
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Table of Contents
 
    
 
    
 
   Acknowledgements
 
   Prologue
 
   Chapter 1
 
   Chapter 2
 
   Chapter 3
 
   Chapter 4
 
   Chapter 5
 
   Chapter 6
 
   Chapter 7
 
   Chapter 8
 
   Chapter 9
 
   Chapter 10
 
   Chapter 11
 
   Chapter 12
 
   Chapter 13
 
   Chapter 14
 
   Chapter 15
 
   Chapter 16
 
   Chapter 17
 
   Chapter 18
 
   Chapter 19
 
   Chapter 20
 
   Chapter 21
 
   Chapter 22
 
   Chapter 23
 
   Chapter 24
 
   Chapter 25
 
   Chapter 26
 
   Chapter 27
 
   Chapter 28
 
   Chapter 29
 
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
   


  
 
[bookmark: h.qvhio1dzbhtp]Acknowledgements
 
    
 
    
 
   Dedication
 
    
 
   This book is dedicated to everyone who helped me along the way. Thank you so much for being patient during this process. And Kim without you this project would never have seen the light of day so a very big thank you for your support. I would also like to thank Severus, Isis, Cassie, Chia and Chewy for bringing me so much joy. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Author K. A. Lange
 
    
 
   Cover Illustration Copyright © 2013 Madison Aucoin, Kellen Worger, Callie Schimberg, and Allie Kaylor
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events or locales is purely coincidental. No part of this book may be reproduced by any means without permission from the author.
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: h.av54d0c4s3y5]Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   Though I walk amongst you I am not one of you. My name is Viktor Engle Warden and I am a vassal of the Mystick Courts of Comus in New Orleans LA. I began my service to the courts out of obligation to Hustahli, or The Great One, as he was once known to the Choctaw. He came to me so long ago as I lay dying alone in the dark, healing my wounds and saving my life. I swore a blood oath to serve those under his protection until my debt was repaid.
 
    
 
   ‘Truth as defined by Shaffer 1828:
 
   1. Conformity to fact or reality; exact accordance with that which is, or has been, or shall be. The truth of history constitutes its whole value. We rely on the truth of the scriptural prophecies.
 
   2. True state of facts or things. The duty of a court of justice is to discover the truth. Witnesses are sworn to declare the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.
 
   3. Conformity of words to thoughts, which is called moral truth.
 
   4. Veracity; purity from falsehood; practice of speaking truth; habitual disposition to speak truth; as when we say, a man is a man of truth.
 
   5. Correct opinion.
 
   6. Fidelity; constancy.’
 
    
 
   The word truth is probably the third most abused word in the english language. The first is love and the second is friend. Let me drive the point home to you by asking you a few simple questions. Do you honestly love everyone you say it to? Before you hang up the phone and out of habit or obligation you say love you, or when you speak of something that you love do you really mean it? The thing is, you might like the person or thing that you are speaking of but I doubt you truly love it. Most people call everyone they know a friend. No one is that lucky to have that many friends. True friends are hard to come by. Most of the people whose names you know are at the most acquaintances, and if you think about it really hard you might find that you have only one or two real friends.
 
   Truth is in the same category. People are always harping about how they want to know the truth and that anything less is a lie. They act as if any omission of the truth is a disservice to the world at large. That is a fairy tale, if not a flat out lie. It is a lie perpetuated by the white knight in shining armor myths and the stories told to children that good will always triumph over evil. Truth sometimes good people die and the bad guy wins the day. A knight with gleaming armor in its pristine form is a man who has never been tested in the heat of battle.
 
   Overall people tell themselves these things to feel better about their life. They believe that everyone they know is someone they love and is a dear friend. Moreover they believe they are entitled to the truth. I don’t know why people feel this way. All I know for sure is that deep down they really don’t want to know the truth of things. The truth, the unyielding reality of such a word is scary as hell. No one really wants to know what their government is doing behind closed doors. People don’t want the knowledge that others are tortured or even killed to keep them safe at night. Men such as myself are not evil, not at all, but we are monsters. We stand between the light and the darkness to shield those under our protection. We have no hope of salvation and our continued existence is an affront to most but we are absolutely necessary.
 
   The stark reality is that the truth is frightening, and given a choice between what is true and what is fantasy, people as a whole will choose the fantasy. Take the city I live in, or any city for that matter, and realize that crimes happen daily and people go on with their lives as if nothing happened. They might hear a scream in the night and choose to ignore it as a figment of their imagination or perhaps a TV turned up too loud. Because people as a whole choose to ignore the things that happen right in front of them, people like me are necessary. For those who cry out in fear when the darkness comes for them I’m their best and sometimes only defense against the things that can go literally unseen. Do you still want to know the truth? You should remember that knowing the truth of a thing that can’t be undone.
 
   The Mystic Courts of Comus, and people like myself, do the unthinkable to keep everyone safe from things that they shouldn’t need to know about. There are creatures out there that walk, slither, glide and otherwise transport themselves through our world that are so hideous that it would cause some to lose the tenuous grip on reality that we all hold so dear. Not all of them want to do you harm, but many do. My kind work in unison to keep those around us in the dark, so to speak. We lie to the public openly and with some regularity. A few who are burdened with the knowledge of the frightening truth, either by it  being thrust upon them by some act of violence or are conditioned to accept the reality that monsters do exist, are recruited by private organizations like Warden Industries or by the Mystick Courts of Comus and the best are recruited by both.
 
   My company, Warden Industries, provides protection. We will take a job if I believe that your cause is a just one, and as the sole owner of the firm I make that call. I have been duped a few times but my clients didn't live long enough to regret it. What can I say? I have a very strict don’t fuck with me policy.
 
   You might ask what qualifies me to make such judgment calls. All I can say is that I do the very best I can and go from there. I am more or less what the ancients called a warrior priest, a man of conviction and power with the might to back it up. It is my belief that if you run headlong into the darkness, sooner or later you are going to run head first into a brick wall. According to one of Newton's laws for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. So it can't be a real surprise for all those things that go bump in the night to find something that bumps back. I have made it my job to be the brick wall. I know it's a fairly lofty goal but so far I have done alright making sure that the boogie man doesn’t take you while you sleep.
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   September 7, 2005
 
    
 
   Looking at the night sky above I could barely make out the low hanging waxing crescent moon through the dark clouds. The flood waters rolled through the vacant streets creating slow moving rivers dumping into tiny freshly created lakes throughout the city. The East was particularly hard hit with the lake pinning in those who remained to the north and by a broken canal to the south. It was becoming increasingly harder to breath as the near ninety degree temperatures mixed with the rain and flood waters causing the air to be thick and heavy. As I waded through the desolate streets I occasionally heard the lamenting cry of those who had foolishly chosen to stay behind. Their suffering and loneliness tore at my soul but no matter how much I wanted to help them I had a task that took priority. The stench of rotting meat, be it human or animal mixed with the swampland that was New Orleans creating a unique combination of mold, death and rot. What can I say? This place always has it’s own unique aroma that can’t be mistaken for anywhere else in the world.
 
   It’s been nine days since Hurricane Katrina made landfall leaving much of the Big Easy underwater. The MCC alerted my office that a Houngan, or Haitian Voodoo priest, was practicing black magic through which he was controlling a particularly vicious kappa out in the east. A kappa is a swamp monster of sorts roughly the size of a man with slick, squishy grayish-green flesh and the strength of a rhino. They never start out as a creature of darkness. It’s the result of some poor soul, be it human or animal, perverted through blood and elemental or nature magic that turns them into mindless killing machines. It is my job to stop them, and those like them, before they do too much more harm. The MCC (Mystic Courts of Comus) and I already accounted for seven deaths credited to the kappa and its master. I’m sure given time that these deaths will be blamed on the storm.
 
   And yes, magic is real. Sort of anyway. Basicly magic is just a form of science that most don’t understand. The myths you have heard about and dismissed out of hand are normally based somewhere in fact. Those ancient gods and goddesses were, or in some cases still, are real. Not really gods in the "capital G" sense of the word, but still beings of power and influence. Many fight to keep mankind safe from the perils that have long since been dismissed as fantasy.
 
   The MCC as they are known in New Orleans, are made up of the governing human population (and at times non human) to deal with threats like the bat shit crazy black magic wielding voodoo priest and his pet kappa. It’s people like Houngan who give voodoo and other religions a bad name. With luck though, this story should never see the light of day.
 
   Over the past twelve hours I’d tracked the Houngan and kappa to a deserted partially submerged two story brick home located on a corner lot. What the hell am I saying? Ninety-eight percent of the East was deserted, which meant we were utterly alone. You could feel the wrongness that pervaded the city. Darkness reigned supreme in every direction reinforcing the insignificance of one man alone in the world. Shaking off the despair and loneliness that exuded from the very earth itself, I focused my will. The air started to shimmer slightly as my shields wrapped around me.
 
   Pulling my PX4 storm special duty pistol from its holster, I casually strode through the front door. That particular line of entry was probably a mistake. I barely caught sight of the kappa before it slammed into the midsection of my shield. Bringing my elbow down I caught the creature hard on its squishy little neck, but this did little to deter it as it shoved me through the brick outer wall of the house.
 
   Crashing hard against the buckled and raised sidewalk several feet from the house I felt an explosion of pain, one of my ribs cracking as my shields barely held. The kappa tore through the opening catching sight of me laid out helplessly on my back. It roared with delight as it rocked back on it’s hind legs preparing to maul me. Lifting the pistol just as it rushed me, I put four slugs through the wretched creatures skull. The molten hunks of lead tore large holes through the creatures softened skull, muddy green fluid to oozing freely from the gaping wounds. The creature crashed face first in the wet muddy yard. It’s momentum carried it a few feet further before stopping, twitching for a few seconds longer as its body tried clinging to life but failing as it went still.
 
   The Hougan howled in rage somewhere in the darkness of the abandoned home. Coughing up blood, I gingerly lifted myself out of the mud. Suddenly I was forced to fling myself to one side as I sensed more than saw the machete flying at me. The rusty blade dug deeply in my left shoulder, making my arm scream in pain before going numb, and while my shields would normally protect me from such things they had been weakened when the kappa struck me with the force of a speeding semi. Rolling to my feet I haphazardly fired through the fresh opening in the brick wall but to no avail. Great! Now this was going to turn into a game of hide and seek!
 
   Even though the priest looked ancient and frail he sure as hell could move like the wind. Every single time I tried to put a bullet through that skull of his, he was just simply gone. I staggered to my feet as pain ripped through my lung and stalked through the broken house in search of the old man. As I was entering the next room I suddenly felt something behind me. I threw myself to one side as the wall in front of me exploded with flames. I came up and fired, catching the Voodoo priest in the right knee and he went down with a howl. As he tried to hobble away I put a bullet through his skull for his trouble.
 
   There isn’t any surrendering for people like him. Due to the overcrowding situation at the courts, with their facilities unable to receive or house any more prisoners, anyone who poses a threat is to be immediately exterminated. There is no trial. It is my job, and my job alone, to pass judgement. That is the decree of the Mystick Courts of Comus’ Gatekeeper and for once the two of us agree on something. He and I don’t exactly see eye to eye on certain issues and things are especially tense between us right now. He is trying to play politician, while I am left dealing with things like this.
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   November 28th, 2012
 
    
 
   Blinking my eyes several times while trying to bring the world into focus, I turned my head from side to side. My shoulders and back ached from laying on the jagged crystalline rocks. The long thick leather overcoat I was wearing had kept me from being completely cut to shreds not to mention freezing to death. Looking down at my body I could see a thick accumulation of snow indicating that I had been here for several hours, perhaps longer. The snow was melting on the parts of my chest and stomach where the coat had come open, threatening hypothermia. The deep wet cold dug deeper with every furious wind gust. Mother nature was angry as if she had been violated in some way and I was to pay the price.
 
   Every nerve ending in my body was afire with pain as I tried to move. Forcing it aside for the moment, I slowly sat up. Cupping my face in my hands I tried to remember how I had gotten here, or even where here was, but it was all in vain. There was an urgency to find shelter from the storm. Lightning arched through the swirling clouds above, quickly followed by a thunderclap which shook the mountainside. Once that was accomplished maybe I could revisit the ‘how’, ‘why’ and ‘who’ of my situation. Everything before the moment I opened my eyes a few minutes ago was a complete blank.
 
   My body continued to object to my every movement as I gingerly got to my feet. Several of my ribs were fractured, making every breath torture. My ankle was badly sprained and my hands were covered in my own blood. As I tried to pull the heavy leather hood over my head my right shoulder painfully popped back into its socket.. The pain was making me nauseous as I tried not to pass out. I was in terrible shape and I had no idea how or why this came to be. I could only hope that there weren’t any unseen dangers in my immediate future.
 
   Staggering ahead like a drunken sailor on leave I went in search of some type of shelter. The lightning continued to arch through the turmoil in the night sky. Suddenly it was as if time slowed while I continued to moved normally. The snowflakes stopped falling, suspended in midair. I was able to move my hand through them and wipe them away, leaving an eerily empty place before me. As I looked up tumultuous clouds above formed in the shape a of a weird wagon wheel, lighting arching overhead. The black gray clouds roiled around the enormous light show giving the impression that the sky was afire. Something about it called to me as I tried to remember something just on the outer edge of my minds eye.
 
   A voice echoed through my mind chilling me to the core. “You can not escape me...”
 
   Sitting bolt upright in bed I was disoriented, my breath ragged as I shivered as the cool air wrapped around my drenched body. Trying to slow my breathing I jumped when the phone rang. Leaning over to grab my phone I saw it was only 3:30 a.m.
 
   As I swiped the answer button I wasn’t sure if I should be grateful for the distraction from the dream or pissed that someone I didn’t know was calling this time at this of the night. So I went with a little of both. “I don’t recognize this number so this had better be good.”
 
   The man on the other end of the line took a sharp intake of breath as if he were nervous. “Is this Viktor Warden?”
 
   Something about the deep baritone voice sounded familiar but I couldn’t quite place it. Curious I leaned over and turned on the lamp next to the bed causing me to wince as light flooded the room. “Yeah, who’s this?”
 
   “This is U.S. Deputy Marshal Gregory Aaron.” He cleared his throat. “Not sure if you remember me or not but we worked a case together back in ‘92.”
 
   Crap! That was a case I could hardly forget no matter how much I would have liked to. Gregory was one of the survivors of that painful endeavor. Rubbing my eyes I tried to shake off the dream to give the man my full attention. “Yeah, I remember you.” Swinging my legs off the bed I leaned forward allowing the cold hardwood floor to cement me in the here and now. “I’m guessing something bad has happened.”
 
   “That would be putting it rather mildly.” He covered the phone as he barked a few orders. “The Fenrir Cult has come back to bite me in the ass.”
 
   Rubbing my neck with my free hand I stood as I winced as several of my joints cracked. “Since you’re calling from a local number I can assume you’re in town?”
 
   “As a matter of fact I am.” He covered the phone again as I heard him asked someone for the name of the place. “We’re at Popp Fountain. Do you know the place?”
 
   Grabbing my watch off the nightstand I was about to head for the bath when I stopped in my tracks. “I’m familiar with the place.” This could hardly be a coincidence. “Is there a body?”
 
   “What’s left of one anyway.” He coughed and cleared his throat. “Sorry about that. I have some sinus issues today, and I’m not used to this damned weather. It’s Helena Summers. Well, like I mentioned, most of her anyway.”
 
   I swallowed hard. “She didn’t stay in Alabama I take it.”
 
   “Doesn’t appear she did. I am getting the details now.” He took a deep breath as he yawned into the phone. “How long do you think it will take you to get here?”
 
   “I should be able to get there within the hour.” Quickly making my way through the bedroom to the bath I looked at my watch which read 3:35. “Can you clear me?”
 
   “Consider it done. See you shortly.” Gregory said as he hung up the phone.
 
   Bracing myself against the bathroom counter I recalled the case. The Marshals service contracted my firm to assist in building a case against what they referred to as a group of radicals who were a perceived danger to the locals in Maine. Their original contact was a young woman who had supplied the federal government with the information they needed to shut the ‘cult’ down permanently. Several months prior to my involvement she had stopped communicating with them. While the Marshal’s believed she was still alive somewhere on the compound they had no idea where or for how much longer. I infiltrated the compound where I found Helena being held captive in a remote building. With her testimony secure Gregory and I were able to protect her and her young son from any reprisals her former constituents might try.
 
   Talk about bad omens! Every time that horrid dream returns to haunt me I am almost always in for a very bad day (or ten). Today certainly would not turn into the exception to the rule. The victim, Ms. Helena Summers, had originally contacted Gregory, who at the time was the low man on the totem pole, about some dangerous people she found herself involved with.
 
   According to Helena she’d joined the 'Church of Fenrir' back when it was all sunshine and poesies. She’d said that in her last few years as a member of the church a darker element had crept in and taken over. She first told us of tax evasion charges, which were the least of our problems. They were now practicing human sacrifices and blood magic. She had been a full fledge member of the church for nearly ten years. It was our understanding that during the final three years she was held against her will.
 
   With her help we were able to track down and jail or kill all but five ranking members of the church. She and her nine year old son were put in witness protection. Gregory and I were the only two individuals that knew she had been relocated to a small town just outside of Mobile, AL. I warned her then that she could not leave because the protection Warden Industries provided her only went as far as the Alabama state line. We established as many roadblocks between her and her former life in the state of Maine as possible, but it would seem however that they were not enough and that my warnings were for naught. The church, or what was left of it, found her just as I feared they would. People like that have a long memory, and let's just say they were not the forgiving type.  
 
   Getting dressed on autopilot I let my thoughts drift over some of the more unseemly and unsolved details of the case. First and foremost was the fact that someone in the ‘church’ had found their way through the ‘veil’ between reality and what lay beyond. In doing so they were imparted with unusual abilities. If the church had not been able to part the veil back in ‘92, maybe they had contacted some sleeping spirit who imparted the knowledge upon them or just gotten lucky enough to find an artifact which gave them their supernatural gifts.
 
   Whatever the case may have been it was lethal. When the SOG (Special Operations Group) from the Marshals service in conjunction with Warden Industries and local law enforcement broke through the perimeter of the church’s property the cult fought back. At first nothing out of the ordinary happened, just a lot of gunfire from both sides. Then as we fought our way inside the main building shit went to hell fast.
 
   I had counted four hooded figures on the second floor balcony above the main hall when we entered. The tallest one had hurled a huge ball of fire at the men who were bottlenecked at the doors. They screamed when it exploded in their midst as it killed many of them while injuring several others. One of my men was in that group and lost his right leg at the knee. I gave cover fire catching the shortest and fattest of the four in the stomach with three rounds. His gun toting psycho cohorts carried him away quickly allowing our second wave access to the building.
 
   Gregory's partner was one of those who died that day. His body was nearly turned inside out by a single word of power muttered by one of the hooded figures. All toll forty people died that day, ten from the Marshal's service, five state police officers and the rest from my private security force. Those that walked away from that fight were scared to their souls. None of us spoke much about it afterwards; it wasn't exactly like anyone would believe what happened anyway. The official reports told of improvised explosive devises to explain what had happened to the fallen.
 
   I can assure you there weren’t any such device to be found. Of course I had zero proof that magic had been used, that they had parted the veil or contacted these spirits of old. I only knew in my heart that they had. I never found the source of their power or how they were able to wield it. This above all disturbed me.
 
   Shaking off these disturbing memories I blinked in shock as I caught my reflection in the mirror. The dark circles under my eyes told me I needed more rest and probably had needed it for sometime now. What was the old saying? Oh yeah, no peace for the wicked, and certainly no rest for those of us who secure the peace. After washing my face I leaned against the sink, closing my eyes once more. I would like to believe I’m average height but considering I am around five foot nine that was probably stretching it a bit. The gray/black hair atop my head was short enough to pass inspection at Parris Island though my neatly trimmed beard wouldn’t.
 
   For my age, or hell any age, I would be what most would consider fit. Considering that my life depended on being at the top of my game I hardly had a choice in the matter. I dressed in black tactical pants and a long sleeve gray running shirt before stopping to pull on a pair of combat boots. Strapping on my watch I walked out of the bedroom pausing long enough to shove my phone in my pocket along with my wallet before heading out the door to see what type of special hell the day would bring.
 
   Hurrying out of my house some twenty minutes after Gregory’s call I clicked the button on the keyring to unlock my Kia Sportage. Hey don’t knock it till you try it! They are actually quite nice. I flicked on the lights which bore into the darkness ahead of me. The sky was pitch black with dark low hanging clouds. Even though the moon was hidden from view I knew it would be full in a matter of hours. Contrary to popular belief the moon isn’t always full at night. Today that particular event would happen at 8:43 a.m. I could hear thunder rumble in from Lake Pontchartrain and lightning flashed through the angry clouds above. It didn’t feel like rain today but mother nature was angry and was letting me know of her displeasure.
 
   Pulling off Wisner Avenue onto the service road I was reminded why City Park was such a popular attraction. Large old oak trees ladened with Spanish Moss made grandiose appearances throughout the landscape. This particular area had been part of the golf course before Katrina’s devastation. Now the rolling greens were unkempt, overgrown and slightly brown. The wide paved path once used by golf carts was empty and buckling. Even so the place still had a majestic feel to it as if its former self couldn’t be lost to something even as powerful as Katrina. Passing Pan Am Field I admired the wooded area just before Diagonal Dr. (Can we guess why it’s called Diagonal Dr.?) Passing several cruisers I finally found a place to pull off into the grass that was being used as a makeshift parking lot.
 
   Popp Fountain according to most sources was built in 1937. However that is wrong. It was designed in the twenties by the Olmsted brothers for John F. Popp who died a few years earlier. It was actually dedicated to Mr Popp in 1934 and finally ‘officially’ recognized by the state in 1936, so I have no idea how anyone ever came up with the year 1937. It is some sixty feet wide with twenty-six Corinthian style columns which nicely represented the art deco style of the day. Created by Mexican master sculptor Enrique Alferez, he sculpted a bronze base depicting dolphins leaping out of the water, spraying water some thirty feet in the air. The fountain itself contains secrets that few people knew about when it was built and still fewer know today. Needless to say the wisteria only adds to the entire sacred feel emanating from the area. Given the fact that to some people this area is basically a holy site I found it disturbing on many levels that this particular spot was chosen for a murder.
 
   A crowd of NOPD and state police officers were busy trying to secure the area with crime scene tape. Showing my ID to one of the officers at the edge of the tape, he nodded at me before lifting the tape allowing me to proceed. As I looked down at the red clay brick walkway that lead to the east entrance of the fountain I took a deep breath and steadied myself before continuing on. The columns around the fountain had a new addition of long strips of white cloth between each one shielding the scene from view. Maybe the park services wanted to ‘upscale’ the Roman columns? My foot no sooner hit the first step of Popp Fountain when I heard Gregory call my name.
 
   "Viktor, we’re over here." Gregory waved at me to join him center stage.
 
