly by student housing over on the edge of this area.”

      “We knew this would not be an especially hard target,” said Min. “Our recon proved it.”

      “Except for the one other problem,” murmured Hua. He filled out the back bench with his eyes turned to the darkened lanes outside.

      Min took the reminder with a half-grin. “Semyon? Any movement there?”

      Frowning, Semyon rearranged his screens and glanced down his feed of semi-public chatter and pictures. “Still the same. Not everyone is happy about him being at that party, and… heh. Hah!” His expression reversed with laughter. “He left with a girl. She’s dating someone else, and she’s younger. I think he bought himself a new scandal.”

      “Oh, but the poor boy has been so lonely,” Min countered without sympathy. “Why not take whatever comfort he can? The profile we got on him was correct. You could see it in his eyes. He wants to be like all the other mundanes. Boring and safe.”

      “I still don’t think it was smart to challenge him,” grumbled Hua.

      “I did not,” said Min.

      Hua gave her a skeptical look. She shrugged it off. “Are we clear?”

      Semyon flipped his screens again. “They’re a block past now. Let’s do it.”

      The fifth member of the team drove the hauler through largely darkened university streets with pride at the engines rendered quiet thanks to his modifications. Jairo couldn’t enhance the ordinary rental hauler far past its factory performance, but his work brought everything to peak efficiency. Most importantly, he dampened the noise. Anything to make the vehicle less obtrusive helped at this hour.

      Sidewalks, grassy lanes, and trees lined three sides of the target site, with the front spreading out into a slightly wider lawn. The back of the building shared an alley with a nearly identical building from another department—and, unfortunately, security gates at either end. Jairo could only pull up close to one gate on the side of the building. He’d have to leave the gate to his teammates.

      “Try not to keep me waiting.” Jairo flipped his dashboard screens to Semyon’s feed from the drones overhead, taking up the getaway driver’s usual secondary duty of external surveillance. “Might be quiet, but I don’t like hanging around out here like this.”

      Daniel twisted around to pull an expertly-packed bundle of straps and rods from behind his seat. “Same here. I’d rather have you at the loading dock than haul everything out onto the street. Assuming there is much to haul.”

      “We’ll find out. You sure you’ve got both lifter belts?” asked Hua.

      “I’m good. Coming right behind you,” said Daniel.

      “Then let’s go.” Min rolled out of the passenger seat and down onto the pavement with no further signal. Her team didn’t need code words. Hua was on his feet beside her before she took her first step. The pair fought off the instinct to crouch and dash through the night in favor of a calm stride. A natural gait was less likely to catch the attention of an overlooked camera or an unexpected witness.

      No lights came on as they climbed the handful of steps to the side entrance. A tiny red light at the door handle denied casual entry. Hua had to handle the doors one at a time. Their recon had identified a central, unified security system, but with physical locks independent of the network. Semyon followed along with Daniel, serving only as an extra pair of eyes until he could get to a network console.

      Hua carried a bumper unit and other tools on his belt mostly to deal with the vault they had not yet actually seen. The exterior door lock fell to subtler gear. Holding his palm-sized mimic pad to the door, Hua needed only a few seconds to identify and duplicate each signal inside the control’s housing. Another breath passed before he subverted the signal code. Setting the mimic pad to adhere to the main lock housing, Hua provided an unbroken signal that kept the system’s alarms from activating. He slowly and gently opened the door only a crack.

      With his hands occupied, the next step fell to Min. She inserted a pair of thumb-sized capsules to the crack in the door and held them in place, injecting a thin white cloud of sensor-muffling gas. The rest of her team waited as the fog spread and gave them the necessary edge against the building’s internal sensors. The cloud would only cover the run of hallway ahead, but they had other options for the rest.

      Slow, deliberate steps took the quartet inside. No one spoke. Even with the spoofing effects of the gas, no one wanted to set off a surprise sensor or microphone. Falling to carelessness with an outdated and underfunded system like this would be embarrassing to say the least.

      Careful review of their recon video gave them the shortest path to the most accessible console for Semyon’s needs. Department and faculty offices sat behind closed and locked doors, but a reception desk awaited out in the open on the second floor. It even offered a balcony view of the main lobby. Such open space would require considerably more spoofer fog than the hallways, but thankfully their recon had assured them of few sensors. Some budget-minded soul years ago had decided to cover only the entrances and doors and skimp on the rest.