   It didn’t take long for me to pick him out of the crowd. At six foot four inches tall and two hundred and thirty pounds of solid muscle Gregory stood head and shoulders above most men. His dark brown skin stood out against the bright white perfectly pressed oxford while his black slacks we obviously tailor made. He always looked as if he had just stepped off the cover of GQ magazine. He was a cross between Omari Hardwick and his better looking older brother.
 
   I acknowledged him as I made my way through the opening created by the columns. Glancing to my left I caught my first sight of the horrific crime. Ms. Summers was suspended several feet off the ground by ropes on either wrist. They were tied off around the stone topper which encircled the fountain and her legs hung limply below. The smell of iron and blood hung thick in the air from the large pool staining the concrete floor below her. Her ribs had been broken and pulled out of the gaping wound in her back to make it appear as if she had gruesome bloody wings.
 
   Looking back at Gregory I shook my head as I let it all sink in. "It looks like whoever murdered her took their time.” The glare of the CSI’s artificial lights caused me to squint as I tried to see more of the scene. “Did the perpetrators put these sheets up or is this something to do with the park?"
 
   Gregory followed my line of sight. “According to our witness they don’t belong to the park.” He shrugged helplessly. “If I had to guess the perpetrators brought them here for effect.”
 
   Grimacing as I looked back at the long strips of pure white linen, I nodded. “It sure as hell worked!” As I made my way over to Gregory I tried to take it all in. It boggled my mind that they had picked this place out of all the other landmarks in the city. “You say you have a witness?”
 
   Gregory jerked his head back over his shoulder and I saw a man sitting on one of the golf carts used by maintenance workers for the park. He looked dazed and his eyes were red from crying or puking, or both. “He found the body this morning when he was making his rounds.” Gregory craned his neck trying to stretch out the tension. “According to what little we are able to get out of him, he saw the linens and came to investigate and found Hellena like this,”  gesturing at the tortured body.
 
   "Hell of a thing to start your day with.” After the dream and now this I tried to keep myself centered. There was a part of me that was hoping I was still having a nightmare. “Think he will be alright?”
 
   “I doubt it.” He glanced over at the man sitting there with sadness in his eyes. “No one should ever have to see such things. The poor man may survive this but I doubt he will ever be the same again.”
 
   Gregory sent off his subordinates before motioning for me to follow him. Once we were on the other side of the fountain and hopefully out of earshot he leaned in to whisper. “What the hell is going on? I was hoping we put an end to this twenty years ago!” He shook his head in disgust. “You don’t really think those crazy bastards held a grudge for this long do you?”
 
   The fact was that we knew that five of the ranking members had escaped that day but it was hard to believe they would still be biding their time. “We warned her that if she didn't stay put something like this might happen.” I pointed at Helena's dangling corpse. “They waited twenty years for their revenge and if I hazard to guess this is only the beginning.” My heart beat faster as the adrenaline rushed through my veins. “Whoever did this was willing to take the time and energy to make a glorified broadway production of the murder scene.” I shivered slightly. “I can’t believe that this will be the only one. They have others that they are angry with. You and me for instance.”
 
   Gregory shuddered at the thought as he eyed Helena. "I was thinking along the same lines.” He reached in his pocket for his phone. “Before I make this call are you willing to work on this case? This is something you should be involved in, don't you think? You saw before what they were capable of then and now there’s this!” Gregory waved back at the body.
 
   “You can count me in.” I found myself pacing in a small orbit around Gregory as my mind raced with possibilities. “I was never satisfied with how things were left back then.” Anger welled up inside me as I stopped in front of Gregory. “It was the Marshals who shut down the investigation last time, citing everything had been done that could be done. Which was a shitty way of saying they just didn’t want to know what really happened.” I took a step closer to Gregory who stepped back instinctively. “Before I sign on officially there are a couple of conditions. First I want full access to everything pertaining to this case, past and present.”
 
   Gregory nodded. “I can do that. It will take some time to get all the old files out of storage but consider it done.” He stood up straight and grimaced. “You said a couple of conditions, that was one. What's the other?”
 
   “I want an unspecified favor sometime in the future.” Its always good to have a federal Marshal owe you a favor, especially one in Gregory’s position. “I’ll do my best not to get you in too much trouble.”
 
   Gregory thought for a moment before answering. “I suspect one day I will regret this but I think we have a deal.” He stuck out his beefy hand and we shook.
 
   “Time to earn my keep then. Can you get someone to bring me up to speed?” I rubbed my hands together as the crisp morning air chilled my fingers.
 
   “Unfortunately yes there is someone.” Gregory sighed. “The FBI was notified since the crime happened on federal property.” Gregory turned and whistled, catching the attention of one his men. “Can you get Smith for me?” The other Marshal looked displeased at the request but left to fulfill it anyway. “The guy is an ass so be ready to jump through hoops.”
 
   About a minute later the deputy that Gregory had sent to find Smith reappeared looking miserable. “Smith said he would be here shortly. In his words he has important things to do.” Gregory nodded and the Marshal vanished into the crowd of CSI’s working the scene.
 
   “You wanted to see me Deputy Marshal Aaron?” I heard a voice drawl as a figure emerged out of the darkness. Smith was a tall good looking man with blond curly hair, with an athletic build that said he had kept himself in shape since his college sporting days. He also exuded douchebag from every single pore of his body. “As I told your lackey I have important things to do.” He blew the steam off a fresh cup of Morning Call coffee.
 
   “I can see that.” Gregory glared at Smith. “Finding a fresh cup of coffee on the side of the park is so very important.” Gregory stiffened as he waved a hand in my direction. “Viktor Warden I would like you to meet David Smith, FBI.”
 
   Smith sneered at me, stepping back when I offered to shake his hand. “I’m sorry as you can see I have my hands full.” He didn’t even try to hide his contempt for me. As he turned back to Gregory he asked“Who the hell is he? And why is he here?”
 
   Gregory’s face contorted in anger but managed to keep his voice down. “Viktor was involved with the original case.” Smith’s face turned beet red as Gregory smiled. “He has agreed to consult on this case as well.”
 
   “What is it you want me to do then?” Smith rolled his eyes as he looked at Gregory. “Isn’t it enough that I had to call you in.” Smith sloshed his coffee cup in Gregory’s direction. “Now you're bringing in consultants on my case without asking me?” Smith growled. “You have a lot of nerve!”
 
   I watched in silence as Gregory stormed toward Smith who quickly retreated. “This isn’t your case anymore! You are only here as a courtesy to the director of the local field office.” Gregory’s voice dropped to a whisper as he seethed. “Given our personal history you’re lucky I’ve allowed even that.”
 
   Smith blanched white as he stammered. “Fine... fine. What is you want from me so I can get the hell out of here.”
 
   “You can fill Viktor in on what you have found out so far about the case and then you are welcome to go back to whatever hole you crawled out of.” Gregory seethed.
 
   “Whatever!” Smith snapped. “Look, the lady is dead and her son is most likely the culprit considering he is ‘missing’.” He asked as he gave me one of those I’m so innocent looks. “So did that clear it up for you, ‘Viktor’?”
 
   “I kind of got the fact that she was dead when I saw her strung up with her lungs ripped out.” I snarled. “Do you even have any idea what was done to her?” I stepped forward causing Smith to stumble back. “Let me explain! It’s called the Blood Eagle. The Vikings mastered this type of torture some two thousand years ago. They would string a person up much like they did here. They would slice through the skin and muscle tissue on either side of the spine. From time to time they would pour salt or vinegar in the open wounds for good measure. They would keep their victim alive for as long as possible while they peeled the ribs out one at a time, finally ripping their lungs out and using them to cover the broken bones, completing the image of bloody wings.” I stuck a finger in Smiths chest causing him to stumble again as he lost his balance. “So the lady isn’t just dead, she died hard. Good God man you’re an FBI agent?”
 
   “Get off me!” Smith demanded. “You should consider yourself lucky I don’t charge you with assaulting a law enforcement officer.” Smith turned to leave. “Since you know so much about what happened here maybe the bureau should move you up to our number one person of interest.” His wicked little smile lasted a moment longer as he turned to Gregory. “You can come by the field office to pick up whatever reports you might need.”
 
   “Every scrap of evidence is to be brought to the Federal Building on Poydras!” Gregory growled. “We have already been over this.” Gregory seethed. “If even one piece of paper isn’t sign properly...” Gregory let the threat drop.
 
   “Fine...” Smith sneered as he turned to leave, sulking towards the crime scene.
 
   “I take it you two are close?” I asked.
 
   “Fuck off.” Gregory whirled on me before catching hold of his emotions. “Look, forget about it. I hope his boss Anderson will replace him tomorrow but Smith was the agent on call last night.”
 
   “Fair enough.” I looked around to see if I missed anything. “I don’t think the son could have done this” waving my hand dismissively “and neither do you from the sound of things.”
 
   “No I don’t, but the b.o.l.o. is out because we need to find him. For all we know we will find his dead body next.”
 
   “Any idea why Ms Summers was here?” I asked.
 
   “Bone cancer.” Gregory sighed. “She and her son checked in at some hotel called Brenthouse.”
 
   “It’s not really a hotel. It’s part of Ochsner Hospital over on Jefferson Hwy.” I corrected.
 
   “Well they checked in yesterday. The front desk said Helena and her son left for dinner last night about seven. That is the last time we can account for their whereabouts” Gregory continued.
 
   “It looks like they are going to be a few hours yet.” I motioned at the crime scene techs. “You still need to be here?”
 
   “Jones, the SOG commander, is here somewhere. I can find him if you have a better idea where I should be.” Gregory shrugged.
 
   “I’m starving and I know a place that will be open soon if you would care to join me.” I replied. Gregory nodded and went to find Jones. About five minutes later we were heading for the Lakefront.
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: h.7ne1v9u2f21t]Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   Traffic was starting to build as people went about their everyday lives, heading to work as if nothing horrible had just happened. Making our way through the back streets near the marina I was careful not to miss one of the trickier turns in this city. Otherwise I would have to circle around again. Russell’s Marina Grill’ backlot was thankfully empty as we pulled into a spot nearest the street. The night sky was turning angry shades of red and black as the sun tried breaking through the heavy cloud cover.
 
   The pretty blonde hostess was just turning on the open sign and unlocking the door as we walked up. She pushed open the door to let us know they were ready to receive guests. Grabbing the door I held it as she stepped back, allowing Gregory to step in.
 
   The young woman blushed as I caught her eyeing me a little too closely. I couldn’t help but smile in return. “Think we could get a table out front?”
 
   She chewed her lip as she blushed again. “Are you sure you want to sit out there? Its still a bit cool out.”
 
   Taking the menu from her outstretched hand I nodded. “I’m sure we’ll be just fine.” I gave Gregory a nasty little look as he chuckled. “We could use the fresh air.”
 
   “If you will follow me, I’ll show you to your table.” She turned and sashayed through the restaurant and out to the veranda. “Your server will be with you shortly. If there is anything else I can do for you please don’t hesitate to ask.”
 
   We took our seats allowing some of the weight of the morning to slide off our shoulders for at least a few minutes. Neither of us could help ourselves as we watched the hostess make her way inside. Once she was out of sight I turned my attention to the muddy waters of Lake Pontchartrain. The wind whipped across the surface of the lake making the waves dance and sparkle in the weak morning light. We let the silence fill the void between us as we tried to let the memories of the morning’s events soften. The seagulls cawed and squawked as they dove into the surf hunting for their breakfast.
 
   Gregory cleared his throat, bringing me back to the here and now as I turned to see a big smile across his face. “So how the hell do you do that?”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “The cute little hostess was all aflutter over you.” He laughed as he found himself much funnier than I had. “Didn’t seem like you really minded either.”
 
   “Advantage of being single I suppose.” It was a little embarrassing to be called out adn I hated the fact that I was single. “By the way how’s your wife?”
 
   The smile nearly vanished as he straightened up. “She worries about me of course and with this murder happening on my first official day at work she’s a bit freaked out.”
 
   “Speaking of that, I hadn’t heard that the local Marshal’s office was getting a new director till now.” Before he could answer a young man sat two glasses of water in front of us delaying our conversation.
 
   “Morning gentlemen, I’m Ricky and I will be your server today. What can I get you this morning?”
 
   One of Russell’s house specials was a rarity, even here in New Orleans, and happens to be one of my favorite dishes of all time, Crab Cakes Benedict. Using mostly lump crabmeat for the cakes themselves, they are perfectly fried and tender yet juicy, then topped with two of the most delicate poached eggs covered in a spectacularly rich hollandaise sauce. My mouth was already starting to water just thinking about them. Gregory however was feeling less adventurous and ordered a plain cheese omelet. Ricky left us to put in our order and bring us a couple glasses of iced tea.
 
   Gregory checked to make sure we were alone before he spoke. “Well for starters “director” isn’t a term we use at the Marshals office.” He puffed out his chest as he straightened his shirt. “I’m the Deputy Marshal for the Eastern District of Louisiana.”  “And I only got in town yesterday.Today was supposed to be my first day on the job.” He tried to laugh it off but there was a bitter angry tone to it. “Hell of a first impression! My first day here and one of my old WITSEC people show up dead and the other missing.”
 
   “It could be coincidental.” Normally I don’t believe in coincidences and as a rule things tend to happen in a pattern.
 
   “Neither of us believe that.” Gregory smiled as he drank some coffee. “Helena arrived two days ago when I was still in Glynco.” Gregory sat back in his chair, watching the lake. “No, whoever is responsible waited until I got to New Orleans to do this.”
 
   “Yeah I was wondering about that.” I looked out at the lake and took in the beauty of the wind and water intertwined in a majestic dance. “They knew you were in town, and it isn’t exactly a secret I live here. Makes you wonder what else they might know.”
 
   We sat in silence, contemplating that for a few minutes until Ricky brought us freshly made biscuits, my stomach immediately reacting with a loud gurgle. I grabbed one and promptly split it in two allowing the butter to melt before adding strawberry jam. The first bite of food in the morning is always the best. The biscuit was fluffy, rich and absolutely horrible for me. I loved it! Gregory waved me off when I offered him one. All the better for me.
 
   “Are you going to ask?” Gregory turned from the lake to finally look at me. “About Smith?”
 
   Taking another bite of my biscuit biding my time I swallowed. “I figured you would get around to it when you were ready.” I took a drink before looking away from Gregory and back at the lake. “Is there something you want to share?”
 
   “Fuck no!” Gregory forced a laugh as a deep sadness filled his eyes. “But I know you.” He leaned forward placing his arms on the table. “You will look into it eventually. Which means people will ask questions that I don’t want asked.” Gregory hung his head. “So if I tell you I save myself some heartache or at the very least some uncomfortable questions.”
 
   Taking another biscuit from the basket and focusing on it while I asked, “So where do we start?”
 
   Gregory shrugged. “I don’t know really...” He ran his hand across his face as if trying to wipe something away. “Can I ask you something first?”
 
   “Sure.” I continued to focus on my biscuit giving him room to get through whatever was on his mind.
 
   “How is it you look exactly the same?” He looked at me his mouth slightly agape. “It’s been twenty years and you look exactly the same. How’s that even possible?”
 
   “Good genetics I suppose.” Which was probably the truth. Hell I didn’t know much more about it than he did. “Besides you look basically the same, I don’t think I’m all that rare in the scheme of things.”
 
   “You hit the nail on the head when you said basically the same.” He gave me a once over again. “But you look exactly the same. I’m sure I can find some photos to prove it.”
 
   That made me uncomfortable. “Let’s not do that and say we did.” I put the biscuit down as I looked at Gregory. “No one needs that kind of trouble. The truth is I hadn’t noticed.” Which was a bold face lie. “If I look exactly the same we should chalk it up to the many things we can’t explain. Like we did back when we first met. There were many things that didn’t make it into the official reports because they were out of the ordinary.”
 
   “So you’re saying you might be out of the ordinary?” Gregory smiled as he grabbed a biscuit. “Maybe we should look into your life after this is all over to see if we can’t find some explanations.”
 
   “Maybe we should get back to whatever it is you wanted to tell me about Smith. After that maybe we can talk about your fascination with my good looks.” I took a bite of my biscuit, entirely uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation.
 
   Gregory’s face sank. “Alright. It started back in college. We knew each other, hell we were friends, close ones.” Gregory sat back aging slightly as the light touched his face. “We played ball together. After graduation, I headed to Arlington with the Marshals and he was off to the FBI training facility in Quantico. We stayed in touch for a while but we lost contact after about a year.” Gregory was lost in his memories as he spoke. “I was asked to join the SOG (Special Operations Group) and moved to Glynco for special training. We were a rapid response team, ready to move whenever and wherever we were needed across the nation.” A smile wistfully crossed his lips as he spoke. “I married my college girlfriend, who hated Smith I might add. We had a baby girl a few years later. She was two when you and I met in Maine.” Sadness overtook the smile and something weighed heavily on his soul.
 
   “Are you alright?” Sitting my glass down, I listened intently. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want too.” I looked back out at the lake. “I won’t look into it, I promise.”
 
   Gregory waved his hand dismissively. “I need to tell someone.” His voice was full of emotion. “I haven’t spoken to anyone but my wife about what happened.” He sat up and looked me in the eyes. “In 2005 Smith was transferred to DC where I was stationed. Thanks to that little trip to Maine I was on the fast track for promotions. I was in charge of the SOG for the DC area.” He shrugged at me. “Basicly I had Jones job. I was happy! I had a beautiful wife and a smart, if not sassy, teenage daughter Cassandra.” I could see the sadness move in again. “Smith was in DC transferring a prisoner to WITSEC when I met him in the elevator.”
 
   “I take it you two took some time to get back in touch with one another at this point?” I asked.
 
   “He had recently transferred to the DC area from New Hampshire.” Gregory shook his head as he closed his eyes. “I didn’t think much of it at the time. I had him over for dinner several times over the following two years, much to my wife’s displeasure.” Tears formed at the corner of his eyes. “Smith joked a few times about coming to work for me because he was unhappy with the FBI.” He took a deep breath. “I played a hunch and checked with a friend in the Bureau, who let me know he was transferred to the DC office because of rumors in NH about his proclivity for underage girls. The whole thing was swept under the rug since the girl in question died in a car accident before the investigation was complete.”
 
   I blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”
 
   “You heard correctly. The FBI closed the investigation and shipped him off to DC so they could keep an eye on him.” Gregory took a drink before he steadied his nerves. Anger replaced the sadness. “I immediately cut him out of our lives completely. Cassandra’s teenage angst  was almost more than we could handle and we needed to focus on her. I got word that he was transferred to Arkansas a few months later.” He trembled as emotions swept over him at random. “Then one day I came home to find Cassandra dead in the bathtub with both of her wrists slit. We were devastated.”
 
   “I’m sorry you’ve lost me.” I confessed. “Are the two connected somehow?”
 
   Gregory nodded. “I didn’t see it either, until I got home one night and found my wife crying, holding our daughters phone. Cassandra must have sent a hundred texts to Smith begging him not to leave her because she loved him. He didn’t even respond, not even once.”
 
   “Are you sure? Didn’t you take this to his superiors?” I grasped at something to hold on to.
 
   “Don’t you think I tried?” Gregory growled. “They questioned him, hell I questioned him and he denied anything inappropriate happened. He said she started texting him after we stopped talking, that he had refused her advances.” He shook with anger as he spoke. “He made my daughter out to be some sort of sex crazed slut that he had to fight off, and that’s why he requested a transfer. To get away from my daughter harassing him.” His mood continued to darken as he spoke. “The thing that infuriates me is that I have an official write up in my file because he pressed charges against me for harassment.”
 
   I shook my head. “If I get a chance I will bury that asshole.”
 
   “Get in line!” Gregory growled.
 
   Thankfully breakfast arrived, diverting our attention for at least a few minutes from the pain of the conversation. I took my time and savored the crab cakes even though my appetite had been somewhat dampened given the circumstances. Gregory held it together better than I would have if the tables were turned.
 
   “We should talk about the case I suppose.” Gregory poked at the remnants of his food with a fork. “Is there anything you know that might help us?”
 
   “There are a few people that might help but its going to sound crazy.” I shrugged.
 
   “Crazier than some hooded freak throwing fireballs at me or having my partner turned inside out?” Gregory growled. “I think I got crazy handled just fine.”
 
   “You said it not me.” My smile faded when Gregory glared at me. “Fine, how much do you know about the work I do?”
 
   “You run some sort of private mercenary group?” Gregory threw his hands up as he sat back. “Hell I was never sure what you did to be honest or how you even got involved. Not to say I’m not grateful but you and those men you brought with you to Maine were scary as hell.”
 
   Wincing at the word mercenary, I struggled to get comfortable in my seat. “I hate the term mercenary. It implies I can be bought or rented by the highest bidder, which isn’t the case I assure you.” I leaned back in my chair and looked out over the lake, letting my thoughts congeal into something understandable. “Warden Industries employees a wide variety of people. We have a couple of research and development facilities across the southern United States and several more in Europe and Asia. We manufacture everything from computer tech, to agriculture supplies and even weapons.” A smile crossed my face as pride filled me as I thought about how much the company had grown over the years. It had all surpassed my expectations. “While it’s true we employ the largest number of men and women of any security firm on earth we are not for hire or rent per se.” Turning my attention back to Gregory I could see he was confused. “We supply our goods and people to whoever honestly needs our help, be that governments or Joe Blow down the street.” Pushing my plate aside I leaned my forearms on the table.
 
   “So you’re particular in choosing your clientele is what you're trying to say.”
 
   “That would be an understatement. The people we work for must show a need for our support.” Leaning forward I lowered my voice as excitement coursed through me. “One of those groups is located right here in New Orleans. We help safeguard the city against the darkness.” Gregory was struggling with the concept and who could blame the guy. I was terrible at explaining stuff like this to people.
 
   “Highest murder rate in America. Damn good job.” Gregory jabbed a finger at me as if to prove a point.
 
   “There’s a reason for that and now that you’re here in New Orleans as the Deputy Marshall, there are some things that you will need to understand sooner than later.” I sat back trying to decide how to proceed. “Are you familiar with any of the New Orleans traditions?” Gregory simply shook his head in response as frustration etched itself across his face. “I guess that’s a good thing. At least there won’t be any bad habits to break.” Nervously running my hand over the top of my head I tried to find a good place to start.
 
   “I’m getting tired.” Gregory grumbled.
 
   “Alright hear me out before you just dismiss me. I’m sure you are familiar with Mardi Gras.” Gregory chuckled and nodded. “Good then that’s where we will start. Each parade is managed by an independant Krewes usually made up of it’s riders. When the Krewes work together as a group they are considered part of the court.” Gregory nodded slowly still struggling with the concept. “The local court is called the Mystick Courts of Comus.”
 
   “What the hell does this have to do with anything?” Gregory demanded as he stood up in frustration.
 
   “I’m getting to that, trust me.” I waved for him to sit back down. “Seriously hear me out, then you can get pissed off all you want.” Gregory sat back in his chair. “Like I said, the individual entities are Krewes such as Bacchus, Endymion and Orpheus. Put them together and they are called courts.” Gregory nodded impatiently. “I work for the Mystic Courts of Comus or the MCC. New Orleans is like a magnet for anything evil. The very land itself corrupts anything that comes in contact with it. It’s one of the main reasons they bury their dead above ground.”
 
   “I thought it was because they popped up everytime it rained hard here.” Gregory laughed.
 
   “That’s true too but when they return to the surface they aren’t always dead...” I started.
 
   “You’re going to have to do better than that! I’ve heard this story before by Stephen King. It’s called Pet Cemetery!” Gregory scoffed.
 
   “Where do you think he got the idea?” I was quickly becoming frustrated as I was failing to make him see how very important our current situation really was. “Look, you can scoff at this all you want but it won’t change what’s true. In your position you will see a lot of weird stuff come across your desk with no explanation other than MCC and the words case closed.” Taking in a deep breath I tried to suppress my aggravation. “I’m trying to save you some time and trouble.”
 
   “Alright so let’s say I believe that the drunken folks in the Mardi Gras parades are some sort of super powered force against evil. What’s the point?” Gregory asked indignantly.
 
   Finally something that I thought I could easily explain. What most people didn’t know about the site is that it is actually a giant grave marker as well as a popular attraction. Mr. Popp is secretly buried some twenty four feet below the center of the fountain. He believed that the site was hallowed ground with all the secret occult mysticism that had been built into the site, and he was right.
 
   During his heyday John Popp was a member of the Cowbellion de Rakin Society, the forerunner of the Mystick Krewe of Comus. They were a group of men and women who fought the good fight against those forces that meant to do harm. John’s final battle against the dark forces of his day was against a voodoo priest and his followers. John was infected with an extremely virulent virus that killed him in a matter of days, though he lived long enough to see his enemies driven back from whence they came or were killed. The body of the voodoo priest was interned at the cemetery near Canal and Old Metairie Road. After his death Mr Popp’s wife took over the reigns of the organization and had the fountain built as a monument to her late husband. She was the driving force behind uniting the individual Krewes to fight against the darkness as the local Mystick Courts of Comus.
 
   Today’s Krewes in many ways are stronger and better armed than in anytime in history, they were still mere shadows of what they once were. The vast majority of the Krewes who participate in today’s parades have no idea of what they once stood for. At the time the Courts were founded all of its members believed in the supernatural things that went bump in the night. These men drew a line in the sand and using their influence, money and prestige set out to make this land safe. The original six founding members of the Rakin Society were men who had fallen victim to a vile creature of the night, and they had bonded over their loss. They swore to protect and serve the community at large from the horror of what had befallen their own families. But even then people conveniently ignored or overlooked the ‘unexplained’. Over time their beliefs in the unexplained faded away as nonsense.
 
   When local krewes like Rex and Zulu were formed and meant to work together, but rarely did. It was with a great amount of effort that Mrs. Popp was able to form the alliance that eventually drove most of the more vile elements out of the New Orleans area. Today only the most senior members, and those fortunate enough to be brought into the secret ranks of each krewe, appreciate and understand the truth of their existence. Without these brave individuals who have fought for the very souls of those in the area, New Orleans would be little more than a ghost town.
 
   There is a very good reason that New Orleans is one of the most violent places on earth. It is a convergence of darkness allowing those things that haunt your nightmares free passage to the land of the living. Evil abounds here because that is what is most comfortable here. More than in most places, ghosts and spirits bleed through the ever thinning veil of what we consider reality and what we wish to be fantasy. In time this city will be a battleground for the very survival of mankind, and if you want to survive this city, you need to be a part of this.
 
   Gregory rolled his eyes as he pushed his plate away knocking his glass off the table in anger. “Wow! You’re really going to ride this all the way to the end?” He looked at me hard searching my face for some sign that I was joking but finding none. “You can’t be serious can you?” Then the realization of what I was saying finally seemed to sink in. His anger evaporated as he slumped back in his seat with the weight of the world on his shoulders once more.
 
   “I’m afraid I am very serious.” He seemed to shrink slightly from the realization that his world had just gotten larger while he stayed the same.
 
   His slumped back in his chair, exhausted from our conversation. “Just what does this mean for me?”
 
   “It means that I have to report in shortly. I already have six texts wanting an update on the situation.” I held up my phone displaying the less than courteous messages from the Gatekeeper. “It means that if you want to know what this city really has in store for you that you should come along and see what happens next.”
 
   “Just like that, pull back the curtain and see the all powerful Oz?” Gregory croaked.
 
   “First off, Oz is a gay club on Bourbon Street and you really don’t want to see anything behind the curtain in there unless you are into that sort of thing which is cool with me.” That made me chuckle as I now found myself funnier than he found me. “And yeah just like that. The Court will want to test you and scrutinize you while I make my report but overall its just that simple.”
 
   “And what if I don’t want to join your little club?” Gregory asked.
 
   “The fact that you now know about them and the position you hold with the Marshal's service means you don’t really have a choice.” Closing my eyes I shook my head  I felt bad for the guy. He was suddenly being thrust into the deep end of the pool well before he was ready. “They would recruit you even if you didn’t know about them already. It would be harmless at first, like someone casually explaining to you the meaning of the MCC stamps that would appear on the top of your official reports. Then you would start digging and snooping, and eventually you would be forced to join or be transferred out of town. Probably demoted and divorced. They don’t play with any sense of fairness or civility. They jealously guard the city’s secrets.”
 
   Gregory nodded. “Alright, I’ll go with you but I need to call the office and tell them I’m running down a few leads and that I will be in later.”
 
   “While you do that I will let the courts know to expect us.” Waving at Ricky I let him know to bring the check. Russells was excellent about giving me my privacy. The owner was a member of the MCC himself. After paying the bill I told Gregory that we were expected at 9:00a.m. Since it was still early I dropped him off at home about 7:30a.m. for a shower, giving me just enough time to grab a change of clothes before picking him back up at 8:30a.m. for our meeting at 9:00a.m. It was turning into a very long and busy day.
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   Driving down St. Charles Avenue always gave me the feeling I had stepped back in time when things moved a much slower pace. The magnificent oaks lined either side of the street, the old trolley car still clanked and stuttered as it made its way down the neutral ground. The large multi level homes that bespoke of tradition took up the spaces between the oaks. Men and women from the universities down the street could be seen running or walking its length. Still with all the commotion and goings on it seemed almost effortless and unhurried. Even the motorists didn’t have the urge to step on the gas to speed to their destination.
 
   It hadn’t taken me long to shower and dress in something more stylish. The courts were hardly the Oscars but they did expect a certain level of professionalism. Even as fashionably inept as I am you could hardly go wrong with anything by Armani, especially when it was one of their more stylish charcoal gray suites.  I pulled over in front of Gregory’s two story slate gray plantation style home and adjusted my jacket. Before I was able to get out of the car Gregory stepped out his front door with his wife in tow. As she waved at me she gave me one of those polite smiles people use to cover up anger. I waved back, a little frightened. Gregory was clearly in a hurry as he quickly made his way down the steps and through the gate.
 
   As he opened the car door and plopped himself in the passenger seat he miserably sang. “We’re off to see the wizard, the wonderful wizard of Oz.”
 
   Shaking my head in amusement as I chuckled I told him “While its amusing as hell to me you should probably avoid singing that particular song once we’re there.” Pulling back out on St. Charles I made the nearest U turn. “There are a few things we should go over before we arrive.”
 
   “Such as?” he snapped.
 
   He was in a particularly foul mood and that just wasn’t helping things. Gritting my teeth I thought of how best to explain things as I drove toward the French Quarter. “First you need to drop the attitude. You don’t want to get lumped into the same category as me.”
 
   “And what category is that?”
 
   “The highly unpopular one.” It made my head hurt when I thought about the Gatekeeper. “The guy in charge basically hates me and that’s putting it mildly.”
 
   “Color me surprised!” Gregory growled. “You’re not just my pain in the ass.”
 
   Whipping the wheel to the right I pulled us off the road and glared at Gregory. “Either get a grip or get the fuck out!” The last thing I needed was his bad attitude ruining his chances here in the city and if he didn’t get ahold of himself he was going to be ruined before he ever got started. “These people can ruin your life! This is the most important interview you will ever have. If they like you then you’re set but if they don’t god help you! So make up your mind right now!”
 
   Gregory went ashen as it hit home that there was nothing he could do to change the situation. “Fine, what is it that I need to know?”
 
   Giving him another few seconds to change his mind before I pulled back into traffic I finally spoke. “Try not to be an asshole to start with. I have that covered for the both of us.” That brought a small smile to his face as he leaned back in his seat. “Try and fit in.”
 
   “How?” I had to admit that it was a fair question.
 
   “Hell, I don’t know. I mean if you see everyone in the room is bowing then you should probably bow too.” Trying to explain the courts acceptable behaviors was a lot tougher than I thought.
 
   That seemed to at least partially snap him out of his foul mood as he laughed. “You do realize you just told a black man to bow when he’s told right?”
 
   “Oh dear God! I included everyone in that statement.” My cheeks flushed red. I hadn’t intended it to come out the way it had. “I didn’t even think about that.”
 
   “I know! But its still funny as hell.” Gregory clapped me on the shoulder. “Anything else I should do Master Warden?”
 
   “Yes! Stop that shit right now.” I laughed. “More than anything treat this like you would the courtroom. Don’t give any extra information they don’t specifically ask for.”
 
   “So if they ask me do I know what time it is I should only say yes and nothing more.” Gregory smirked.
 
   “Exactly! Don’t give them anything. If they ask you a question be polite and answer, but that’s it, nothing extra.”
 
   “Got it.” Gregory nodded. “Where are we headed?”
 
   “Fort St. Charles, better known as the Old U.S. Mint.” I replied.
 
   The Old Mint was nestled on the corner of Esplanade and Decatur at the furthest edge of the French Market. It was a product of the westward expansion during the nation's infancy. Even though it was built atop the remains of Fort St. Charles the soft soil made construction of the heavy red brick walls difficult. The architect hadn’t taken the swampland into consideration forcing the crews to make numerous repairs during its construction.
 
   The mint itself served both the US government and the Confederacy and it was the only mint in the south to reopen after the Civil War. Eventually the costly repairs to the building and the expense of maintaining the mint forced the government to close it several years later. As many things are in New Orleans it was left abandoned and neglected for many years allowing nature to run its course. The building was almost beyond repair when the Navy took an interest in the building partially restoring it to be used as a recruiting station. The Coast Guard eventually moved in to help offset the cost of the buildings upkeep.
 
   The north wing of the building was opened in 1931 as a prison by and for the State of Louisiana in a joint venture with the federal government to try and revive the historic building. The state however didn’t have as deep of pockets as the military and pulled out twelve years later. The Navy followed suit a few years later leaving the Coast Guard the buildings only remaining tenants. Eventually they too threw in the towel as well leaving the ailing behemoth to rot at the beginning of the decade of love, peace and dirty nasty hippies.
 
   Sometime after the final abandonment the MCC quietly used their influence, involving both the federal and local government to rebuild the facility. Over the following decade the National and State Park Services reopened the main building as a museum while leasing out the north wing to a private corporation which happened to be owned by the MCC. They converted the ground floor and above into a state of the art facility. The lower floors were updated into a maximum security center to house prisoners of their own. As the might of the courts grew so did their need for extra cells to house the ever growing population of inmates too vile to be housed with the normal human population.
 
   The federal and local authorities were contracted to maintain the facility and on paper that’s exactly what it looked like. In reality the MCC absorbed the cost of maintaining the site of their latest headquarters. It wasn’t a place I would have chosen but that was hardly my decision.
 
   The King of Orpheus is the current Gatekeeper of the courts whose responsibility includes the day to day management for the MCC. He (or she as the case may be from time to time) would also direct the courts rapid response teams toward any crises. More than that he is the go between for the courts and Comus himself who created the laws for the courts and many of its counterparts. The most daunting of the Gatekeeper’s responsibilities is the use of the Scepter of Comus which is a tool to be used as a last result for prisoners deemed too dangerous to imprison. Simply put it carries out a death sentence to any unfortunate soul who commits the most heinous of crimes.
 
   Since Gregory was new to both the area and to the MCC I knew he would be forced to do a bit more than the normal paperwork for a ‘guest pass’. I was also confident that because of my involvement past involvement with Gregory combined with the MCC Krewes would attempt to recruit him immediately without giving him time to think about his choices. Usually when someone discovers the secret of the MCC they are forced to immediately choose a Krewe. Normally this isn’t an issue since the person being recruited is introduced to the court by a ranking Krewe member they are already familiar with. Gregory, however, wasn’t going to have that particular luxury. Since I worked for Comus and the Gatekeeper directly I was banned from belonging to any one Krewe, and was more or less thought of as property of the state so to speak. I could though, with a little influence, give him time and opportunity to make a more informed choice.
 
   As we drove I kept a wary eye on the angry sky above. The steel gray and black clouds hung low in the sky while lightning arced and thunder shook the earth with it's terrible power. The threat of rain hung in the air and I knew that it wouldn't be long before the threats turned into reality. I found a place to park on Elysian Fields just before it turns into North Peters. Stepping out of the vehicle I motioned for Gregory to follow me across Esplanade Ave. I took those few precious moments to reminded him of all the particulars we discussed over breakfast.
 
   Fort St. Charles is a three story building constructed of deep red brick, in the once popular Greek revival style designed by William Strickland. While the building was nothing special by nineteenth century standards today it stands out as a work of art. A fairly plain piece of art in my opinion, but art nonetheless. The only entrance is captivating but all the other points of view are rather ordinary and lacking interest. Gregory and I walked through the double wide wrought iron gates, across the cobblestone entryway, and through a couple of very out of place modern glass double doors. Turning to my right with Gregory on my heels we were greeted by three men wearing dark suits and earpieces. The tallest one, Robert I believe, acknowledged us with a nod and immediately turned and headed for the hallway that was covered with plastic sheeting and signs denoting the construction area.
 
   Gregory and I followed Robert while his two ‘friends’ fell in behind us as a rear guard. Wordlessly we proceeded deeper into the complex, occasionally stopping for Robert to swipe his ID across a reader, gaining access to previously locked corridors. Robert guided us deeper into the labyrinth of the ancient building. I am familiar with the route, and knew we were heading for the north wing. Stopping suddenly in front of an unremarkable steel security door in the stunted hallway, Robert looked back at me for approval to continue before swiping his card one last time. The door opened with a hiss as the pressurized air in the hallway ahead entered the the area. I knew from past experiences to turn my head as brilliant white light poured in from the corridor before us. Surgical white floors along with the brilliant white walls all seemed to magnify the light given off by the overhead modern stainless steel and frosted glass fixtures.
 
   Gregory looked at me curiously and started to open his mouth to speak. Shaking my head disapprovingly, he closed it quickly. Looking out of the window to the left I could see that the sky had finally let the promised rain become a reality. Torrents of water poured down the large plate glass windows giving them the impressive appearance of infinity waterfalls.
 
   Robert’s deep baritone voice was marred by his thick Cajun accent. "Mr. Aaron, you will need to come with me.” He waved Gregory over next to him. “Viktor, these two men will be escorting you to the Master of Arms. From there you will be escorted to the Gatekeepers council chambers."
 
   Since when did I need an escort? “Is that really necessary?” I asked. Robert and his cronies blanched under the weight of my glare. “I would think that I’ve been here often enough to know my way around.”
 
   “The Gatekeeper has instructed us...” Robert stammered.
 
   “If the Gatekeeper is worried about something he can come personally tell me. Until that comes to pass I will be alright on my own. Am I clear?”
 
   Robert took a few steps back as his face turned chalk white. “I'm sorry sir...” His voice shook as his nerves got the better of him. “I didn't mean to insult you...” Robert seemed to shrink as he stepped back into the wall and tried to make his escape. “I’m just following protocol. You of course can find your way if you wish it. Please forgive my impertinence.”
 
   “Calm down.” I waved dismissively. “You needn’t work yourself up over this. You have other things to worry about, like my friend here.” Pointing at Gregory I let a dark smile work its way across my face. “He is to be afforded every courtesy you would extend to me.”
 
   My smile slid out of sight as I stepped forward and jammed a finger into Robert’s chest pinning him against the wall. His two friends flinched as they too looked around for an escape route. “If he is insulted or mistreated in anyway I will hold not only you but your entire Krewe responsabile.” My voice was cold and hard as all trace of emotion faded from my face. “Further he will not choose a Krewe until such time I see fit for him to make a well informed choice.” Pushing my finger in harder against his chest Robert stifled a groan of pain. “This my right as Progenitor!” Releasing him his knees nearly buckled. “You can test him and do whatever paperwork that needs to be done but nothing more than that.”
 
   For a moment I thought Robert was about to faint or have a seizure as his face contorted. He was flush and turning pale all at the same time. I was quite an impressive feat! Finally able to find his voice, even if it came out a little squeaky, he stammered “But sir that isn’t protocol. I am sure that is against the Gatekeepers wishes...”
 
   “I believe that if you inform the Gatekeeper of my ‘wishes’ he will make an exception, at least this one time.” I growled. “Robert, please do not mistake my statement as a request.”
 
   The man blanched white and stammered. “Sir?”
 
   “Please carry out my orders. If you have somehow misunderstood them please let me know. Otherwise this particular conversation is over!” Turning on my heels I proceeded to the end of the hallway, leaving Gregory with his escorts and more confused than ever.
 
   I was sure that the guards would be more than a little flustered by my ‘request’ such as it was. It was well within my right to postpone Gregory’s choosing of a Krewe until he could make an informed choice. The Gatekeeper of course would be furious but what the hell was new about that? There was little he could do about it now! If he were to go against my wishes he would be overturning the law of Comus which was something I was sure he wouldn’t dare attempt. It is the price that the MCC pays to have me around whenever I might be needed, whether they like it or not.
 
   I suppose we should set a few things straight at this point. The use of the word Gatekeeper within the local courts was purely a ceremonial title and every decade or so there is a change of the guard. The Gatekeeper sits upon the Throne of Comus as a symbol of authority and that particular honor fell to whoever was currently in the greatest favor of the majority of the Krewes. While it is true that Rex and Zulu are the face and body of the Mardi Gras celebration all the Krewes answer to the Throne of Comus.
 
   In the 1990’s a new parade and Krewe named Orpheus was created by several of the old guard wishing to return to the glory days.They wrestled control of the Throne of Comus from the previous watchers of the city. They did it quickly and quietly, with such a display of force as to not find themselves on the receiving end of the combined krewes retaliation. It also showed how much the previous leaders were actually despised. The Court of Comus isn’t a court in and of itself, but an amalgamation of all the other Krewes higher echelon, combined into a Congress of sorts that allows the Krewes to act with one mind. This is one of the real reasons behind all the secrecy of the identities of the members of Comus. The current ‘Gatekeeper’ is a member of the of Orpheus, and has been since its creation and the man despises everything about me!
 
   It wasn’t long before I navigated through the maze of hallways to the office of the Master of Arms. This title, unlike some of the others in the courts, isn’t ceremonial. Everyone who has ever held the post has been exceptionally familiar and comfortable with the practice and implementation of violence. Nathan Williams, who currently held the position, was in his mid forties with a heavily muscled physique, cold dark eyes, his square jaw line and calm demeanor that inspired confidence and loyalty in his men both now and when he was in the military. We met prior to his service to the courts and in the years since we had fought alongside one another on several occasions.
 
   Nathan hardly glanced up from the file he was reading before nodded for me to take a seat. He finished the file and set it aside as he leaned back in his chair eyeing me carefully. “How are you today Viktor?”
 
   “Well enough I suppose and you?” I could tell he had something on his mind but the dance of polite conversation needed to be adhered to, especially here where tradition and pleasantries ruled the day.
 
   He pulled his chair closer to the desk as he leaned forward to push his phone to the side. The screen lit up revealing an open line. I nodded to let him know I understood we were being monitored as Nathan started the conversation. “It would appear that you not only put Robert and myself in a bit of a bind but disobeyed a direct order from the Gatekeeper.”
 
   Cocking my head to the side I gave Nathan one of my ‘what the fuck’ looks along with the ‘you have to be kidding me’. He shrugged his shoulders as he leaned back in his chair. “All I asked for as per my right as Progenitor was to delay Gregory Aaron’s induction until he could make a well informed choice.”
 
   Nathan smirked as he tried not to laugh. “I’m sure that the Gatekeeper would accommodate your request if we could put a reasonable time constraint on it.”
 
   Holy shit, the Gatekeeper was even more petty than I had previously believed. The guy was going to try and force me into defying him openly so he could run me out of the organization to allow him free reign. “And what do you suggest is ‘reasonable’?” I asked as I spoke into the phone a little louder than necessary just to be an asshole.
 
   “Sixty days should be time enough for him to make up his mind. Don’t you?”
 
   I knew that would be more than enough time if we actually lived that long. Gregory would have time to study the Krewe’s background and history to find a good fit for himself here in the Big Easy. “Sounds fair to me.”
 
   Nathan sniffed as he leaned forward and hit the end button on his phone terminating the call. “Thank god that’s over!”
 
   “I take it that Robert is one of his lackeys?”
 
   “Don’t get me started on that slimy little bastard but yeah he is.” Nathan was clearly disgusted by the whole affair. “Just as a heads up something big is going on. I’ve seen several of the Krewe’s leaders showing up this morning.”
 
   “Thanks, I guess I should get going.” I stood up and shook his hand.
 
   “Oh and one last thing. They are meeting in the council chambers down the hall instead of the formal reception area.”
 
   That was just odd, but hell the Gatekeeper was an odd little man. “Thanks again, we should catch up after this is over and grab some lunch.”
 
   “Sounds good.” Nathan settled back into his chair as he sifted through more paperwork as I headed out.
 
   At the end of the hallway I opened the stairwell door and made my way up to the third floor. I’m not exactly a huge fan of elevators given the fact that if things go wrong you’re pretty much stuck there all alone at someone else's mercy. Over the years I had spent far too much time alone and stuck in places I didn’t want to be. Opening the door on the third floor my feet were met with a plush crimson carpet. I turned the corner and I found myself in the lobby of the courts, the walls painted a deep rich cherry with several comfortable chairs and sofas for waiting delegates. Across from the brass elevator doors were an impressive set of double oak doors, heavily embossed with intricate carvings of Mardi Gras celebrations.
 