      Min led the way. Semyon slid in behind the desk, draped a dark cloth over the monitor screen to cut down on light, and got to work. The rest waited.

      “We’re clear,” he announced. “Hell, I think they even forgot to turn on the sonic sensors when they locked up. Soft target after all. Give me a chance to cover my tracks in the network and I’ll get the gate open. You’ve got a clear path to the lab and the vault now.”

      “Can you access the academic system? I don’t want to leave without the files, too,” said Min.

      “Come on. Who are you talking to?” Semyon grinned.

      The other three split off, hustling down the hall now that they could move freely. Semyon put his agenda off for one more moment, opting instead to produce his simple black matte board and check the drones. The overhead views tracked fewer targets now. The hauler appeared in a red highlight at the side of the building. Freshly reassured, Semyon turned his attention back to the desktop system—and hesitated when the shadows shifted along the far wall.

      He stood and turned in place, scanning the area. Finding nothing, he cast his gaze over the balcony to the lobby. The space was unfamiliar, the situation tense, making normal things easy to misinterpret. He needed to be vigilant. He didn’t need to jump at every literal shadow. Watching and listening, he detected nothing more, and returned to his seat.

      Tanner swept up from the side of the reception desk as soon as he heard the creak of the chair. Black clothes and a black medical mask over the lower half of his face added to the fright of his sudden appearance in the dark. His left hand struck “Professor Avilov” on the forehead, pushing the moving company ballcap up and free while tilting the thief’s head back. With his right hand, Tanner smothered “Avilov’s” mouth and nose with a palm full of Chet’s crushed Fremantle Dozer Shrooms and Herbs.

      “Mmmrph!” his target objected. Arms flailed but the flimsy and moving chair undercut his leverage while Tanner pushed him back against the balcony rail. A purple cloud erupted from the mixture as dried fungus crumbled under violent pressure. With such a dose right in the victim’s face, a single breath sapped all strength and clouded the mind. Two breaths took the guy right out. Tanner wouldn’t even have messed with the stuff without a medical mask from the dorm emergency kit. Before he knew it, Tanner went from fighting the guy to struggling to keep him in the chair. Better there than on the floor and out of sight.

      The holo screen now projected onto the floor caught Tanner’s attention. With his target out cold, Tanner turned the bald man’s wrist to straighten the image and evaluate. He didn’t need a full briefing to work out the details. It was everything he needed to know.

      His own holocom activated in silence and without any projections. Tanner had set it for a single call. “Robbie? You there?” The holocom vibrated with Robbie’s response rather than giving it audio, again just as Tanner had preset. He’d thought this part through carefully. “You’re on. I don’t see any guns. They’ve got a truck by the south wall. Do your thing.”

      He half expected the rest of the bad guys to reappear around the corner as soon as he spoke, complete with the weapons hoped they didn’t have. Still, if this guy didn’t have a gun, he saw no reason the others would. Firearms seemed to be an all-or-nothing decision. Almost as importantly, no one showed up to challenge him. As soon as he tapped his holocom off once more, he stood in silence.

      Then a snort from the “professor” startled him, followed by another, rolling from a snort to fully snoring.

      Tanner sighed. One down.

      Speed mattered more than stealth now, though he had invested in both. Boots, shoes, and bare feet would all make noise against the tile. The best option for muffled sounds felt a little silly, but he’d done sillier things. Tanner rushed down the hall in virtual silence thanks to the magic of ordinary socks.

      The intruders left the door to the lab open. They kept the lights off. It all made sense. Robbery or not, they wanted to leave as little trace of their presence as possible. They were quiet, too. Tanner deliberately slowed and paused before reaching the door so he wouldn’t give himself away by breathing too loudly. He held his breath as he risked a first peek.

      Tanner sometimes wondered if his timing and luck were good or bad. He constantly endured and survived utter insanity, often by timing and luck, yet those same two factors were often what brought him into such trouble in the first place. On the balance, he usually felt like his timing and luck were mostly rotten.

      Yet sometimes, like now, he felt wild gratitude for how things could work out.