   If this were a more formal occasion I would have been escorted through these doors where my title would be announced just prior to being received by the current king and his court. Today, it would seem, wasn’t such a day, so I turned right and made my way around the corner that led to what appeared to be an emergency exit. Even though I knew it wasn’t going to sound the alarm, somewhere in the back of my mind I waited for the sound as I pushed the handle.
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   Closing my eyes for a second I was able to adjust to the low lighting of the council chamber. Scanning the room quickly I had to agree with Nathan. Something very big was up. Not only were the first two rows of semi circular seating filled with the ranking members of the courts but every seat in the house was full. Someone had called in every King and Queen of the MCC, giving me a very full audience today. If the Gatekeeper had something up his sleeve, today would be the day to execute it, to be witnessed by the entirety of the courts. This was a rare occasion as it had to be at least ten years since such a conclave had been called. Personally I didn’t believe Helena’s murder rated the full attention of the courts at this point in the investigation but someone in the room believed differently.
 
   Though the members of Comus hid their identities from the general public, such things were forbidden within the confines of this room. As a matter of protocol proper names were not used but usually substituted with their title, since each King or Queen spoke for their Krewe and not as an individual.
 
   The first row of seats consisted of four dark brown leather bound comfortable looking chairs which were reserved for the upper echelon of Comus. The seat furthest to the right sat the King of Zulu, and his immediate neighbor was the Gatekeeper. The seat to the furthest left and closest to me sat the King of Rex. The remaining chair, which sat empty, was held for the absent Comus. His was the eldest of the four chairs and while it looked well used and comfortable but it was rarely filled. If this meeting had taken place within the Ceremonial Reception area down the hall, the Gatekeeper would occupy the extremely ornate and uncomfortable looking Throne of Comus. I bowed as a sign of respect and greeting, but the Gatekeeper barely moved his head in acknowledgement. Pulling the USB drive out of my pocket I handed it to the nearest guard who quickly disappeared while I made my way to the podium.
 
   As I waited I took a moment to look around the room where I saw faces I hadn’t seen in ages, such as the King of Rex. He was rail thin and stooped with age, with a few wisps of gray hair atop his head. His body appeared frail, and his right leg was missing from the knee down. One shouldn’t consider this injury a hindrance. Even in his aged crippled form the man is a force to be reckoned with. His powder blue eyes glittered in the dim light of the room and his mental faculties are as sharp as any living member of the courts. He is feared and respected and usually in that order.
 
   To his right sat the King of Zulu, a man in his mid forties, powerfully built, with dark eyes and a strong jawline. He looked to be just as accustomed to any boardroom than perhaps a seedy underworld syndicate of organized crime. The latter was his real job even though he is a well respected attorney most days. He, like Rex, commands respect and fear and usually received both it in abundance. These two men were the sharks in the room. When the hard choices had to be made, one, if not both, of these men were the ones to make them.
 
   The squat, balding, overweight and jittery little man seated between the empty chair for Comus and Zulu was the Gatekeeper, better known as the King of Orpheus. Contrary to his public persona as a retired factory owner he, like Zulu, was in the “family business”, which rivaled Zulu’s criminal organization outside of the courts. This was more often than not a point of contention between the two as Orpheus currently controlled the courts. I felt that one day the situation between the two would end badly for the Gatekeeper, and frankly I was surprised it hadn’t already done so. One day the Gatekeeper’s luck would surely run out and that Zulu would gladly lead the second line at the man’s funeral. It was a show of true restraint on Zulu’s behalf that an all out war for control of the courts hadn’t erupted after the creation of the Krewe of Orpheus. It was my opinion that this creation was a master stroke of genius and one that very few had seen coming. In fact I had been out of town dealing with this very case.
 
   In the second row sat the Queen of the Nine Muses. She was a particularly stunning woman with long red hair, piercing green eyes, perfectly shaped ruby red lips and a body that would make even the most devout man or woman consider the most sinful of things.
 
   Throughout the room many men and women of power and prestige were arrayed in a semicircle and awaiting the news of the day. I had to imagine that it was only by the voice of King Rex that they’d gathered so quickly. Everyone in the room feared Rex, and he once told me that respect only gets you so far, but carrying around what others fear the most gets the job done. As I said before, sharks.
 
   “Good morning ladies and gentlemen, such as it is. If it pleases the court I would like to proceed with what information I have at hand.” I spoke clearly and with the reverence due the situation.
 
   Both the Kings of Zulu and Rex looked at each other, and then nodded for me to proceed. Turning my head toward the guard I confirmed that the information had uploaded. As the lights dimmed further the front wall turned opaque before flickering to life as an oversized monitor with file folders flooding half the display. At the same time smaller screens embedded into the desks of each Royal sprang to life. No matter how often I visited the courts headquarters I am always amazed at the level of ingenuity created by man. This room was nothing short of one of the most technologically advanced places on earth. Air Force 1, and even the White House’s Situation Room would be envious of the gadgets and technological advances held within the walls of this once forgotten building. Each royal could elect to send this information along with my supposition to their respective members.
 
   Using my phone I remotely opened the first folder containing this mornings crime scene photos, garnering more than a few choice words and sharp intakes of breath. For a moment I thought a few of the less seasoned members of the court were going to be sick but to their credit they were able to reel it back in.
 
   “As you can see the perpetrators of this crime are vicious, but this is not the first time I have encountered them.” I turned and gestured to an elderly man in the far corner of the room. “If the scribe would please pull up the records from my trip to Maine twenty years ago each of you will understand the full extent of our problem.”
 
   Pushing my finger atop of the next folder icon on my phone the room was flooded with photos and files related to the earlier case. Many in the room winced as they bore witness to the brutality of man. Rex never looked down as he kept his eyes riveted on the big screen before him. A mixture of rage and sadness painted his face.
 
   These were not the standard crime scene photo’s from the Marshals service but the ones the remainder of my team had taken to truly document that days events. Another set of sharp intakes of breaths and queasy looks made their way around the room. The King of Zulu spoke in a deep gravely voice as he gestured toward the old photos. “I was under the impression that all of the business in Maine had been tended to at the time.” He leaned forward in his seat as he gave me a grave look. “Understand that I was a recent addition to the courts during that time, but from what I was told the threat was terminated. And now you expect us to clean up your mess?”
 
   Taking a deep breath and slowly exhaling to control my anger I shook my head. “I have no idea who gave you that particular impression sir, but it was and still is a mistaken one.” I quickly motioned for the others to follow along. “If you open the files from the original case you will see that there were at least five of the higher ranking members that were never accounted for.” I caught myself clenching and unclenching my right hand as I spoke as 20 years of anger threatening to take over. I took in another breath and steadied myself. “To make matters worse I never discovered the confluence of their power. It always left me feeling uneasy and today is a perfect example as to why.”
 
   I was caught by surprise, much like everyone else, when I heard an aged voice no more than a whisper drifting across the still air of the room to completely fill the emptiness. All attention turned to the aged Rex who glared at the Gatekeeper. The Gatekeeper visibly shrunk as he tried to make himself as small as possible, trying to avoid the aged man's wrath.
 
   “It would seem that our previous scribe may have been a little premature in my counterpart, King Zulu, tutelage. Isn’t that correct Gatekeeper?” Rex seethed.
 
   “Perhaps he misunderstood my instructions.” The Gatekeeper said as his voice broke slightly.
 
   “It was this particular incident where I lost my leg from the knee down.” Rex wheezed stopping to take a puff from an inhaler before continuing. “It nearly cost me my life and only by the grace of God and our good friend Viktor that I survived the day. But I do digress, please carry on.” Rex rasped.
 
   It was a rarity for the old man to speak in public anymore due to the pain involved. Having been diagnosed with both throat cancer and emphysema, it was only the gravity of the situation that compelled him to do so now. I bowed slightly and nodded at him in thanks. “This particular set of crazies were playing on an entirely different level than anything most of us have ever encountered.” I held up a hand to stop any of the younger members who were pushing themselves off the wall to argue the point. “Before any of you get indignant, yes I am sure of that statement, and if you want confirmation please read the files provided after our meeting. If you still want to pull them out and measure after that, please feel free to discuss it with Rex. I am sure you will get the scope of the situation in its entirety at that point.” The idea of discussing this with King Rex, more than anything, caused them to shrink back into the darkness.
 
   The Gatekeeper stood and addressed me. His voice was wheezy and slightly higher pitched than a man’s voice should be as it cracked, as if his balls were finally dropping after fifty plus years.
 
   “If you are so very concerned about, ‘the crazies’ as you call them, then why aren’t you out there doing something about them instead of here?” He threw up his hands in mock surprise. “Wait a minute! Let me guess!” as his face suddenly contorted into a sneer. “You want the council to do your job for you. Isn’t that right?” Anger and hatred filled his voice. “Are you not the mighty and all powerful Viktor Engel Warden that we have heard so many stories about?” He waved a hand at me as if dismissing me. “I would appreciate it if you would just get to the point and allow the rest of us to get on with our day!”
 
   I could have sworn I heard him stamp his foot under his desk as he finished his tantrum. Invoking my right as Progenitor must have pissed him off more than I had expected. That and the fact we have been at each others throats for most of the last two decades probably didn’t help. We rarely see eye to eye on anything other than our mutual displeasure of each other. At one point in 2005 he even tried to have me removed from the court.
 
   That didn’t work out well for him and it weakened his position within the courts. Because of his demand for my removal Orpheus fractured and now operates as two separate courts. The Gatekeeper remained as the figurehead of the court, but within his own Krewe was forced to share power with Nathan. The Gatekeeper remained in his position only because his supporters held all the cash flow and are more prominent members of Orpheus, while Nathan controlled the foot soldiers and the day to day people who made the court function. One without the other at this point would be a non entity.
 
   My smirking only seemed to piss him off more as I stood there in disbelief. “You know very well that I am here out of courtesy to the courts.” Stepping to the side and turning I was able to get a better view of the stunted little man before me. “It is my sworn duty as a vassal of Comus to report any crimes of this nature” Glaring at the idiot I didn’t even try to hide the contempt in my voice for the man. “As you know it is my sworn duty to serve the court as well as the community at large. If you have an issue with how I carry out my duties,” giving him a contemptuous smirk before moving on “perhaps we can discuss it on King’s Day with Comus himself!”
 
   The Gatekeeper turned several shades of red, veins bulging out around his neck and face. “What I disagree with ‘Viktor’” his voice cracking once more as his anger made him nearly horse, “is the fact you summoned a conclave for nothing more than a single murder that involves only you and perhaps the ailing Rex.” He stuck a stubby finger in my direction, shaking it at me wildly. “ The rest of us shouldn’t have to clean up your mess. How dare you summon them here without asking my permission?!”
 
   “I didn’t summon the conclave for starters...” I started.
 
   “Oh don’t even try to make excuses! I know it was you! You are always trying to undermine my authority!” The gatekeeper screamed.
 
   I saw Rex lean forward in his chair about to speak but I waved him off before he could do so. He leaned back in his chair, anger obviously welling up inside him. “Leonard, I’m sorry you feel that way. I assure you that isn’t the case.” It really wasn’t. The man was incompetent enough to screw things up himself without my help. “While it’s true we rarely agree on anything I have never tried nor will I ever attempt to undermine what little authority you possess.”
 
   “You will address me by my title!” Nearly in tears, Leonard slammed his fist into his desk. “You don’t deserve to clean the soles of my feet let alone address me in such a common fashion!” Leonard sprayed spittle across the room as he screamed.
 
   Shaking my head in pity I sighed. “We have greater problems here than our personal differences Leonard.” I was tired of his constant whining and continued interference. It was times like these when I thought about moving to another city. “What I came here for was information. I would like to use the eyes and ears of our people to find the hole that these sleazebags are hiding in as quickly as possible.” Closing the screen on my phone the lights gradually returned to normal. Frustration built up inside me as I resented the constant bickering and backbiting.
 
   Leonard turned several deeper shades of red and purple, causing his voice to go an octave higher as he spoke. “So it is information you need! What if I say no?”
 
   Taking a step forward Leonard fell back in his seat as he tried to scramble out of my way and even failing at that minor task. “You would risk more lives over your pride? Dear God Leonard you are pathetic. With ever increasing repetition you demonstrate that you are nothing more than an over indulged child!”
 
   Leonard turned a sickly shade of green and white as his face twitched uncontrollably. “You overestimate your worth Viktor! Now that this chapter of your life has come back to haunt you everyone else will see you for who you are, a small insignificant manling with visions of grandeur.”  He shook with anger as his voice came out seething with hatred and dripping bile as he spoke. “You have no place here and I am hereby withdrawing the court’s official support! Let’s see how well you do without us at your beckon call. As is my right as the Gatekeeper I hereby declare Viktor Engel Warden persona non grata. No official support shall be given in this matter and anyone who wishes to challenge my authority will be brought before Comus for summary judgement! Am I clear?”
 
   The room went silent for a moment, then a very sultry laugh came from the Queen of the Nine Muses cutting through the stillness like a bullhorn. Her long red hair flowed around her face as if it were alive with wind as she tossed her head back laughing. When she got to her feet, all five feet three inches of her, her face lost all of its humor as she caught Leonard in her gaze.
 
   “Little man, make whatever proclamation you wish!” She paused to brush her hair over her shoulder for dramatic effect. “You only think you wield the power of Comus!” She sneered at him as she spoke. “You are the most reprehensible Gatekeeper in the history of the courts!” She seethed. “Bring me before Comus!” She held her delicate wrists out daring anyone to try and slap her in irons. Thankfully no one was dumb enough to take the bait. “You don’t have the balls for it you spineless sack of shit!”
 
   Looking around the room to ensure she made her point she finally leaned forward putting her hands on the desk giving those of us in the front row an excellent view of her feminine form. “Officially or not, I’m sure Viktor will receive whatever help he needs. It isn’t as if ‘you’ could stop any of us!” Sitting back in her chair all prim and proper she gave him one last insult. “What are you going to do, march the entire conclave before Comus? It is you who overestimate your worth!”
 
   Leonard again stamped his foot and clenched his fists as he slammed them down onto his desk. “I commanded you to stand down and leave Viktor to his own devices or you will all pay!”
 
   As I mentioned earlier Leonard doesn’t care for me in the least. I believe that if I were on fire and he had water, he would drink it! Raising my hand I whistled to get everyone’s attention before giving Leonard a quick wink. “Not to worry Leonard I’ll help you out here” He started to stand but quickly fell back as I advanced on his position. “My offices are open for anyone who needs my help. Otherwise please do not jeopardize yourself on my account.” As I headed for the exit I turned to Leonard giving him a wicked little smile. “Oh, and Leonard, I look forward to our meeting with Comus.” “I don’t think it will turn out the way you would like.”  As I turned to leave the room I gave him the finger, just for shits and giggles. “Oh, not to worry Leonard I am on my way out of the building now.”
 
   As the door closed I heard voices from the room explode with furious accusations, almost running over Nathan as I made my exit. He and three of his guards had escorted Gregory off the third floor. “Wow do you ever know how to piss someone off!” Nathan observed, shaking his head as he took the stairs two at a time. “You two need to get the hell out of here before he decides to have you arrested.”
 
   I nodded at Gregory asking. “You alright?”
 
   Gregory was obviously confused as to what was going on but tried to hide it. “I am not sure what the hell happened back there but I am suspecting it isn’t good. As far as the other stuff goes, Nathan says I scored well.”
 
   Nathan looked back at me as he guided us through the back halls to a stairwell. “His scores are some of the highest I have ever seen. But since you have negotiated the sixty days I am sure he will have his pick of krewes. That is if anyone will have him after today’s fiasco. For fuck’s sake Viktor, haven't you ever heard of playing nice?”
 
   I shrugged. “I’ve heard of it, I just don’t really believe in it with some people.”
 
   Nathan shook his head. “I am supposed to tell you that until the will of Comus is known to us that you are no longer welcome. Your security clearance has been revoked and you are to be arrested on site if you try to enter the building.”
 
   Smiling broadly at Nathan I assured him. “Don’t worry so much. I am sure it will all turn out the way it’s supposed to.” Before giving Nathan a hard look as the humor left my face. “Not to worry Nathan I wouldn’t put you in the position of trying to arrest me.”
 
   Nathan visibly relaxed. “Thank you for that.”
 
   With very little fanfare we were led out of a nondescript door on the side of the building facing the French Market and unceremoniously dumped on the curb like yesterdays trash. I heard the door close with a loud thud just after Gregory passed through it.
 
   “So what the hell happened?” Gregory asked curiously.
 
   “Oh a child had a temper tantrum and threw us out on principle, which means we shouldn’t expect any help from the courts anytime soon.” I laughed shrugging my shoulders. “I should drop you off at the Federal Building before heading to the office. Once you conclude your business with Smith, why don’t you join me at Warden Industries?.”
 
   Gregory nodded. “We will talk about this later, but for now we do have work to do I suppose.”
 
   We got back to the car only to find it booted. I’m sure that this was one hell of a fuck you message from Leonard. Gregory and I walked a block over to the French Market where we each hailed a cab. I have to give Leonard credit, but his present was a particularly low blow. The rotten bastard booted my car! What an asshole!
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: h.t6lqp1yx8lws]Chapter 6
 
    
 
   The cab pulled up to 1225 Rampart, my place of business and the current headquarters of Warden Industries. I bought the building from a funeral home many years ago. It was a gleaming white multi-level wooden structure with eight Doric columns spanning the forty feet between the ground floor and the roof. Due to Leonard's gift of a boot to my car the private parking lot at the rear of the building would be of absolutely no use to me until this afternoon at the earliest. Between the time it would take to remove the boot and the tow truck’s arrival I was looking at several hours to do office work, which would thrill my second to no end. She was always requesting some sort of paperwork to be signed in triplicate, all of which I hated doing. Hell I always thought that your subordinates were there to do all the stuff I hated to do. She's informed me on several occasions that no matter what I believe, someone misinformed me somewhere along the line.
 
   Stepping out of the cab I stopped at the passenger window to give the driver his fare. Before I made my way up the steps of my office, I stretched for a moment while admiring the building. The basic layout was the same since its days as a funeral home. The double brass doors were in the center of the building which I took a moment to admire. Modern buildings rarely had the flare and style of historic ones and these highly ornate gleaming brass doors were a prime example. Pulling the door open I stepped inside the bustling office.
 
   The old dark and highly polished hardwood floors creaked slightly as I walked across the room. Just to the right of the door was a semicircular mahogany desk containing a stunning young woman in her mid twenties. Justine, my receptionist, could easily make a living as a prettier though shorter stand in for the lovely Kylie Minogue. She barely glanced up to see my ID as a formality before waving me on. Cameras outside were used to gain facial recognition before I ever entered the door. Scanners embedded in the columns out front scanned my electronic ID tag verifying the facial recognition. And as a last line of defense the scanners in conjunction with a live feed from the cameras created some sort of biometric imprint of me as well as all of my employees. Everything from my carriage to my heart rate were calculated to make it nearly impossible to impersonate anyone working here. After you encounter a shapeshifter once or twice you get a little particular. The one place more advanced than the council chambers of the courts was this building. Where do you think they got all the cool gadgets from? Did you seriously think they came up with that stuff on their own?
 
   Thinking about it for a moment I stopped and turned back to Justine. “Could you put the word out that we are looking for any information about the murder in City Park this morning.” This is New Orleans after all and the only thing more motivating than free food and booze is money. “Offer a reward if you think it will help. Take it out of the discretionary fund.” Security would need to be tightened until things calmed down with the case and the courts. “Also, could you please place a call to security and ask them to step up the patrols until things settle down?”
 
   “Will there be anything else sir?” She flashed a bright smile at me.
 
   “Not at the moment.” Her smile was infectious as I smiled back. Suddenly the thought of my second, Kira, waiting for me flickered through my mind and the smile faded. “Is she waiting for me?”
 
   “Of course sir” Justine smirked as she glanced up at the second floor balcony. “And she’s in a mood, even for her!” I saw pity in her eyes as she looked at me. “She came flying out of the conference room about thirty minutes ago in a huff.” She mentioned as she pulled an expense voucher from under the counter and handed it to me. “Could you sign this now, just in case you don’t make it back down...ever”
 
   I quickly signed the voucher approving her use of the discretionary fund. “You inspire me with such confidence Justine.” Sighing heavily, I returned the paperwork. “Thanks for the heads up.”
 
                 As I turned to leave I remembered that the Queen of the Nine Muses might stop by. “Oh hell I nearly forgot. Katherine and perhaps a few others from the court may pass by.” I looked up at the balcony and shook my head. “It might be safer to show them to the conference room and call me right away.”
 
   “Safer? For who, you or them?” She laughed. “More likely you want a way out of whatever trouble you have landed in!”
 
   “I am glad I can amuse you.” I grumbled.
 
   “I should thank you for it more often than I do.” She quipped.
 
   “You would think you would want to thank me for keeping you employed.” I joked.
 
   “Oh, please.” She looked at me without a hint of amusement. “No one else would take this job, so you’re stuck with my smiling face.” She gave me one of those sultry smiles that made men stop thinking with their brains. “You’re welcome for that by the way.”
 
   Biting my tongue I resisted the urge to say things I shouldn’t before waving and moving across the room to the polished hardwood double wide stairwell on the north wall. About three quarters of the way up I saw the gleaming cherry hardwood floors spill across the second floor and the thankfully empty oversized desk belonging to Kira, my second. Her highly ornate antique mahogany desk sat just outside my office on the furthest side of my office door, which currently stood ajar. On the opposite side of the room was an empty waiting area with six empty heavy wooden chairs. I started scanning the room looking for Kira. I know that she was lurking somewhere and would be upon me without warning if I weren’t careful.
 
   No sooner had my foot hit the landing I heard the click, click, click of Kira’s high heeled shoes storming towards me. She emerged out of the office with a head full of steam. Kira who had recently turned twenty eight, towered over most people at six foot four with a whole lot of lean muscle mass. Her dark brown eyes flashed with annoyance as she made a little hmmp noise at me.
 
   Knowing that nothing I said would appease her, I gave her my best smile as I nodded. She wore a smart navy blue business suit, the cut of it accentuating her height. She was never one to be self conscious about it, and had commented on several occasions that it made meeting girls much easier, especially out in the clubs. She was the epitome of the perfect lipstick lesbian.
 
   She looked down at me giving me a half sarcastic smile as she held in her perfectly manicured hands a fist full of paperwork which she shook at me. “So was that really necessary?”
 
   Her tone caught me by surprise as it was raw and gravelly. “I take it you were snooping again and watching things you shouldn’t.” I strode past her into my office and she quickly followed me in.
 
   She rolled her eyes as she gave me one of those big ‘eat shit and die’ smiles. “If by snooping and watching things I shouldn’t you actually mean doing my fucking job by watching your back and trying to minimize the damage you do? Then, yes I was snooping and watching stuff I shouldn’t!”
 
   “I didn’t give you access to the courts video surveillance system so you could spy on private meetings.” I retorted, stepping around my desk and pulling the chair out to sit.
 
   She stopped suddenly and stomped her heel of one of her overly priced stilettos in frustration into my nice hardwood floor as she spoke. Damn that was sure to leave a divot.
 
   “Since I installed that system you hardly ‘gave me’ access!” She placed one hand on her hip while pointing the other accusingly. “I was simply trying to save time by having the Delta team receive the briefing along with the courts.”
 
   God bless it! How the hell can she be so damn practical when it comes to business and need so much help in the rest of her life? “How did that work out for them?” Its really hard to sound indignant when the other person is making so much damn sense.
 
   “They got what they needed.” Turning she closed the door before giving me her full attention once more. “They were wise enough to vacate the room when things got personal.” No matter how hard she tried she wasn’t able to keep the mirth out of her voice. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
 
   “You act like it was my fault.” Throwing my hands up in disgust. She knew that there was bad blood between me and Leonard for as long as we had known each other. “Don’t you have something better to do than sit here and lecture me about things you don’t understand?” She hated the guy too, so I was at a loss as to why we were still discussing the matter.
 
   “Oh, like I don’t understand that you feel the need to randomly piss off the Gatekeeper as often as possible.” Turning loose of the paperwork she sat down and slid it across the desk too me pointing at it. “For the life of me, I don’t know how you think you can fix this!” Taking the opportunity to distract myself as she ranted I grabbed the file and opened it. “You may have pushed things too far and Comus will have little choice but to throw you out on your ass!” All the mirth and joy left her as she spoke. “As you can see Leonard is doing his best to tie up the court’s resources with useless and time consuming jobs outside the city limits.”
 
   To be honest not a bad plan on his behalf I thought as I shrugged and said “It wasn’t as if I actually expected them to fall in line and help in the matter.” Waving off the situation dismissively as I slid the file across the desk. “I was reporting to them out of duty, not out of respect or need.”
 
   “There is that, and the fact you couldn’t help yourself by insulting the Gatekeeper.” She sighed and she looked worried. “You may not need the courts protection but others do.” She looked at me with genuine concern in her eyes. “What will happen to them if Comus finds them guilty of assisting you?”
 
   That made me feel like a complete asshat. “I admit the fact that I do relish the opportunity to insult the little shit.” I looked up at her reassuringly. “I doubt Comus would side with Leonard.” I closed my eyes and leaned back in my chair as I thought about the situation. If I had to guess a decision would have to be made concerning Leonard when Comus arrived on King’s day.
 
   She sat back in her chair satisfied she’d made her point. “I have word from Rex, Zulu and the Muses that they want to meet with you as soon they are able to tear themselves away from Leonard’s riveting lectures about how things will proceed from here on out.” She rolled her eyes in disgust, loathing the man perhaps even more than I. “He is very intent on having Comus formally remove you from the courts.” She leaned forward as she lost herself in thought. “And having you put in chains afterward or exiled from the city at the very least.” She shook her head as she smiled sweetly at me. “You should count yourself lucky that Comus only shows up once a year, or he might throw you out just to shut Leonard up!”
 
   Her phone chirped alerting her to a new message and saving me from more of her lecture. As she read it she lit up like the cat who ate the canary.  Pushing herself out of her chair she moved toward the door. “One last thing, Rex has sent word that there has been some unusual inquiries about a certain Francisco Galvez M.D.”
 
   My curiosity peaked as I completely forgot about Leonard and the MCC. “Do we have anything else on the man?” I honestly hadn’t expected for anyone to have a lead for me this fast.
 
   “We will know more shortly. I’ll let you know when something pops.” She shrugged once more and as an afterthought looked back. “In the future when you plan on pissing off the Gatekeeper please give me a heads up so I don’t have to scramble.”
 
   Chuckling at the comment I gave her a quick thumbs up. It isn’t as if I go in there with a plan to piss the guy off. “I am sure that my continued existence is a thorn in his side. So rest assured, for future reference if he see’s that I still draw breath he is going to be pissed off!”
 
   She rolled her eyes as she flipped me the bird. “God, I know how the man feels on a daily basis.” She shut the door before I had a chance to say something else annoying, or as I see it, funny and incredibly witty. I sat down at the desk and started reviewing the twenty year old notes of the previous encounter. About five minutes later my door opened and without lifting my gaze from my tablet I reminded her, “And you think I’m funny and incredibly handsome too.”
 
   That actually got a smile out of her. “In your dreams, but back here in reality we have some information on Dr. Galvez.”
 
   That shut me up as I quickly looked up from my reading. “Tell me! From the tone of your voice it would appear you have something interesting for me.”
 
   She glanced at her tablet as she spoke. “I just sent you the file. Mr. Galvez is a native of Puerto Rico who moved to the states in the early seventies. After arriving he attended medical school at Tulane here in New Orleans.” She walked around and took her seat once more before continuing. “He specializes in geriatric psychiatric care and this is truly an odd combination, renal failure.” She looked up at me as if she were expecting me to say something. Seeing no reaction from me she continued. “Dr. Galvez owns a facility on the Lakefront out in the East on Hayne Blvd. The place has a clean track record according to the state inspections.”
 
   My hopes were quickly being dashed with each word she spoke. “I don’t see anything special about that in the least. I think you might be losing your touch...” She rolled her eyes and cut me off before I had a chance to finish a zinger I had been waiting to use for weeks.
 
   She pointed at her tablet. “If you were reading the file that I sent to you a couple of minutes ago you would have already found the coup de gras!” But since you are waiting for me to spoon feed you I guess I should continue.” I bowed at her magnanimous gesture and waved for her to continue. “You should note I never said he always practiced here in the city. In the early 80’s he had a satellite office in Maine which didn’t close down until 1993.”
 
   That caught my attention, hitting me like a ton of bricks. This man was possibly one of the five cult members that got away. The scumbag always had ties to the very city I lived in and I never caught wind of it. Maybe I was the one losing my touch.  “Kira can you pull all the records for both the city in Maine and New Orleans to see if we have any other people in common? You may have found the common thread that has always eluded us till now.”
 
   Kira beamed at my praise. “It is already underway. It will take a bit longer than normal since the records in Maine may be hard to acquire. It would seem that someone burned most of the city to the ground. For the life of me I don’t have a clue who that could have been. You wouldn’t happen to have any ideas, do you?”
 
   I squirmed uncomfortably as I thought about the possibility of losing our best lead due to something I did twenty years ago. “Those were trying times. I admit that I might have gotten a little carried away in my haste to eliminate the enemy.”
 
   She was clearly enjoying my discomfort as she chuckled at how I was trying to downplay my zealous pursuit of the enemy. “ You think?” She held her side as she laughed. “You? You would never get carried away in your haste to it eliminate the enemy.”
 
   As much as I hated to admit it she had a point. “What are you trying to say?”
 
   “I dunno?” She giggled. “You’re trigger happy? Perhaps even a bit of a firebug at times.” She was nearly in tears at this point. “You make the term shoot first and ask questions later feel inadequate on a good day.”
 
   I waved her off. “Like you have any room to talk.”
 
   She smirked. “Where do you think I learned it?” As she pointed at me.
 
   “Fine I surrender.” Throwing my hands up I conceded her point. “Just find something we can use and all kidding aside thanks, you did a great job.”
 
   Something in my voice must have alerted Kira as she looked at me for a moment, her expression turning somber. “Are you feeling alright?”
 
   I shrugged. “I’ve been having trouble sleeping. The dream is back but this time there are more details in it.”
 
   Kira leaned forward in her seat, as her full of pain and worry. “Like what?”
 
   “There’s fire and smoke and I swear I think I hear someone calling to me.” The words left me as a mere whisper and I wasn’t about to tell her what I heard.
 
   Her forehead furrowed slightly as she spoke softly. “You don’t think it’s the “other thing” do you?”
 
   Leaning against my forearms I drew strength from feeling something solid underneath me. “Nah that hasn’t changed. That’s just an open frequency with a repeating signal of some sort every two weeks.”
 
   “At least it’s consistent I suppose. You will let me know if anything changes right?” Kira inquired.
 
   Holding up three fingers on my right hand like one of those scouts I gave her my most serious look. “I promise.”
 
   Let me explain. About a year ago I started hearing something strange that no one else could hear. I couldn't figure out what it was on my own so I had my firm's staff doctor run an MRI. I am not exactly partial to lending my body to the local medical facilities for several reasons, privacy being among them. Since the staff doctor is also my assistant Kira, I was fairly secure in the fact that whatever was going on wouldn’t be leaked. What she found was a tiny gemstone no larger than the head of a pin embedded deep in my ear canal.
 
   Without being too intrusive she was able to discern the stones composition. We both recognized it as a miniscule version of a gem I kept safely tucked away at home. After calibrating the machine to a more sensitive level to perform a full body scan and several hours later we had our results. There were hundreds of millions of microscopic crystalline stones throughout my entire body. They coalesced and pulsated throughout my entire being as if they were alive, and we theorized that something must have recently activated the crystals higher functions triggering new abilities in me. Without too much effort we determined that they were the source of my shields and possibly much more. Since their activation I have been able to tap into data streams, access and control computers or even cell phones after touching them once. It was as if I was suddenly hardwired into the internet. Most of the time I now used tablets or phones merely for show or habit since I more or less absorbed the knowledge I needed.
 
   Due to the information overload that I received the first two weeks nearly killed me and now Kira and I were wary of how this would affect me long term. There was also something more worrisome that I had kept to myself. There was old information stored inside of me, information I felt I should recognize but when I tried to access it, it slipped out of reach of my minds eye. The one thing I had told her about and regretted almost immediately was the fact that there was some sort of open frequency with a repeating pattern transmitting every few weeks, like some sort of SOS.
 
   Lately the large crystal I had hidden away at home glowed every time I went near the thing. I don’t actually know what it is. I found the crystal in my jacket pocket all those years ago while hiding in a cave, trying to stay warm and survive, while attempting to remember who I was. After Kira discovered crystals, I retrieved the items that I’d possessed when I first woke, including the large crystal from my secured research facilities. The sudden urge to find from whence I’d came was upon me. Again I thought maybe these trinkets of my past might hold the key to the knowledge I sought.
 
   Nearly all of the advanced technology used by my firm had been reversed engineered from these items. Some of them were so advanced that not even the most brilliant of today’s scientists could comprehend their inner workings. Several of my applied science divisions worked around the clock trying to unlock their secrets. For now they would have to be happy with the detailed scans and notes until I could find out the truth of the matter. There were two things they agreed on. First the technology was based off of some type of crystalyn fractal mathematics which allowed the items to hold untold power on a scale unheard of by today’s standard. Secondly the earth’s collective knowledge could fit in one of the smallest of the crystals they discovered. They promised me that one day they would unlock the crystals secrets and when they did the untold knowledge and power that it held would be available to whoever wielded the items. That made me less than comfortable when I thought about it for too long.
 
   “OK, back to the subject at hand. I am betting that you would like to pay this crackpot doctor a visit sooner than later?” Kira said with a smile.
 
   “Finally a woman who understands me!” Dr. Galvez was a flesh and blood mortal who I could do something about and not some ethereal voice from the great beyond like the one in my dream. That little fact brought a lightness to my soul.
 
   She rolled her eyes at me. “I will pull my new car around since your’s hasn’t arrived just yet.” Something about the way she laughed worried me as she gave me a wink on her way out the door.
 
   “You know ya love me...” I called after her.
 
   “That’s hardly the point...” I heard her call back.
 
   Putting my tablet away I walked across the room and grabbed my empty shoulder harness and slipped into it. After I turned and placed my thumb in a slight indentation on the counter and waited for the jab of the needle prick to occur. The computer analyzed the blood droplet that it had collected, and once completed a small section of the bookcase slid open to reveal my arsenal. I had to move a few Magpul Modular assault pistols to one side before I found what I was looking for, two Beretta special duty PX4 Storm pistols. They were small enough to easily conceal and with 45mm loads, large enough to put your victim to the floor permanently. Making sure they were loaded before securing them in their holster, I grabbed my jacket off the rack and headed for the door.
 
   I hurried through the building and out the side door to find Kira was waiting for me in her new Hummer. Her new pink Hummer! The sheer magnitude of its pinkness stopped me dead in my tracks. As I took a closer look I could see two of my personal security officers were sitting uncomfortably in the back seat. I don’t have a problem with pink, but tacky pepto bismol pink with matching seats and bright blue fluffy fringe is just in bad taste, no matter who you are.
 
   Kira looked at me as she rolled down the window and yelled. “Come on get in! What are you chicken or something?”
 
   I could only imagine the look of horror on my face. This thing was repellant. “You can’t be serious. You actually paid money for this thing? No amount of goading me will make me feel any better about setting one foot inside that thing let alone riding in it! We run a security firm. Did you forget about the ‘being inconspicuous’ part of the job?”
 
   She threw back her head and laughed. “I believe this is the perfect thing to cure that ego of yours! Now get in we got places to go.”
 
   Hanging my head in shame as I slowly opened the door, I saw the pink and white cow spotted carpet and thought I was going to be sick. “You have got to be kidding me.”
 
   “Buckle up buttercup because I am not paying a $180.00 ticket cause your a pussy.”
 
   Grabbing the rhinestoned seatbelt strap I felt ill. “You could have maybe toned it down just a bit?”
 
   “And miss the look on your face. Oh no no no no... this is worth every last penny I paid for it on ebay! OMG you actually look queasy, my life is complete!” She cackled as she turned into traffic.
 
   “God hates it when you gloat you know.” I said callously.
 
   “It’s a good thing that we are on such a good standing relationship with the big guy upstairs or else I would be worried. Now sit back and enjoy the ride. Oh and smile...” She said as she held up her phone and snapped a photo of me before I had time to react. This could come back to haunt me in so many ways. It’s a good thing she is family or I might have had the urge to kill her for this little stunt.
 
   “Just drive, and just so you know, things have a way of coming around. Hell, who knows, someone might show Nora your baby photos.” I growled.
 
   Her face suddenly froze and she looked a little ill. “You wouldn’t dare...”
 
   “You’re joking right? You don’t know me very well then do you?” I said with a smile now that I had her full attention.
 
   “But I like Nora and she sort of understands my crazy job and my wacko boss. I don’t think she is ready for the baby photo’s just yet. Please don’t do it. I am begging you.”
 
   I shrugged. “That all depends on where that photo of me winds up now doesn’t it. I am happy for you and Nora though.”
 
   She gave me her biggest sweetest innocent smiles. “Thanks pops you're the best.”
 
   “Of course I am.” I agreed.
 
   “You know when I say ‘you’re the best’, that just means that I am trying to get you to do what I want right?”
 
   I smirked and said. “Child not only did I raise you but I taught you everything you know. And yes I know that’s what is happening but it’s still nice to hear once and again.” Did I forget to mention that Kira is my daughter?
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: h.yvi2ft39t16b]Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Kira wheeled the giant pink Elsie the Cow Hummer off the I-10 at the Little Woods exit dumping us off onto a desolate stretch of Paris Road heading toward the lake. About half a mile later we found the first vestiges of a neighborhood on the mend. The houses in the neighborhoods closest to the lake were larger and better maintained. While waiting at the stop light on Hayne Blvd we could see the choppy dark waters of the lake as a steady north wind whipped across the jagged surface.
 
   We were about a block away when Kira nudged me, nodding at our destination. The parking lot was filled with flashing red and blue lights. Today was turning out much worse than I’d anticipated when I woke up this morning. Pretty much everything was going to hell in a handbasket and taking me along for the ride. Taking a deep breath I pulled out my cell and hit the quick dial for Gregory to break the news to him that our best lead was smack dab in the middle of dozen or so NOPD officers.
 
   Since the NOPD cruisers and fire trucks were blocking the entrance of the facilities parking lots, Kira pulled off onto a side street, parking on the shoulder. After a few quick words with Gregory, he assured me he was on his way and would handle the situation enroute. As I stepped out of the Elsie mobile I tucked my phone away in a jacket pocket.
 
   Unfortunately Kira hadn’t pulled far enough down the street to be completely out of sight and we were drawing more than a few snickers from some of NOPD’s finest. Of course who could blame them, the beast was hardly subtle. If anything I had to commend them for not hurting themselves in fits of laughter or horror as the case may be. As we approached the perimeter of the crime scene tape one of the officers tried to put his game face on as he stopped us from crossing.
 
   “I’m sorry but you folks will have to come back later.” He was tall, heavily muscled and determined to do his job. “Visiting hours should resume sometime later today or at the very latest sometime tomorrow.” Pulling out a notepad he scribbled down a number. “Here’s the number to the front desk.”
 
   Moving slightly to one side I was able to get a better view of the chaos behind the officer. I caught sight of the head detective, Tony Costa. Tony was on the large size of the human condition. He towered some six feet six inches vertically, and not to be outdone horizontally the man’s heavily muscled frame only filled out his overly large bone structure. His shoulders were wide enough to stand on and his limbs, all of them, were the size of small tree trunks. He was former military, Marines if I remembered correctly. With his perfectly maintained flat top, which I often suspected he cut himself, and the angular jaw line he was a good looking version of Sgt Rock from the comics. Bottom line-he was a very large man.
 
   I recalled a few years back that his brother-in-law was nearly beaten to death near the River Walk. It was all over the news when Tony brought in the men responsible. Well I guess ‘brought in’ would be a term to be used loosely in this particular case. All the men had suffered multiple injuries during the course of their arrest, but who could blame him? I had heard that he had recently been promoted to Lieutenant and had a squad of detectives that answered to him these days. Whatever was happening here was big enough to get him out of the office and into the field once again. Tony and I had worked together a few times and he had always made one thing perfectly clear. He took his job very seriously and anyone who crossed the line would find his overgrown, calloused hands there to meet them in a highly unpleasant manner.
 
   The officer turned to see who I was looking at. “It would seem I’ve found the man I need to speak too.” I waved at Tony and he smirked when he caught sight of me, quickly excusing himself from the conversation he’d been embroiled in and made a beeline for us.
 
   Tony put his hand on the back of the officers shoulder and said to me “It would appear that your ears were burning.” Waving at the other detectives behind him. “We were just talking about you, and for all intents and purposes it would appear I drew the short straw to have to come and talk to you.” Tony nodded at the officer who started to profusely sweat when he realized who I was and quickly made an excuse to be anywhere else.
 
   “I’m sorry?... Did I miss something?” It was odd that the NOPD would ‘want’ to contact me about anything. Even though we worked together on occasions I wasn’t exactly popular. I would guess so unpopular it would seem that they were forced to draw straws to see who would have to deal with me. “So I take it you won the cupie doll.”
 
   Tony laughed as he shook his head. “Hardly.”
 
   Kira sauntered over to Tony and draped an arm around him as she laughed. “You’ll have to forgive my father. He is under the immensely mistaken impression that everyone loves him as much as I do.”
 
   Watching the crowd of Tony’s compatriots, I found more than a few eyeing my daughter. Trying not to be annoyed I focused on Tony who seemed completely immune to her charms, either by smarts or the fact that he was happily engaged. Having men ogle your daughter is something you never get used to! It would seem that someone caught sight of my displeasure and the crowd dispersed almost as quickly as it had formed to go find less dangerous things to do.  
 
   Tony chuckled as gave Kira a wink and a quick one armed hug before sticking one of those beefy hands out in my direction. “I like him just fine, many of us do.” I took his hand and he shook it mechanically. “The thing is, when he’s around shit just seems to get strange and complicated.” He waved his hand behind him as he spoke. “And this little shindig is hardly an exception.”
 
   Given that the NOPD was here in such force I had already grown concerned. And Tony was right. Things always seemed to be strange and complicated in the arena’s I played in but given the sensitive nature of my work such things are hardly avoidable. “You guys wouldn’t know what to do without a little excitement in your lives.”
 
   Tony shrugged as he turned toward the main building. “I believe I speak for everyone when I say, the type of ‘excitement’ you bring to the table all of us could easily learn to live without.”
 
   We fell into step with the large man as he made his way through the maze of emergency vehicles. “Tomato, tamato...” I retorted. That barely garnered a smirk from Tony which meant playtime was over and it was time to get to work. “What type of bat shit crazy is on the menu today?”
 
   Tony took a deep breath as he stopped at the front doors, turning toward me with concern etched across his face. “Well for starters it’s not only a murder investigation but a kidnapping as well.” Tony rolled his head around slightly trying to stretch the tightening muscles in his neck. “The man who runs the place and our kidnapping victim, Dr. Galvez, was in his office when this whole thing started.” Tony gestured at the interior of the building through the glass front doors as a heaviness came over him as he spoke. “According to the security cameras and eyewitness reports, a blond amazon like woman entered through these doors.” Tony gestured at the doors in front of us. “One of the security guards met her just inside there.” Tony pointed at what could only be a dead body hastily covered by a blood soaked sheet. “She didn’t even slow down as she slammed some type of clawed weapon into the man’s throat ripping it out before kicking him aside leaving him there to bleed out.”
 
   That just sounded painful as I shifted my weight to one side to get a better view of the lobby. “He probably suffocated or drowned on his own blood well before he bled out.” I mused.
 
   Tony took a deep breath as he ran his hand over the top of his head as he grumbled. “Thanks for the visual.” He gritted his teeth as he glared at me before continuing. “She advanced unchallenged to the nurses station around the corner where two more guards tried to subdue her only to have their stomachs ripped open and their intestines spilled on the floor for their trouble.” Stepping forward he grabbed one of the handles and opened the front door as he made his way through the carnage. “She stopped long enough to add insult to injury by kicking each of them a few times as they lay dying before making her way to the doc’s office.”
 
   “I take it the others got the hint not to get in her way?” Kira asked soberly.
 
   Looking back over his shoulder Tony nodded. “Yeah they took the hint. Once she was here she tried the door and found it locked, she kicked it so hard she removed the door frame and all.” Tony stopped short at the nurses station. “If disembowelment weren’t strange enough not only did she abscond with our victim but she left you a present.” Stopping and turning to look at me for the first time since we entered his face was dark and stormy as rage and anger welled up inside him. “He looks like the man in the photo the Marshals put out this morning in connection with the murder in City Park.”
 
   I was starting to see what he meant by complicated but it was hardly the time to start looking like I didn’t have a clue what was going on. “After we see him I’ll be able to confirm his identity. Where is he?”
 
   “They have him in a private room. Two of the doctors are attending to his wounds.” Tony replied.
 
   “Is he badly injured?” I asked. It was hardly a surprise he was hurt but I was hoping he knew something that would help us track down the witch.
 
   “Tortured is more accurate, and he won’t speak to anyone but you. We removed one of your business cards that had been wrapped in plastic and sewn into the flesh on his chest.” Tony grimaced as he tried not to look sick. “Looks like he was beat and cut on for several hours before that.”
 
   “I guess I should get to him then.” I said as I gestured for Tony to lead the way.
 
   “Look before we go any further, I want to go on the record that if the Marshals want this case they can have it. My guys and I would love to opt out of this particular nightmare if at all possible.” He looked tired and his eyes spoke of a weariness I hadn’t seen in him before. This was just one case too many for him and he really needed to unload it. “We have a serial murderer involving male prostitutes that’s bad enough. I don’t think we need to get involved with both the City Park murder and what has happened here if it can be helped.”
 
   “From the sounds of things this and the case in City park are connected so we might be able to lighten your workload at least a little.” Standing next to the nurses station I took in the brutality of the attacks. Someone was clearly enjoying themselves. “As soon as Deputy Aaron arrives you guys can hash it all out! Sound fair?”
 