      “Five seconds. Four. Three,” said the man on the other side of the lab. “Professor Bai” wore a mover’s jumpsuit like the rest. The false outer door to the vault already stood open, allowing Bai to hold a slick bumper unit at the vault door. “Professor Segert” and “Doctor Zhen” waited at his side, dressed in the same dark jumpsuits and also wearing grav lifter belt rigs.

      “Two.”

      Tanner strode in, still preferring stealth to speed but picking up momentum and purpose with every stride.

      “One,” said Bai. The vault door unlatched with a beep and a hiss. Thick metal slid aside to reveal a darkened room only half the size of the lab, filled with tall rolling cabinets. Bai took the first step into the doorway with Segert following.

      Tanner collided with Segert at full speed, driving his elbow into the Segert’s kidney for good measure. The impact sent the thief blundering into Bai, bringing both men to the floor inside the vault. An open-palm strike out to Tanner’s side hit Zhen at center mass, pushing her back and buying him the two seconds he needed to separate the crew. The vault was made to stay shut. He only needed to hit the controls. The door slid back into place without objection.

      “Damn it!” Zhen counterattacked in the same instant. Tanner took a shot in the side from a swift fist, spun to block the second and third, and suffered a sharp kick to the shin before he could do anything about it. She hadn’t seen him coming, but she could fight. He didn’t have much of an edge in size over her, either.

      Marginal or not, Tanner used what advantages he had. Bluntly rushing at her sidelong with his shoulder up broke her assault. The move worked out mainly for its lack of technique. Zhen knew how to fight, knew he could, too, and expected more from him. The backfist to her face was more in line with those expectations and therefore easier to grab and twist. Tanner knew that move, too. He turned with her and swung his other arm low rather than high to avoid the rest of the trap, battering her side. The exchange broke him free and allowed him to back up a step.

      Zhen snapped a quick look back at the door to see if her allies would appear. Her opponent didn’t have anyone to look after. She returned her attention in time to see the kick coming for her midsection. She wasn’t fast enough to counter. A quick twist took Zhen only halfway out of danger before Tanner’s foot slammed into her hip and knocked her against the solid vault door.

      Tanner stepped back again, allowing her the pause in hopes of changing the dynamic. He stood straight and waited. She took advantage of the second to catch her breath, but that let her notice his pause, too. She held back.

      He waited. It only took two seconds.

      “It’s Malone,” Zhen declared, surely for the team network and the earpiece he couldn’t see. “Semyon, Jairo. Where are you?”

      “Your guy on the computers is taking a nap,” said Tanner. “Is the other one your driver?”
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      A decent getaway driver needed to keep cool in a tense wait.

      Jairo kept his cool and held to his faith in the team. He wouldn’t have the job if he couldn’t do both of those things. That never made the wait pleasant, and it didn’t banish all the stress, but the tension at least kept him awake and aware.

      Most little changes and disturbances turned out to be nothing, as usual. Animals moved in the night. A breeze would shift leaves, and that would alter light, and none of it came unnaturally. The drones handled most such questions, watching for anything bigger than a cat and identifying and tracking campus safety and other vehicles.

      The pack of nighttime joggers approaching from the student housing block was an unexpected event. Jairo studied the high-resolution video and their gait and answered most of his questions easily: they were half-drunk and laughing, coming from a party, probably living up to some dare or bet. This was a university campus. The team had to expect some level of nonsense.

      His self-reassurances wavered as the pack skipped possible turns and continued straight in his direction. Jairo let out a frustrated breath and tapped the windows to activate the privacy settings. A moving truck in the night could arouse a little curiosity, but a driver sitting at the wheel would increase the temptation to ask stupid questions. He sank back in his chair and waited for the pack of drunk jocks to pass.

      Then he heard Hua’s soft countdown over the audio link—and the grunt, and the yelp and thuds, and Min’s curse. “Damn it!” she hissed.

      “What’s happening?” Jairo asked. He heard Daniel groan, and Hua struggle with something. Neither came as clearly as Min’s wordless stress. Jairo knew a fight when he heard one. He listened, waited, and noticed movement in the hauler’s rearview screens and side mirrors.

      That pack of jocks had arrived.