   He relaxed and the tension in his face slipped away as he drew comfort in the fact he could be free of at least one nightmare. “Deal.” He moved past the nurses station, made a left and opened the door. “The person you are looking for is in here.” Tony touched his earbud. “If you will excuse me it seems that Mr. Aaron just arrived and I would like to work this ASAP.”
 
   “Thanks Tony.” I said.
 
   Tony nodded and walked back around the corner and vanished from sight. Kira and I stepped in the room with our two guards in tow, one of which closed the door behind us. To my surprise I recognized Nicholas almost instantly as Helena’s son. He had of course filled out into a well proportioned adult, probably around six foot seven or eight with two hundred and fifty pounds of pure muscle, shoulder length blonde hair with the classic good looks of a swedish male model. He reminded me of a buff version of Eric Northman from the television show True Blood, played by Alexander Skarsgard.
 
   “You have grown since we last saw each other.” Putting my hand on the nurses shoulder I was able to convey to her that her services weren’t needed at the moment. She reluctantly scurried away after giving me more than a few dirty looks as she crossed the room. “Other than the obvious how are you Nicholas?”
 
   Nicholas’ face was a mixture of pain, anger and disappointment. “You said we would be safe from all this! You said we wouldn’t have to worry about them finding us.” His deep voice shook with anger and sadness, wincing as he sat up in bed he glared at me. “You promised this wouldn’t happen.”
 
   Putting a gentle hand on his shoulder I tried to calm him. “You were so young at the time you probably don’t remember when I told your mother that the protection only went as far as the Alabama state lines.” He was angry and alone, two things that I knew far too much about. I understood better than most the feeling of loss of losing a loved one. “Once she crossed the state line that protection crumbled and vanished. I am sorry, truly I am. If she had only called one of us before things got this far out of hand.”
 
   He choked out the next words. “She was so sick, it had been so long, she thought it would be okay.” His face hardened. “I begged her to call you! I did! She told me she didn’t want to be a bother.” Tears fell in a steady stream down his cheeks. “Why did she have to be so stubborn?”
 
   “I don’t know. I wish I had answers for you but I don’t...” I heard the door open as Gregory, Tony and three NOPD officers entered the room. Kira and my security team were quick to stand between the newcomers and my conversation with Nicholas as I turned to address them. “We haven’t had time to finish our talk. If you will give us a few more minutes I am sure he will be up to answering whatever questions you might have. Isn’t that right Nick?”
 
   He lay back in bed as he shrugged, seeming not to care what happened next. Suddenly he looked up at me. “I was told to give you a message by the woman who brought me here.”
 
   Turning back to Nick I gave the boy my full attention. “Nicholas, I want you to take yout time and concentrate, and slowly tell me exactly what that psychopath said to you?”
 
   Nicholas’ voice was grave and shook with anger and hatred dripping off every word. “She said to tell you, she knows your true name!” He stopped and looked at me pleadingly not wanting to continue. “She said she’s coming for you soon and she wants to see you suffer.” He bowed his head and sniffed loudly. “She instructed me to tell you she wants to finish what she started all those years ago.” Anger welled up inside him as rage filled his voice as he lost himself to the memory of his encounter. “She wanted me to tell you her name was Gullveig the Witch and she is coming for her pound of flesh...”
 
   I felt weak as the room spun out of control. My vision swam as darkness flooded in on all sides causing me to lose my footing. My body convulsed and tighten as I fell back slamming into the floor rigid and gasping for air. Darkness enveloped me at last and I sank into her warm embrace...
 
   My eyes watered and I gasped for breath as I ducked low trying to avoid the acrid smoke and fumes from filling my lungs. The aircraft was doomed to crash and there was nothing I could do to change that fact. The fuselage was leaking and the cockpit having been damaged earlier by gunfire was about as useful as a Light Bright. Gullveig had escaped her containment chamber and as if on cue the murderous bitch had tried to put a few bullets in my skull. Huge surprise the extremely violent, angry little hag chose now of all times to try and settle an old score. God I wish they made smarter criminals.
 
   Over the years many tried to bring her to justice only to be sent home in a body bag or found displayed in some act of cruelty. She rejoiced in the most vile acts of man and reveled in the blood spilled during the most heinous acts of violence. It was hard to believe she had once been a trusted ally but that was long ago. It had take me the better part of two years of hard work and determination to capture her but in the end I’d done it. She was to stand trial for her crimes but the plans had changed at the last moment with the attack on our homeworld. She was summarily tried and convicted and my last duty was to drop her off at her new home, The Pit, before proceeding to the rendezvous point with the rest of my people.  
 
   The Pit was a prison so secret that only a few knew of its existence. My grandfather created the place deep within the core of the planet for criminals so vile that placing them with other prisoners would be cruel and unusual punishment for the other inmates. Once you were placed in The Pit, you never left. There were no cells and no guards just a wide expanse where the laws of reality rarely applied. The prisoners governed themselves and on a few occasions everyone in the Pit had died at each others hands, leaving nothing but a vast expanse.
 
   Gullveig knew of its existence and from what I could tell she didn’t have any intention of making it to the prison. One way or another she would find a way out of her punishment. We were about to crash but she did nothing to try to save herself and everything in her power to ensure that we were both going to die here today. The alarm for the rear hatch sounded as it opened. As I made my way to the rear of the craft the air thinned and grew colder. We were barely within the atmosphere and what little precious oxygen we had was being quickly sucked out. I opened the bulkhead door and the roar of the wind whipped around me pulling me towards the open bay doors. The bitter cold winds filled my lungs making it hard to breath, the pain almost unbearable. I stopped to look around the empty bay and focused my will, my shields erupting around me, keeping me safe from the elements and more importantly holding onto what precious oxygen I had left.
 
   My jacket settled down as the wind no longer lapped at me but instead seemed to bend around me, allowing me to move quickly and quietly around to the control panel of the cargo bay. It appeared that I was alone. Not seeing anyone else I turned to shut the bay doors. As I reached out to press the close button I was slammed face first into the hull’s metal wall. Even with my shields at full strength my head reeled from the impact.
 
   I felt Gullveig lean against me as she whispered in my ear. “I knew you would rather see us both die in the crash rather than allow me to escape.” She shoved my face against the wall again, pain exploding in my head as I both heard and felt my nose shatter. “I want you to die knowing you failed!” She whispered as she licked the side of my face. “I want you to know before you take your last breath that it is your fault that every man, woman and child will die at my hands.” She laughed as only the truly insane can. “You, and you alone have unleashed me into their midsts. They will suffer and die at my hands! I want you to suffer too!” Gullveig hissed.
 
   Anger erupted inside me, I threw my elbow back with all my strength, shattering her nose causing her to stumble back. I kicked in a wide roundhouse shattering her jaw and sending her sprawling across the floor. The aircraft suddenly lurched to one side causing her to slide out the bay doors. She lashed out with her silver cane, shaped like a skeletal version of an arm with claw like fingers forever arched in pain. The fingers caught the lip of the bay as she dangled precariously through the opening. Instinctively I reached out for her as she glared at me and spat a curse in my direction.
 
   The head of the cane glowed white and as if in slow motion I watched as a brilliant white ball floated towards me. I felt it wrap around my shields. The white ball slowed and I screamed in pain as the air around me burned my flesh and evaporated what little oxygen I had left. Almost as quickly as the burns appeared they vanished as my body compensated for the injuries. The floor beneath me and the wall behind me however did not as they melted away. As pieces of the wall and floor fell away, I fell with them.
 
   As I plummeted I watched helplessly as she dangled from the aircraft, until she finally lost her grip and fell into the darkness. A few seconds later the aircraft exploded into a ball of flame as it finally gave into the inevitable. We were all doomed and even the aircraft seemed to know it. Several smaller piece of metal from the disintegrating craft were deflected by my shields but something large and black approached, too late for me to try and deflect it as it slammed into my skull. I knew that the aircraft would be scattered over thousands of miles from this height and my people would never be able to recover enough of it to know what happened.
 
   I knew that today I would die alone in a place no one would ever find me. I didn’t know how long I’d been off course. It’s funny what goes through your mind just before you believe you’re about to die. My vision was blurry and I felt tears freeze on my face as I cried and screamed through the night. Finally I was granted darkness and the bliss of unconsciousness.  Nothingness was all that I would know, and for the first time in my life I was okay with that. I had done my job and the witch would fare no better than I. She too would perish. It was a good day to die...
 
   With a sharp intake of breath I woke with a start to see Kira’s face hovering over me in concern. I closed my eyes as I tried to focus and remember what was going on.
 
   “Are you alright?” I heard Kira ask. “Do you know your name?” She persisted.
 
   “Oh for gods sake Kira will you get out of my face?” I grumbled. “I would like to catch my breath.”
 
   Kira sat back allowing me to sit up. “You didn’t answer my question!”
 
   “Kira Lee Ann, give me a damn minute.” I demanded as I tried to get to my feet. My head swam and darkness nearly took me once more. Kira’s hand steadied me as I took a seat in the chair next to the bed. “Thanks.”
 
   “Oh now you’re going to be fucking polite!” Kira snapped. “How about telling me the Goddamn date since you don’t seem to know your own name!”
 
   “November 28th! Now can you please let me catch my breath?” I growled. “And my name is Viktor Engel Warden. I’m in a private hospital room with an annoying doctor up my ass.”
 
   Kira’s face softened a bit as she said. “Yeah you are still down with a terminal case of asshole.” She gave a hard look across the room at the two doctors standing there, itching to try and treat me before she spoke. “See, I told you he would be just fine. So you hacks can just take a step back.”
 
   “With all due respect ma'am he needs to be checked out by a real doctor, not a gun toting thug” the tallest of the two said.
 
   I winced as she jerked herself up to her full height and marched toward the man. The guy knew he had crossed the line as he flinched back against the wall. “I have forgotten more about medicine than you two so called quacks will ever know. Not only am I a real medical doctor but I have four PH Ds in various fields of medicine. So please remember my name is doctor ‘gun toting thug with a medical degree’ which means I can shoot you, then treat you for your wounds before shooting you again.”
 
   The two clinic doctors found the exit as quickly as they could under the furious glare of my daughter. Tony and Gregory however stood there smiling and shaking their heads. Gregory stepped forward and nodded in my direction. “Think we can talk to Nicholas now?”
 
   “I suppose I’m done at the moment. It would seem that I owe someone an apology while you tend to your respective jobs.” I stood and headed toward my daughter who was leaning against the doorframe still seething with anger. “I’m sorry about that back there. I don’t know what happened.”
 
   “You fainted just before you had a grand mal seizure. As you can tell the last five minutes have been a little tense.” Kira said as she bit her lip nervously.
 
   Gregory came up behind me and said. “We will need to get his statement and after that we can figure out a safe place to keep him. As far as your glamazon’s concern for you goes that’s all well and good but those two doctors back there were only trying to help. I didn’t think it was that big of a deal.”
 
   I chuckled. “Well I have very specific medical needs and as such she was right to keep them away from me.” I smiled and bowed slightly towards my daughter. “And the Glamazon here is my daughter.” Waiting a minute I let the words sink in as Gregory’s face paled. “Gregory I would like you met Kira. Kira this is Gregory.”
 
   Kira nodded as she huffed. “Pleasure to meet you. I have heard very little about you. I am sure you already know by now that my father is an ass.”
 
   I shook my head and said. “You never did play well with others.”
 
   She just looked at me with her mouth half open. “Oh my god! Really? This coming from the poster child for antisocial behavior.”
 
   As tempting as it was to give her a piece of my mind and yes I have more than enough to spare I remembered where I was and thought better of it. “We will pick this up at a later. We still have a job to do. Let’s go talk to Nicholas.”
 
   “What?” She replied angrily. “I’m not so sure that he didn’t cause your seizure.”
 
   “It wasn’t him! We’ll discuss it later!” I growled. “He was simply delivering a message from an old friend.” I said while trying to get my emotions back in check and turning to Gregory.
 
   “As you all can see my daughter is just being overprotective. I assure you that I’m fine and the boy will recover from his injuries. Gregory if you could do us all a favor including Tony there can you do whatever needs to be done to take over the investigation?”
 
   “Already done. It seems that Tony is more than willing to turn the whole investigation over to me without even the slightest of fights.”
 
   “Like I told you on the way in. When Viktor is involved shit gets crazy, and I have enough crazy on my plate at the moment! He is all yours, Deputy Aaron. Good luck with that.” Tony chuckled handing Gregory some paperwork. “Hell I’ll finish all the paperwork for you if you get these guys out of here now.”
 
   “You seem to inspire interagency cooperation Viktor.” Gregory laughed.
 
   “I’m thrilled that I am the butt of your jokes. Wait till Christmas and see who gets a lump of coal in their stocking.”
 
   Tony and Gregory left the room to finalize the paperwork needed to make this an official Marshals Service investigation while Kira reluctantly tended to Nicholas's injuries. Once I was confident that things were under control I headed after Gregory to see what needed to be done to have the boy released into my custody. Nicholas had entirely too much information that I needed to simply let him be taken into federal custody, the least of which was what Gullveig planned to do with Galvez. The greatest clue to who I was and where I came from lay in the mind of the boy being tended to in the bed behind me. I couldn’t possibly leave this to the authorities.
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   It was a few minutes before midnight when Gregory and I completed all the necessary paperwork to release Nicholas into my custody. As I signed the last line of several lengthy documents my company was officially designated as a safehouse for the US Marshals Service. Gregory, while not happy about the arrangement had reluctantly agreed that Nicholas would be safest under twenty four hour guard by someone that wasn’t part of the normal chain of command. With the day officially wrapped up Gregory took a moment to step out of the office and address his staff thanking them for their support during this trying time. From what I could see they were taking it all in stride even if Gregory wasn’t.
 
   He sank back in his new office chair, still wrapped in plastic trying to relax as he made the last call of the day to his wife to let her know he would be home hopefully before dawn. From this side of the conversation it didn’t seem that Mrs. Aaron was all that happy about the lateness of the hour in which her husband would return home.
 
   “You sure you don’t want to head on home Gregory?” Feeling slightly responsible for the situation, I looked over at Nicholas trying to reassure the both of them everything would be alright. “I can assure you we have the situation handled.”
 
   “I would feel better if I knew Nicholas was comfortable with the arrangement and not just secure.” Gregory took a deep breath as he fidgeted with his phone, finally placing it on the desk as he looked over at Nicholas. “You are comfortable with this whole arrangement aren’t you?” Something in Gregory’s voice pleaded for some type of reassurance. It was clear that whatever was going on at home was being compounded by the case.
 
   “I can’t think of a better option.” Nicholas could barely keep his eyes open. I could hardly blame the guy. It had been a very long day for everyone, especially for him. “And from the sounds of things you two have some pretty damn good reasons for not putting me into the standard protective detail.”
 
   “It’s the same reason we let Viktor handle your relocation twenty years ago.” Gregory answered as he tried to rub away the stinging redness in his eyes. “Every time we got close to the ‘Church of Fenrir’ something would tip them off. Well more likely someone.” As he stood the plastic on the chair crinkled and stuck to him in odd places. Brushing the wrapping away he stuffed himself into his jacket as he gave me a curt nod. “I can’t, no I won’t let anything happen to you especially after this mornings fiasco.”
 
   “Thanks.” Nicholas stood and followed Gregory out the door as my troop and I followed in their wake. “Thank you both for going through all this trouble for me. I don’t know how to repay either of you.”
 
   “After all this is over thrive.” Putting my hand on the back of his shoulder in what I thought was a reassuring gesture. “Don’t just survive this or your mother’s sacrifice will be for nothing.” Nicholas was alone and scared without a place to call his own and that was something I was well versed in. The loneliness could change him in ways that weren’t necessarily healthy unless someone were to offer him a safe haven. “After this is all over you’re welcome to stay on with my firm if you would like.”
 
   He looked relieved for the first time since I’d seen him as small boy. “Thanks, I might just do that.” He hung his head as his voice dropped and his tone softened. “Anyway it isn’t as if I have anywhere else to go.” He pushed his shoulders back and held his head up. “I suppose there are worse places to call home.”
 
   It was the first time in a long time that I felt like I’d truly made a difference in someone’s life and for that I was exceptionally grateful. “We’ll see how you feel after its all over with. You might not feel the same.”
 
   We took the elevators to the first floor of the Federal Building and out the side entrance where security officers were waiting to escort us to our final destination. Catching a ride with Gregory and Nicholas I was able to avoid a further outing in the Elsie Mobile. It would seem that Justine had pulled out all the stops for our imminent arrival after my earlier call letting them know that Nicholas would be under our protection for the duration of the case.
 
   The glow in the night sky we’d seen earlier wasn’t an event at Armstrong Park as I had assumed earlier but instead was my office building. Even at this distance we could see the area was aglow with enough lighting to give the impression that the sun had risen early just above the roofline. Plainclothes guards patrolled the area ao not to attract too much attention but failing miserably. The armed guards who were stationed at every entrance to Warden Industries kind of defeats the purpose of their less obvious brethren. These men and women were in full black kevlar body armor, armed with submachine guns to boot. The usual crowd of drunks and vagrants the street normally attracted at this time of night were nowhere to be found.
 
   The church doors directly across the street from my office stood open in invitation to anyone wanting to find solace in a house of god. They had been in the neighborhood long enough to know that when I demonstrate this much force something bad was bound to happen. They had taken to opening the doors to both my people and the general public to help find their way inside to confess their sins or hear midnight mass. The local clergy did their best to comfort the souls of those who entered their hallowed walls during these trying times.
 
   Entering through the brass doors of Warden Industries, I could feel that the office was alive with tension. We made our way through the lobby and down the stairs into one of the few true basements in the New Orleans area. This was here where our private medical facilities were housed, which happens to be right next door to the morgue. What? I told you before I bought the place from a funeral home!
 
   “Nicholas if you’ll follow me please, I need to examine you.” Kira motioned to Nicholas to follow her. “We will need to do a general physical and treat your wounds. I want to make sure that those ‘clinic doctors’ didn’t do more harm than good.”
 
   “I’m sure it’ll be fine.” Nicholas was trying desperately to avoid being poked and prodded any further. “I heal very quickly! Like I said I’ll be just fine.” He protested.
 
   “The sooner you follow her instructions, the sooner it will be over.” I advised. Reluctantly Nicholas left with Kira, closing behind them and leaving Gregory and I alone for the first time since breakfast. “So you still think you have a leak somewhere in the system?” I inquired
 
   “I don’t know!” He leaned forward cupping his face with his hands in exasperation. “I would like to believe it was all some big coincidence, but I can’t take that chance with Nicholas’ life in the balance.” He looked up at me tired and weary. “His mother was murdered and he was tortured. I just don’t think its worth the risk.”
 
   “I agree.” I stopped pacing the room as I leaned against the wall opposite him. “You should head home for the night. We really do have this under control.” Giving him my best it’s all going to be fine smile as I jerked my thumb at the door. “He’ll be safe here.”
 
   Gregory stood slowly as the days events were catching up with him. “I suppose you’re right. I need to go home and get some rest. Tomorrow is going to be busy.” Putting his arms above his head he stretched before heading toward the exit. “That and my wife is going to kill me if she doesn’t see me soon.” He sighed as he took a step towards the stairs. “Hard to believe I have been here less than a week and everything has gone to shit.”
 
   “Welcome to New Orleans!” I laughed. “Great food, interesting people and the playground for all sorts of sick shits.”
 
   Gregory chuckled as he went up the stairs. “Not exactly comforting!”
 
   Sitting outside the examination room, I had just as I dozed off the door opened and I snapped back into the land of the living to see Kira standing there. “Gregory went home?”
 
   “Yeah, he needed to get some sleep and make up with the wife.” I stood, stretching as I did. “How is Nicholas?”
 
   “He’ll live.” Kira stepped aside. “I’m sure you two have some things to talk about while I fill out these reports.”
 
   “Thanks.” I kissed her on the cheek as she walked by before heading into the exam room to speak with our boy. “You’re the best!” I called after her. “Before you ask for some sort of reward, it was rhetorical alright!”
 
   Kira just rolled her eyes as she made her way into a small private office at the end of the hall closing the door behind her swiftly but quietly. She learned a long time ago slamming doors was inappropriate. She had once slammed the door to her room when she was about thirteen after she and mother got into an argument. I promptly removed the door and put it in the garage for the next two weeks. Something about a teenage girl with no bedroom door tends to scar a young woman. Or so she says whenever she wants try and make me feel guilty over something.
 
   “Good evening Nicholas.” I said as I walked into the room. I found one of the stools and took a seat so I’d be at least semi-comfortable while we talked. “Are you feeling alright?”
 
   “As I said earlier I heal very quickly.” Nicholas waved dismissively. “I’ll be fine. Well, as fine as a person can be after watching someone butcher their mother.” Fury contorted his face and anger caused his voice to shake as he spoke. “That witch, Gullveig, whatever you want to call her is a monster. I can’t believe she’s even human after I what I’ve seen!”
 
   “I’m sorry.” My words seemed so inadequate given the situation. “I know it’s not much but its all I have.”
 
   “She only let me live to give you that message...” He stood and paced the room running his fingers through his hair nervously. “It would seem that she is obsessed with her hatred of you.” He stopped and looked at me as anger and confusion swam through his being. “She says you two were once allies but you lost your way...”
 
   His words hit me like a sledgehammer. “I don’t know her...” I hesitated because that wasn’t exactly the truth. “More accurately I should say I don’t remember her. Many years ago I sustained a head injury that affected my memory. So who knows? What she says could be true. It’s doubtful but I’ve learned that one shouldn’t speak in absolutes unless you can be very sure about the situation.” Taking a seat on the stool, I lost myself to the fragmented memories. “All I can say for certain is for as long as I can remember my life has been dedicated to doing the right thing and trying to help others whenever possible.” Nicholas stood there, taking in my every word. “The way I have lead my life and the the way Gullveig has chosen to live her’s seems to mutually exclude one another from us being friends or even allies but I suppose stranger things have happened.”
 
   He slumped back onto the table, his anger subsiding before he started to speak. “That’s kind of the way I saw it as well, but you’re right who can be sure if you can’t actually remember what’s true and what isn’t.” The man’s large frame draped over the sides of the table as he lay back. “That’s why I’m here and not somewhere else. I believe what you have told me.” His eyes were heavy as he fought back the weariness that threatened to overtake him.
 
   Grabbing my arm as I got up he looked tired and weary. “Viktor... When you find this crazy bitch, don’t give her any chances, just kill her fast.” He swallowed hard. “She hates you and she is vicious as hell. If you make the smallest mistake she will kill you!”
 
   “Don’t worry.” I put my hand on his arm. “I only seem like a nice guy! She will go down hard, I promise. I don’t tend to ask a lot of questions when it comes to murderous monsters. I just shoot first and pretend to ask questions later so it looks good on paper.”
 
   “She made me watch as they ripped her apart...” He croaked.
 
   “I know.” I put my hand on his shoulder. “She’ll pay for that.”
 
   “I’m glad she took that bastard Galvez though.” He said as I walked to the door causing me to stop and turn. “He was at the compound. The last few weeks that mom and I were there he and another man with a scar on his face came in and tied me to a desk while they raped and beat my mother. They were as sick as Gullveig and I won’t be sad when they also die!”
 
   I began to feel nauseated as the news hit me hard. I thought about a child being exposed to that type of brutality and it was a wonder that he hadn’t become a monster himself. “I didn’t know.” Swallowing hard I found it impossible not to feel the pain he had been subjected to throughout his life. “I can’t blame you for being angry but for now try and get some rest.”
 
   “And Viktor there was one thing she said to Galvez before she took him.” He shook from the memory. “She said something about a Congo Square. I don’t know if that helps or not.”
 
   “Yes...Yes it helps a great deal. I got to go. Please try to get some rest.” Pushing the door open as I pulled my cell from my pocket I realized we might have a chance to take the bitch tonight if we got lucky enough.
 
   Hitting the redial button on my phone Gregory answered on the first ring. “Hey boss have you made it home yet?” Part of me felt guilty for asking but another part of me just didn’t care. If there was a chance to catch Gullveig we had to take it.
 
   “I haven’t even made it out the front door of your office building. What’s going on?” Gregory demanded.
 
   “Call the SOG and anyone else you can think of. We might have a chance to take Gullveig tonight. Nicholas overheard her mention Congo Square.” I spoke quickly to Gregory as I waved at Kira to join me. “That’s only a couple of blocks away.”
 
   “Shit! My wife is going to kill me.” Gregory protested. “Let me call you back. I have to make a few calls.” The line went dead as he hung up.
 
   Turning to Kira who waited patiently I started to formulate a plan. “We need to get both rapid response teams in position immediately to work in conjunction with the Marshals Service.” She nodded as she took notes and waited for further instructions. “Also call Tony at the NOPD and let him know we will be out making a ruckus tonight in Armstrong Park.” She immediately picked up her phone to make the appropriate calls.
 
   Taking the stairs two at a time I wanted to catch up with Gregory to help set up a comprehensive response team. Opening the door to the lobby I caught sight of Gregory leaning against Justine’s desk just as he slid his phone back in his pocket. “You get in touch with everyone?”
 
   “Yeah, the SOG should be onsite in the next twenty minutes.” Gregory pushed himself up and met me halfway. “You sure about this Congo Square?”
 
   “No idea but its the best lead we have right now.  We will be riding with one of my teams. You got any body armor in that tank of yours outside?”
 
   “Yeah I got standard issue stuff” Gregory smiled at me as he said “Came with the truck.”
 
   “Well that would make it worth the price of admission wouldn’t it.” I clapped him on the back. “Meet you out front in five.”
 
   I made it out in four with body armor, weapons and a generally bad disposition. True to their word the SOG was on site within fifteen minutes. With the extra manpower I provided we were easily able to cover all the exits. Gregory, Kira and I took point with Kira to my right and Gregory to my left. We walked through the metal archway denoting Armstrong Park. Congo Square was just to the left between us and the Municipal Auditorium. Off in the distance I saw the combined forces of the SOG and Warden Industries sweeping the park methodically, ensuring that if our prey were here they wouldn’t get away.
 
   As we walked in I was the first to see movement in the center of the square and ran forward. What I saw made me slightly ill, not because I hadn’t ever seen a mutilated body before but because this was the second such gruesome scene I had witnessed in less than twenty four hours. What I could only assume was Dr. Galvez was laying on his back with his arms and legs spread wide as if being drawn and quartered. They were held in place by ropes running off into the darkness. What I had originally thought was movement was random light glistening off several feet of the poor souls disemboweled intestines. Every visible inch of skin appeared to have been sliced open by someone taking their time torturing him.
 
   “Kira, see about cutting him loose.” I growled.
 
   “I’ll help.” Gregory called out.
 
   Incredibly Galvez turned his head toward me as he grunted in pain, shocked that he was still breathing considering the brutality of his wounds. “Viktor?” He coughed blood. “Come quickly.”
 
   I probably should have hesitated, but I didn’t, quickly kneeling beside the dying man. “It would seem that you’ve had a very bad day.” I explained to him. It also bothered me that he would know me by sight. “And how is it you know who I am?”
 
   He laughed, or tried to, as blood bubbled out his mouth. “You have the gift of understatement.” One of the ropes holding him went slack, releasing the tension on his right arm. “She told us about you... made us memorize your face.” He coughed as he choked on the blood filling his lungs. “But that was long ago. She wants us all to pay...” He choked again as frothy bubbles came up and we both knew he was close to death. “You must save Owen...” He begged as blood leaked from every orphus of the mans body. He gasped for air and held my arm tight. As he tried to speak a wild smile broke out across his face. “She is going to kill you! She will make you suffer...”
 
   I shook him off my arm. “She isn’t the first to try!” I growled. “Tell me who Owen is. Is he one of your creepy little friends?”
 
   Galvez choked and laughed. “I hate you! You know that don’t you?”
 
   Who said that creepy dying guys ever make sense? “What of it?”
 
   He grabbed and squeezed my arm once more as he wheezed. “I want you to understand what this costs me to ask you for help. I want you to die at her hands but I want my son to survive. No one knows he is my son. I have never told her about him but I think she knows. I gave up the others to her. You won’t be able to save them but Owen, Owen you can save. Promise me you will do whatever it takes to save him and I will tell you what you need to know.”
 
   I nodded and said. “I swear I will try to save your son but you don’t have much time left to make these types of bargains.”
 
   He sighed. “Don’t I know it. Very well I will entrust you with what I know and in doing so I will most likely save your life. Sort of ironic once you know the truth of things. Come closer Viktor and let me tell you what I know.” As I leaned in Galvez lurched forward and placed his hands on either side of my temples.
 
   It took a moment to understand what was going on but I soon realized that I was seeing Galvez’s memories. I felt his knees ache from kneeling too long. He stole a glance to his left and smiled when he saw Helena’s nude form. Lust nearly overtook him as he longed to ravage her. I felt his desire for her building as his mind raced through pornographic images.
 
   ‘Do I need to be subjected to your ‘home movies’? I thought.
 
   ‘Patience, soon enough things will become clear. Sit back and enjoy the show. It’s the last time they will ever be seen” Galvez replied.
 
   Helena caught him leering at her and she smiled as she licked her lips. He was nearly satisfied until he looked to his right and caught sight of the other person kneeling beside him. A large muscular man in his early thirties knelt beside Galvez, with brown shoulder length hair, and a thick Grizzly Adams beard that did little to hide the three scars running from his temple to his throat. His dark eyes caught Galvez staring and he silently mouthed the words, ‘I’m going to fuck her till she bleeds. Then I’m going to fuck you!’
 
   Anger welled up inside Galvez but before anything could be done about it the door opened. He sensed movement across the room well before he heard three sets of footsteps accompanied by the metal rap of the ancient silver cane the crone held in her right hand. The three made their way slowly across the barren warehouse.
 
   ‘Viktor are you paying attention?’ Galvez asked.
 
   ‘To what exactly?’ I demanded.
 
   ‘The rap of the cane for one. Did you know that it’s missing a few pieces?’ He asked.
 
   ‘What do I care if the cane is missing anything?’ I wondered.
 
   ‘The cane is the key to her power. When it is assembled completely it is a weapon of untold power. More than enough power to crack the shell of this rock we call home.’ Galvez taunted. ‘Now be quiet or you will miss the fun stuff.’ I turned my attention back to the memory that had been put on hold for my supposed lesson.
 
   “You may lift your eyes and bask in my glory” I heard an aged woman command.
 
   Galvez kept his eyes on the elderly woman before he glanced around to her right and left. She was gnarled with age and her body was failing. As the senior member of the three it was Galvez’s duty to discover and fulfil the crone’s needs. “You summoned us here my mistress. How may we serve you?”
 
   The old woman sneered at him as she spoke. “The time has come for you to procreate! Helena is ripe and will bare me the vessel my spirit needs to complete my work. I have breed this bitch’s family for nearly two millennia to acquire the traits needed for a total binding.” The crone held out a finger pointing at Helena. “You have been made for this! You will produce the golem I will inhabit. You should be honored that you will incubate the host of new era! Go and prepare to be filled with the seed of life.”
 
   Helena bowed her head and said. “As you wish my mistress.” The crone pointed at a pile of blankets on the floor, then sat close by and waited for them to provide her a show.
 
   Thankfully that memory faded and a different one came into view. Helena was giving birth in a dank musty room. I watched and learned that Nicholas had a sister as well as a brother. Only Galvez bore witness to triplets being born. “I will hide these two and keep them safe but the girl will have to be given to our mistress.”
 
   Helena cried and screamed that she couldn’t do it. “You will do it or we all die including both of our sons. We don’t have a choice.”
 
   “I hate you so much.” Helena seethed.
 
   “I hate myself for this whole thing. Nothing you say or do will ever compare to the self loathing that I feel.”
 
   That memory faded and a third took its place. I watched as Galvez handed the baby girl to the crone who smiled. “You have done well today. What of the other two children?” She asked.
 
   “Gullveig, my mistress, they were both stillborn as you said they would be.” Galvez intoned lying through his teeth.
 
   Gullveig smiled. “Good. Very good. It is time to make the change. Are the preparations complete?”
 
   Galvez nodded. “All per your instructions. Nothing has been overlooked.”
 
   She eyed him closely. “You had better be right or I will make you suffer.”
 
   Galvez shook uncontrollably with fear. “I am but a servant my mistress. I live and die by your command.”
 
   She smiled once more. “I am out of time. Lift the child to my mouth and hold her till it is done.”
 
   Galvez stood and carried the screaming child to her doom. As Gullveig opened her mouth a darkness escaped her lips. The black spirit circled the room and howled as it dove for the child and then silence ensued. The little girls blue eyes turned black and her screaming and tears just stopped. There was no more of the little girl left within her, only Gullveig survived. Galvez shuddered before carrying the child out to the others.
 
   I felt sick as the memory faded only to have a new one take its place. In this memory Galvez was looking in a mirror as he drew the scalpel across his lower abdominal muscles. He winced as the local anesthetic hadn’t yet taken total effect. Once done he put the scalpel aside and retrieved a set of forceps and much to my displeasure prodded around in the wound for something. I heard a click of metal against metal and he pulled slowly the forceps out as blood and tissue came out along with a small rod of silver. After dropping the metal into a waiting dish he turned his attention to the open wound, carefully sewing it closed before standing up. He picked up the dish containing the metal rod and carried it across the room where he thoroughly cleaned both. Upon closer inspection it wasn’t a silver rod at all but what appeared to be a human knuckle, possibly from an index finger, plated in silver. I was beginning to understand.
 
   ‘Now you’re getting it.’ Galvez laughed.
 
   ‘That’s part of her cane?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Yes it is. We all had a piece of it sewn into our flesh. It was what gave us our extraordinary abilities. It’s those missing pieces that she is searching for now.’ He laughed again. ‘If she completes the set, everyone dies. I implanted my son with the piece she gave me.’
 
   ‘Why would she give them to you in the first place if she needed them?’ I asked.
 
   ‘To make her the glorious vessel that you nearly destroyed.’ He spat. ‘Enough!’
 
   I still didn’t understand, but before I could ask any questions a new memory came in focus of a young dark haired boy with bright eyes. Galvez stroked the boy's head gently and lovingly.
 
   ‘He is my son. The best of me and you must save him! His name is Owen Boudreaux. He was never a part of this. If you can save him and remove the silver digit from his body you just might survive this. Today I will die a conflicted man but it is a small price to pay if you save my son.”
 
   “Galvez I would have to guess that this is probably the only good thing you have done in your entire life. You can die knowing that your son might make it through this alive, our differences be damned.” Suddenly I was jolted back to reality as Galvez released his hold on me, and I saw him fall back to earth with a thud. The others hadn’t even had time to move. I now understand where the saying “Just before you die your life flashes before your eyes” comes from.
 
   As I stood up Gregory was the first to reach us. He knelt down and grabbed Galvez’s wrist, looking for a pulse. “Did he say anything important?”
 
   “Many things actually.” As hard as it was for me to admit, sadness for the man crept into my heart, for even a monster such as this could feel love for a child. “For starters he told me there is another man here in town that Gullveig is trying to find.”
 
   Gregory looked at me questioningly. “No chance for a name is there? I mean I wasn’t that far away. He couldn’t have said that much.”
 
   “The one other thing he told me was that from the beginning Helena had been a part of the whole thing. She was one of the five cult members we missed that day twenty years ago.” I seethed as the anger replaced the sadness. “We were duped! We were so very wrong.” I growled. “The sickest part of this whole thing is that Gullveig is Helena’s daughter and Nicholas’s fraternal triplet.”
 
   Gregory staggered back as if he had been punched in the face. “Are you sure?” He stammered. “He could have been lying.”I turned and walked away as the SOG and their forensics team took over the crime scene. Gregory was quick to follow. “You can’t be serious about this can you?” Gregory asked.
 
   “I wish I weren’t.” I whispered.
 
   Gregory studied me. “Viktor are you alright?”
 
   I shook my head. “Not really.”
 
   As I was explaining everything to Gregory I thought it best to leave out the whole otherworldly possession part of the scenario. He was still having a hard time wrapping his mind around the entirety of the situation. Gullveig could jump from body to body, and if she assembled her magic disco stick she would have enough power to split the world in two. As a side note and one I barely find worth mentioning, she was brutally murdering her old followers.
 
   “We need to clean this up and quickly.” Gregory stated, finally breaking the silence as he started pacing.
 
   “Agreed.” I replied.
 
   “Do we have any idea’s where to start?” Gregory asked.
 
   I nodded slowly. “Actually, I believe I do but I need to run down a few leads before I can be sure.” I paused for a moment as I thought of something that would keep Gregory occupied while I took care of an errand. “I need you to piece together Helena’s movements in the months before she left Alabama. I got a feeling we won’t like what we find.”
 
   Gregory nodded. “I will have the SOG ready to go as soon as we come up with a new lead. I still can’t believe that Helena was a part of that whole mess. She seemed so innocent and I just can’t get my head around it.”
 
   “We were both played for the fool, though it would seem that her past caught up to her. I believe that there is a reason that all of this is happening now. It just doesn’t make any sense that Gullveig would wait all this time without a damn good reason.”
 
   Gregory shook his head. “You got me. Look, I got to handle this immediate situation here and try to keep it out of the papers. Go home take a shower maybe get an hour or two of sleep and let’s meet up this afternoon and compare notes.”
 
   “Thanks. You should try and get some sleep as well.” My stomach growled. “I suppose a bit of food wouldn’t hurt either one of us.”
 
   Gregory laughed. “You are always worried about that stomach of yours.”
 
   I shrugged. “I’m a growing boy.”
 
   Gregory chuckled as he walked back to the CSI unit. I motioned for Kira and the others to follow me, and it wasn’t long before she fell in step beside me. “Something's afoot isn’t it?”
 
   “We will talk about it when we get back to the office. I have an important package for you to pick up for me.”
 
   “Really? Errands at this hour and with all this going on?” Kira said flustered.
 
   “Does it help that I am giving you two strike teams to pick up the package for me?” I asked, amused at her annoyance but also a little pissed at her tone.
 
   That brought a smile to her face. “Oh really? Two strike teams does sound interesting.”
 
   I stopped and turned as I gave her a hard look. “You are to use any means necessary to acquire this package for me and if anything gets in your way during your retrieval kill it. Don’t hesitate, just get me that package! Am I clear?”
 
   I had not meant to be so forceful and it wiped the smile off her face. “I understand. Should I call mother in to assist?”
 
   “Not yet but if it comes down to it then call her and do whatever it takes, but get the package to me as fast as possible.”
 
   Kira responded “Of course.”
 
   Once we got back to work we went up to my office where I wrote down the information she needed. I had given her Owen’s name and general location, reminding her how dangerous this was and suggested she could call her mother to join her if felt like she needed the company. Any fallout over this I would handle at a later time. For now I knew that our very lives hung in the balance with the recovery a single twenty nine year old manling. God what a nightmare!
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   In the solace of my office I took the time to sift through the memories Galvez had shared with me. As I paced the length of my office my boots kept cadence with some long forgotten tune. The third man with the scar across his left cheek looked familiar yet I was having trouble placing him. I don’t know about you but I eat when I’m stressed. Opening the fridge I nearly dropped my water when I finally realized where I knew the slimeball. The third man in Galvez’s memory was someone I’d met in passing. The scar had muted with age but his other features remained much the same.
 
   He was an antiques dealer on Royal in the French Quarter. A few months back I was shopping for an antique secretary desk when I stumbled across a particularly odd little shop. It stuck out in my memory because the proprietor gave off an odd vibe, even for the eclectic group of shop owners who reside in the Quarter.
 
   Something about the place sent shivers up my spine and with my years of experience that reaction in me takes a special kind of deranged psychopath. Pulling my phone out I opened the notepad where I kept track of things that while not immediately important might be worth checking on in the future. The first few pages were full of rumors of dark magic on the outskirts of the Quarter and a couple of missing persons alerts. On page three hit pay dirt ‘Curious George’s Antiques and Unusual Memorabilia’ Royal Street and I marked it with three stars.
 
   I know what you’re thinking. Men are supposed to have a little black book filled with women's names with a rating system and not some list of strange places and missing people. I suppose this could look odd in a very bad way for me if it fell into the wrong hands. The store owner came off as aggressive and rude which didn’t surprise me given its location, but it was something about his demeanor that sent up red flags. I remember receiving a call on my cellphone and leaving the store, relegating him to the back burner. Today was a good day to revisit that situation, and it was well past time that we had a talk about his activities both past and present. I kind of doubt he will have a future.
 
   Calmness finally set in. I stopped pacing and sat down in my overstuffed leather chair, allowing myself to get comfortable. A little too comfortable actually. It was already two thirty in the morning and if I hurried I could clean up and pay Creepy George a visit before dawn. For a moment the thought of getting some much needed rest was tempting, but the clock was ticking and the longer I waited the more likely Mr. Creepy would vanish, leaving me completely in the dark. He and I were long overdue for an in depth conversation, and by conversation I meant putting a bullet in his skull, after I got the information I needed of course.
 
   Pushing myself out of the chair I quickly crossed the room to the solid oak door leading into my private oversized bath. I normally don’t indulge myself, but this was an exception. The far corner of the bathroom was tiled floor to ceiling and enclosed by two huge sections of tempered safety glass. It was more of a sauna than a shower, with jets all around the ceiling and walls. Long tiled benches ran the length of each wall. On most days I would sit as the hot water poured over me, mentally reviewing my day but today I didn’t have that type of time. As the shower warmed up I grabbed a change of clothes.
 
   As I showered as I stood there letting the water cascade over me as it washed away the harsh reality of the day. It was hardly the first time I had seen a dead body, and honestly I had created more than few over the years. But something about this case haunted me. Something told me I should recognize Gullveig’s handiwork, I just couldn’t put my finger on exactly what it was that bothered me.
 
   Faded memories drifted through the furthest edges of my mind, dark highlighted by different shades of gray like a sound muffled through a windtunnel. There were intense memories there if only I could remember them. I could only hope that the shadows that haunted the dark recesses of my mind would eventually make themselves known.
 
   Gullveig clearly enjoyed torturing her victims before they died. She relished in the art of delivering pain, suffering and finally death to her victims. While Helena and Galvez were far from decent people I wouldn’t have wished either of their deaths upon them. Both of them tried to escape who they’d become for the betterment and survival of their children. That thought brought me comfort as it reassured me I hadn’t lost my mind or my humanity. They hadn’t deserved to die such cruel deaths, no one did. It was who she was though! If history has taught me nothing else, it’s that man as a species has made brutality an artform, and Gullveig was the Michelangelo and the Leonardo da Vinci of death.
 
   Thoughts rolled over me as the warmth of the water sank into my flesh as I kept an eye on the clock. Five of the fifteen minutes that I allowed myself to shower had passed already. I thought about how Gullveig was a body jumper and, if Galvez’s memory was true an ancient one. Since she was a being of spirit she could jump from one body to the next without hesitation. It made me wonder why she needed the body of a newborn, and what was her motivation? What was the purpose of inhabiting an infant? She would be at the mercy of others until she was old enough to tend to her own needs. I couldn’t believe she would risk such a thing unless she gained some special benefit from the process, and in all my years I’d never heard of such a boon. Even among her own kind inhabiting a child was always a last resort to ensure their survival as their bodies were ill equipped to handle their spirit form for long. Since jumpers were unable to live more than a few hours without a host I was truly perplexed that she’d chosen an infant and even more surprised that the child had survived so long.
 
   Three minutes remained as I released all thought, letting my mind unfurl itself. Tension and weariness left my body as I drew in each breath allowing the life force that permeated the world to flow through me. I felt my body vibrate as the power of life itself coursed through my veins. I opened my eyes, narrowed my focus forcing the water off me as I stepped out of the shower. Pulling on a pair of old levis and a long sleeve cotton pullover I contemplated on how to proceed with Creepy George. I settled on a direct approach more or less, to catch him in his upstairs apartment. The best way to do that was simply to break in through a window on the second story balcony. I grabbed a belt holster and strapped it on my belt in the middle of my back. The less attention I drew from law enforcement would be preferable. While subtle wasn’t one of my strong suits stealth certainly was.
 
   The last twenty four hours had been anything but peaceful and I had little doubt that would change in the near future. The man I was about to meet had tried to kill me once before, even if that was twenty years ago. There was little reason to think he wouldn’t try again. The thought of using a high powered rifle and having him drop dead before the soundwave hit was tempting, yet highly counter productive, since I needed information. If it came down to it and I had to kill him, it wouldn’t be the end of the world, just inconvenient as hell.
 
   Entering the office I found Kira making herself comfortable in my chair. I’m old and a guy to boot, so yes I have a special chair that just so happens to fit me perfectly.
 
   “Making yourself comfortable?” I inquired, smirking as I walked past her to the safe across the room. “What are you still doing here? I thought you would be on the road by now.” After pulling out one of the PX4’s and slipping it into the waiting holster I turned my attention back to my daughter.
 
   She eyed me as she carefully considered my attire. “I will be shortly.” She propped her feet up on my desk and smiled. “Thought I would stop in and wish you luck on whatever stupid thing you’re about to do.”
 
   “Feet off.” I grimaced as she was bound and determined to chip the furniture one day with her overpriced heels. Again I know it sounds like I’m somebody's grandpa but she’d understand one day. As she rolled her eyes she complied. “And why, do you think I’m about to do something ‘stupid’?”
 
   “I dunno, maybe because you’re sending me out of town on a baby sitting errand!” Pushing herself to her feet as she gave me a sober look. “And you have Gregory doing busy work that anyone here could do ten times faster.” She casually walked around the front of my desk and leaned back as she kept a keen eye on me. “Tell me I’m wrong.”
 