      “It’s Malone,” said Zhen. “Semyon, Jairo. Where are you?”

      “In place,” Jairo answered quickly. The runners were close enough to make out their faces now, and the attention they paid to the hauler. He had to hope that wouldn’t mean anything more than a glance. “Do you need—whoa, what the fuck?”

      The mob jogged alongside the hauler, only to take a sharp turn before passing. Muscle shirts with team emblems and laughing faces flashed across Jairo’s line of sight. They all suddenly bowed and crouched at the side of his vehicle. A single, extra-alarming detail caught up to him a second too late: one of them wore a grav lifter belt.

      Vibrations ran through the hauler almost as soon as that thought processed, with the grav field running through the hauler to ease the burden for all around it. The hauler lurched upward and bounced on its tires once, driving a cold shot of fear deep into the driver. A second lurch lifted him further and bounced the tires more, sending him into near panic. Jairo let out a yelp with the third lurch, afraid it wouldn’t stop until it was too late.

      He was right.

      Jairo’s seat turned ninety degrees in the wrong direction along with the rest of the hauler, pitching him free while the vehicle turned on its side and slammed into the pavement. Loose gear and debris rained down along the dashboard and behind the seats even after Jairo came to his rough landing. He didn’t think he broke any bones, but it all hurt like hell. His head rang.

      Outside the vehicle, he heard that same stampede of athletic shoes and college jocks now in retreat. Laughing.
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      “Y’know, I’m not even gonna ask who sent you. I don’t fucking care.” Tanner stood ready to fight more, but he didn’t have to raise his fists. The “doctor” let things stay at a mutual glare.

      “We turned all the hi-tech alien bullshit and weapons over to the Union Fleet, just like we told everyone,” Tanner continued. It wasn’t the full truth, but his irritation sold the lie of omission. “All we’ve got is ancient pottery, broken tools, and scraps of fabric, just like in half a dozen other universities and collections. You don’t get any of it. I emptied the vault as soon as you turned up, and I did not leave a trail of breadcrumbs for you to find it. You get nothing.”

      Her eyes narrowed. She had to consider things like the potential for a bluff.

      “Aaah!” cried a voice in her earpiece loud enough for Tanner to hear. “Fuck! A snake!”

      “Okay, I didn’t leave it completely empty,” Tanner conceded.

      “Dave, calm down,” she ordered. “Hua? The door?” Her expression didn’t change.

      “He’ll figure it out,” said Tanner.

      “And then there will be three of us,” she said.

      “I already did that math. You should work out the next part, too.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “If you have nothing unique and nothing to hide, why go to this trouble?”

      “To send you home feeling like an ass for trying. To make your boss feel like an ass for trying, too.”

      “Rude.”

      “You’re the one who came in here looking down your nose at me, lady.”

      As if cued by the comment, she looked him up and down. Almost imperceptibly, without her face moving at all, her frown somehow darkened. “You are wearing socks.”

      “It worked.”

      The vault door beeped with the assent of the interior safety-release and slid open. Dave and Hua exited and moved to either side, faces grim and postures ready for a fight. The “doctor” in charge held up her hand. “There’s nothing more to be gained here,” she said.

      “Might make us feel better,” said Hua.

      “Buddy, it really wouldn’t,” said Tanner.

      “We have teammates to recover and our transportation is disabled,” said the leader. “We leave. Now.”

      Tanner stepped aside.

      The trio of thieves crossed the lab in silence, two men glaring warily at Tanner while their leader walked out with her head defiantly high. Tanner allowed some distance before following to the door. He waited there to watch them collect their man at the reception desk and go. He didn’t follow further.

      Inside the vault, Tanner found all but the first cabinet undisturbed. The opaque outer door lay open, presenting a view of shelves behind a spotless, almost unnoticeable transparent screen, all empty except for a single temporary guest.

      “Good job, Reggie,” Tanner sighed to the intimidating, mostly harmless snake. “We did it.”

      Tension drained from his shoulders and his gut. Another breath released more. He needed to shoot Robbie a note of thanks, and maybe something for the other dorm residents who knew of the plan and might be worried. He needed to find his shoes.

      His eyes fell to the empty shelves. “Fuck, now I gotta put everything back.”
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