   “Alright, you’re wrong.” I said turning my back to her as I grabbed several extra clips from the safe. “I need this ‘Owen’ person brought back here in one piece.” Turning back around Kira’s face was twisted up like she was about to go on the attack. “Before you get all defensive, Owen has something we need to recover on his person. He doesn’t know he has it.” Grabbing my jacket as I made my way back to her I gave her my best ‘please do as I ask’ face. “I’m doing my best to make sure you’re first solo command is as uneventful as possible.” Leaning over I gave her a kiss on the cheek as I smiled brightly. “Its a father’s prerogative!”
 
   She gave me a quick hug. “I love you too.” She blushed. “I know I don’t say it often enough but I do love you dad.”
 
   My heart swelled with pride. She was a good girl, and I couldn’t have asked for more in a child. Well, maybe less attitude but even that was alright. “Be careful out there.” I opened the office door and bowed as she walked through.
 
   “You should think about one of those new ergonomic chairs for your back.” She laughed as she strolled toward the stairs. “Your desk chair in there is lumpy in all the wrong places and dear god it is just so old and out of style.”
 
   “Don’t even think about replacing it!” Shaking a finger at her I couldn’t help but smile. “It took me thirty years to break that one in the way I like it.” Closing the door behind us I followed her down the stairs.
 
   It was just after three in the morning when I left my office and made my way down Barracks Street. Barracks was one of the nicer streets that ran the length of the French Quarter perpendicular to Bourbon. Over the last several years developers had refurbished many of the older buildings turning them into expensive condominiums that catered to those individuals who wanted to be part of the French Quarter in crowd. During the past year two different real estate developers had offered me nearly enough money for my building to be able to demolish it to rebuild an exact replica in not even a block away. Passing Burgundy I caught site of Cabrini Park as it lay nearly empty, dark and slightly depressing as the homeless huddled in the far corner. It wasn’t until I passed Dauphine Street that the stench of stale beer, mildew and some acidic aroma mixed with freshly brewed coffee with chicory overwhelmed my sense of smell completely. Of all the places in the world that I had been to this particular mixture of scents was uniquely New Orleans.
 
   Two blocks later I made a right on Royal Street. ‘Curious George's’ shop was a block and a half from Barracks Street in a row of two story buildings. The lower floors were used for business while the second story served an apartment for the proprietor. Creepy George fell into this category while his neighbor used the upstairs as storage allowing me to scale the wall and onto his neighbor's balcony without any worry of being spotted.
 
   The lights in Creepy Georges apartment suddenly came on. I froze in place, afraid he had somehow detected my presence. Ducking below the wrought iron railing I prayed that I would go unnoticed. From this angle I could see through the livingroom and kitchen windows which were just a couple of yards away. Creepy George strode nude through the living room and into the kitchen where he turned on the coffee maker. When he bent at the waist to grab the sugar from one of the lower cabinets I felt a little ill as I saw more than I would have cared to see of his nether region.
 
   He walked back through the house, stopping in the living room to open the windows allowing the fresh air in. It wasn’t long after he disappeared from view that I heard the running water of a shower. Carefully and quietly I crept over the wrought iron railing and through the open window. Focusing my will I felt the hum of my shields as they wrapped themselves around me.
 
   Waiting outside the bedroom I listened closely, waiting for him to step into the shower. Once I heard the shower stall door close I waited a few minutes longer for him to be at his most vulnerable. I know it’s rude as hell to plan on kicking the shit out of someone when they are in the shower because lets face it, we are all afraid of something happening to us one day. Didn’t mean I wasn’t going to take advantage of the situation just meant I knew it was rude.  Once I was sure he was otherwise occupied I walked through the bedroom door and into the bath.
 
   “Good morning Creepy Geor...” As I entered the room I turned to my right reaching for my weapon. Most people don’t want to get into the thick of things when they are naked and soapy. George was neither of these things as the shower door exploded sending shards of glass through the air embedding themselves everywhere. The glass harmlessly shattered against my shields even though I was caught completely by surprise.
 
   George had quickly dressed and laid in wait and was now barreling through the broken door screaming at me. Hitting me like a freight train I flew across the room shattering the mirrored wall on impact. His fists slammed against my shields like sledgehammers and I felt them weaken with each impact. I caught him in the ear with a wicket right hook causing him to stagger back giving me room to get my footing. He quickly recovered throwing an elbow at my face which I blocked and brought up my knee into his midsection. Feeling a rib break I thought he might see reason and surrender. Damn was I ever wrong.
 
   George drew back and kicked me for all he was worth, lifting me off the floor and slamming me into the far wall. Turning around quickly I threw a wicked kick to his midsection knocking him through the open door, giving me enough time to get to my feet before he charged again. George slammed his fist against my shields bloodying his knuckles. He grabbed me and flung me against the bathroom vanity causing more of the broken mirror to crash to the floor. As George came at me I brought my fists down into his shoulders driving him to the floor. Jumping off the counter I found myself being slammed into the bedroom before my feet ever hit the floor.
 
   George was out the bathroom door in a flash grabbing a baseball bat that was propped against the wall as he passed. “You should’ve stayed away. I was content to let you live but as you can see things have changed” he growled.
 
   George was stronger and faster than he should have been, an absolutely terrible combination when you are trying to whip someone’s ass, which he was doing to mine at the moment. And now he was armed with a bat! I didn’t know how much more my shields would take before he caved in my skull.
 
   Shunting more of my will into the shields to fortify them, I rolled to my feet. “How have things changed, George?”
 
   George stopped suddenly and laughed. “You’re here to kill me like you did the others.” He shook his head as he circled me trying to find the right opening for his kill shot. “I won’t lie down and die like the others!” He closed the distance between us as he swung the bat wildly at my head. “It’s time for you to die Viktor!”
 
   Sidestepping his attack I grabbed his batting arm and used his momentum causing him to land hard face first on the livingroom floor.
 
   “I didn’t kill the others!” I yelled as I speared him in the back as he tried to get to his feet. Forcing his face back into the floor and breaking his nose, I forced my knee down on this back. I felt another one of his ribs give way under my weight before he was able to again throw me across the room. “Your old friend Gullveig is back collecting her toys!”
 
   He rolled to his feet with fear in his eyes. “You lie!” George charged me as I tried scrambling out of his way. “She died the day you raided the farm!” He slammed one of his meaty fists against the shields protecting my face causing me to lurch sideways. “When the gas main blew you buried her in the caverns below.” George kicked me slamming me into the unopened living room window. “Maybe its time you joined her in the hereafter!”
 
   His entire right hand was covered in a red glowing mist which coalesced into a solid red sphere. He hurled it across the room with all his might, slamming into my shields and enveloping them. I tried to brace for the impact but failed miserably.  I was thrown bodily through the window and the balconies  wrought iron railing. Landing on the far side of Royal Street with a very unsatisfactory thud, all I could do was moan as it knocked the wind out of me. George ran out on the balcony, and seeing that I wasn’t dead he decided to finish the job. He took a few steps back before jumping off the  balcony.
 
   Seizing my opportunity as he hung in midair I pulled my PX4 from its holster and fired twice, both rounds slamming into his shoulder. Sprawling out of control he slammed into the asphalt. His thud and groan of agony were very satisfactory, to me at least. No matter how much I didn’t want to kill him, he was making it nearly impossible. Dusting myself off as I stood up, I made sure I kept my weapon trained on Creepy George, though it didn’t seem to phase him. He growled while rolling to his feet and charged me. I had about a half second to fire again, missing him as he dove to one side and rolled passed me before getting to his feet and running toward the river.
 
   Tucking the pistol back into its holster I quickly gave chase. He tore past Gallier House and through the empty parking lot that lay beyond. Creepy George slammed into some poor guy out walking his dog, slowing him down only slightly as he sent the man sprawling. I didn’t have time to apologize, much less help him, as George scaled the back wall of the Beauregard Keyes House. At this point all I could do was try and keep up.
 
   As I continued to run after him I was really starting to resent the fact that Creepy George was in better shape than I was. This thought distracted me for a moment as I topped the roofline, just long enough for George ambushed me. I dove to one side trying not to lose my footing. Just as I righted myself I saw him sneering at me as he casually jumped into the courtyard below. I hardly looked as graceful as he had as I launched myself from the roof but it was still highly effective. Slamming into his lower back I was pretty sure I had wiped that smug look off his face as it slammed into the concrete shattering his already broken nose. Pressing my advantage I drove an elbow hard into the base of his skull, slamming his face into the concrete a second time just for good measure. He suddenly pushed up with such force that he threw me back several feet, causing me to land hard on my back. Before I could get to my feet he was off again leaving a trail of blood from his broken nose in his wake.
 
   I couldn’t believe this guy was still moving. Looking up at the empty sky above I asked “Really?” God I hate this guy!
 
   George crashed through a locked wooden door and entered the building, which only seemed to slow the man for less than a second forcing me to follow at top speed. We tore through the hallways knocking over tables and lamps as we went. George was making a mess of things and was far enough ahead of me that I momentarily lost him in the darkness. Hearing gunshots I could only guess one of the armed guards caught sight of George, fired and missed. As I ran toward the shots I could hear the sickening sound of squishy flesh meeting something very solid followed by crunching of breaking bones. Without needing to see what had happened I knew that the unprepared guard had met a gruesome end to his life. It wasn’t a second later that I found the guard’s broken body. Sirens sounded in the streets outside and it was time for me to stop my pursuit. George was surely gone by now and I was sure that the NOPD would have a lot of questions for me to answer. I made a quick call before stepping through the front door with my hands above my head and kneeling assuming the position allowing the officers in the street below to come collect what they thought was their prize.
 
   It wasn’t worth the effort or the breath it would have taken to even try to point out that they had the wrong guy. If George was still around he would make short work of whoever found him and they too would wind up broken heaps of flesh like the security guard.
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   Two of NOPD’s less than finest tossed me in an interrogation room, which was small, dimly lit and filthy. A large puddle of urine pooled in the furthest corner near the observation window causing me to cough at the stench. “Hold out your wrists!” The officer bellowed and, in the hopes that the man was about to remove my shackles I cooperated. He must have been counting on my line of thought as he gave me a wicked grin before yanking me forward to secure me to the metal ring on the table. “Comfortable?” His dark smile grew  and before I could answer his question he yanked my wrists again. “I asked if you were comfortable!”
 
   “Lawyer.” Why did I always have to wind up with the tough guy with the little dick? They always seemed to have something to prove. Looking up at him I gave him one of my patented fuck you smiles. The cuffs were a notch too tight and being yanked around like an abused dog didn’t make me happy but I wasn’t about to give this sack of shit the pleasure of knowing it.
 
   The officer walked around the table stopping a couple of steps away. “You murdered that man this morning.” Like he cared. He was just looking for someone to beat on without any repercussions. He pulled his fist back in a slow dramatic fashion to let me know what he was about to do hoping to have me beg for mercy. When he didn’t get it he swung hard catching me in the jaw. He couldn’t hit worth a damn as it barely moved my head. The sound of one of his fingers breaking on impact brought a smile to my face as he grunted and cursed. “God damn it!” He howled as he jumped back holding his hand. “What do you have in there, a steel plate?”
 
   Letting my smile spread across my face I gave the little bastard a wink for good measure.  “Lawyer.”
 
   “Fuck you!” He growled as he strode by, kicking my chair as he passed and glaring at me the entire way. He finally slammed the door behind him leaving me blissfully alone.
 
   I thought that went well all things considered. Using my shields to break the lock in the cuffs I could finally sit here in at least semi comfort. I didn’t bother getting up or even try remove the broken shackles as there was no need to antagonize the NOPD anymore than necessary. The call I placed earlier was to the company attorney asking him to pull whatever strings he needed to collect all the surveillance between Creepy George’s place and the Beauregard Keyes House. After that he would need to contact Gregory and let him know what was happening to see if we couldn’t expedite my release.
 
   Keeping an eye on the clock on the wall I watched as the hours passed, falling asleep somewhere around ten in the morning. The turning of the lock in the door brought me out of my slumber about two thirty in the afternoon. My lawyer, Henry, strolled through the open door with the precinct captain in tow. Henry stood just over five feet tall, with a stocky build to compensate for his stature. His shiny bald head gleamed even in the dim lighting of the room, his face was cleanly shaven not needing a beard to accentuate his angular features. His steel gray eyes swept the room thoroughly appraising the situation. “Captain, I believe Mr. Warden has been detained long enough.”
 
   The captain nearly tripped over himself when he tried to walk around Henry without bumping into him. “Mr. Warden, I would like to apologize on behalf of the NOPD for any inconvenience we may have caused you today.” He fumbled at his keyring as he looked for the proper key.
 
   Pulling my hands free of the broken shackles I decided to save the poor guy the trouble. Looking over at Henry who gave me the slightest nod. “I take it you were able to prove my innocence.”
 
   Henry chuckled. “Innocence is a stretch don’t you think?” He pulled out a notepad and thumbed through it. “The NOPD has graciously agreed not to press charges against you for disturbing the peace.” Henry looked at the captain shaking his head. “Really? You were going to go with disturbing the peace with the plethora of other charges?” He laughed as he continued thumbing through his notes. “Breaking and entering, destruction of public property, unlawful discharge of a firearm.” Henry looked over at the captain who seemed to visibly shrink. “Since when is self defense unlawful?” The captain started to open his mouth when Henry waved him off. “The list goes on and on like this so you kind of see my point.”
 
   “Don’t I pay you well enough?” Rubbing my wrists from where the cuffs had dug in earlier felt good, like finally getting to that itch you hadn’t been able to scratch. “I thought I was your favorite client.”
 
   Henry pocketed his notepad and gave me a grave look. “I don’t understand what you mean.”
 
   Henry was exceptionally good at his job and perhaps more than a little terrifying. The one thing missing from his repertoire was a sense of humor. “Never mind.” I laughed taking a step toward the door as I gave the captain a nasty little smirk. “I am free to go, right?”
 
   “Oh yes sir everythings been taken care of” the captain stammered.
 
   Henry and I walked through the corridors and out the front door where Gregory was waiting for me, leaning against a light post. “Well Mr. Warden this is where I shall leave you” as Henry stuck out his hand. “Mr. Aaron has asked to speak with you and has offered to drive you home.”
 
   Shaking his hand Henry gave me the briefest of smiles. “Thanks Henry, I don’t know what I would do without you.”
 
   “I suspect you would spend many a year behind bars sir.” Henry waved as he crossed the street.
 
   As I said before Henry didn’t exactly have a sense of humor so the thought of prison time pretty much depressed me. But that was neither here nor there as Gregory made his way over to me with a look of both amusement and concern written across his face. “How did they treat you?”
 
   “The NOPD always has the finest accommodations.” I looked at his face trying to discern what kind of mood he was in. “How was your day?”
 
   Something about the question brought a big smile to his face. “Pretty good actually! I got to watch a lot of very entertaining video.” Gregory’s eyes sparkled as he spoke. He was enjoying this far too much. “Did you know that you flailed through the air before you bounced off the pavement?”
 
   “Glad I could amuse you.” Turning to follow him down the street I clapped him on the shoulder hard enough to make him take a couple of quick steps to keep his balance. “Did you learn anything of any importance?” I inquired.
 
   “Like you getting thrown around like a rag doll or the fact you really can take a punch?” His amusement suddenly faded away as if someone had hit an off switch as he stopped to face me once more. “The poor guy inside the Beauregard Keyes House didn’t stand a chance.” Gregory choked back the nausea that threatened to overwhelm him. “He didn’t even slow down when the guard fired. He just slammed into him with such force it broke nearly every bone in the man’s body.”
 
   The good news had been that the guard hadn’t suffered. “Sorry about that.” Anger crept through my soul as I thought about how cheap Creepy George valued the lives of others. “He will answer for all of his crimes as soon as we get our hands on him.”
 
   Gregory turned and walked further down the street in silence. “So it’s back to ‘we’ is it?”
 
   “More like a figure of speech” I hoped that Gregory realized how dangerous George was. Going after him with the SOG or any standard law enforcement would end in more deaths. “This man is too dangerous to be brought in by the normal authorities, and he’s too dangerous to go into the formal justice system.” What can I say? I’d hoped this conversation could have waited until Gregory was acclimated to the way things were done here but from the dark expression on his face I knew it wasn’t possible. “You obviously saw what he did when he encountered that guard. Just what do you think would have changed if you or your men were along for the ride other than more deaths?” Not waiting for the sting to wear off I pressed on. “Creepy George is basically in my weight class and look how well that worked out for me. Would you have preferred that to be one of your men on the autopsy table today?”
 
   Gregory sadly shook his head. “No, not at all.” He sighed as he pulled his keys out clicking the button to unlock the SUV. “I’ve been the one everyone turns too when they need help.” He turned and leaned against the front wheelwell as he trembled. “I’m scared, I’ve never been this close to whatever this is.”
 
   I propped myself against the car next to him as he spoke. “You should have died last night.” He looked at me with suspicion in his eyes. “You bounced off the street for god’s sake!”
 
   “I’m sure I did.” Opening the passengers side door I gestured for him to get in so we could get whatever this was on the road. “It’s a long story that I suppose is overdue.”
 
   He climbed in after me and started the car before giving me a worried look. “How bad is this going to get?”
 
   “Depends on how much you really want to know.” Gregory was due for some truth but I wanted to give him a chance to slowly step into the pool before he drowned by suddenly jumping into the deep end. “Before you say you want to know everything, you really might want to try and take it in small chunks.”
 
   “How about we start with how you survived last night?” Gregory kept his eyes on the traffic trying to act casual even as excitement built in his voice. “You were thrown through a window and took a huge chunk of wrought iron railing with you when as you went... and you bounced!”
 
   “Oh for heavens sake!” After thinking about it I must have looked pretty amusing as I skipped across the asphalts surface. “I assure you it was much less amusing last night!” I relaxed into my seat trying to figure out where to start. Finally I decided on my course of action as I took a deep breath. “I suppose we should start with a few basics.”
 
   “Sure, talk down to me, that’s really going to win me over!” Gregory snarked. “Kidding... Please continue.”
 
   “First thing you need to accept is that there are things that we just don’t understand.” I gestured at the world around us. “Some people call it magic, I call it science.”
 
   Gregory slammed on his breaks as he nearly rear ended the car in front of us. “So you’re telling me magic is real?” He pulled off the road and into a nearby parking lot. “So you survived last night due to magic? That’s what you’re going to tell me?”
 
   Taking a deep breath as I waited for him to run out of steam I shook my head slowly. This is why I prefer to wait and let things sink in slowly. No one ever takes it well in big chunks. “Hold on... As I was saying I call it a science, and in this particular case you can think of it as a personal force shield...”
 
   “Like in the story Dune?” Gregory demanded as he opened the door and stepped out needing room to think.
 
   Wrapping my shields around me as opened my door I met him at the front of the truck. Catching sight of a broken two by four laying in a garbage heap from some half completed renovation project I motioned for him to pick it up. “Pick that up and swing it at me.”
 
   He marched over, snatching it up before turning back to me in a fury. “Don’t tempt me after the day I’ve had.”
 
   The thing about being around for as many centuries as I have is you get tired of all the indignation thrown your way. Gregory however was a special case and I tried to keep calm and explain it to him. “Look, this is easier with a show and tell scenario, so just swing the toothpick at me already.”
 
   He stood there working up the courage to take a swing. Taking a running start he drew back for all he was worth and swung it hard at my head. Lifting my forearm I blocked the blow that was meant to cave in my skull, snapping it in two. Quickly grabbing him by his shirt I easily lifted him off the ground. “See, it wasn’t all that hard to do was it?” Smirking as I let his feet touch the ground once more he stumbled back and almost fell over in surprise.
 
   Gregory’s mouth was agape as he inspected my arm expecting to find abrasions at the very least. “How?”
 
   Now that was the million dollar question and one I barely understood myself. “To be perfectly honest it’s sort of a mystery to me as well.” Leaning against the grill of the truck I shrugged. “It protects me from most things, including bullets before you ask” as I waved off this obvious question. “They don’t stay up forever and they weaken over time depending on how much damage they take.”
 
   “So if I were to hit you with my car you would just stand there?” Gregory asked mystified.
 
   The thought of that made me laugh pretty hard. “First off, I would run like hell to get out of the way.” Pushing myself off the truck I walked off a few feet, lost in thought, trying to find the right words to explain all of this to him properly. “I don’t weigh more than anyone else so if you were to hit me with the car, I might not break any bones but I would certainly be thrown from the impact.”
 
   “So superman you’re not!” Gregory chuckled. “Closer than most of us though I suppose.”
 
   “Anything else you want to know?” Watching Gregory try to wrap his mind around what he had just learned, I was reminded just how resilient most people are.
 
   Gregory shook his head. “I think that’s about all I can handle right now.” He looked at me and smiled. “Thanks for trusting me.” He gestured for me to get back in the car. “We should talk about George.”
 
   “I suppose we should.” I climbed back in as he started the SUV. “What do you know so far?”
 
   Gregory pulled a file out of the backseat and handed it to me. “That’s what we have so far. Read it and let’s see if we can’t fill in some blanks.”
 
   George Louis Ackler was a German national who immigrated to the US in 1967. In Germany he had been a well known furniture maker. Once in America he bounced around the country doing odd jobs till he set up shop in Maine. After that things got sketchy till about fifteen years ago when he opened the shop here in New Orleans on Royal Street in the French Quarter.
 
   He had a couple of domestic violence charges lodged against him over the years, one by a woman and another by a man who both moved out of state before they could testify against him. Several unpaid parking tickets, both in the city and the North Shore, as well as the speeding ticket he received last month on the Causeway.
 
   By this time we were back at my office. Gregory pulled into the parking lot behind my building and parked. “So are you going to tell me how you knew about this guy?”
 
   “It was something Galvez told me just before he died.”
 
   “I was just a few feet away cutting through his restraints!” Gregory snapped as he threw his hands up. “I didn’t hear anything other than the fact he hated you! Care to try again?”
 
   Closing my eyes I shrugged my shoulders as I knew the next words out of my mouth were going to sound completely ludicrous. “Have you ever watched Star Trek?”
 
   He started laughing as he leaned back in his seat thinking I was obviously making some type of joke. “Everyone’s seen Star Trek at some point in their life. What the hell does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “I am just trying to find a frame of reference for you.” No matter how this came out it would always sound much cooler in my head.
 
   “Remember when Galvez grabbed me?” Gregory nodded silently waiting for the punch line. “Well for conversations sake let’s just say he performed the Vulcan Mind Meld.”
 
   Gregory’s face contorted into a mass of confusion as he continued to snicker. “You’re kidding me right?” Realization sank in and Gregory shook his head as he sat up straight. “You don’t expect me to believe that do you?”
 
   “Not believing in something doesn’t make it any less true.” I intoned. “The fact is, he was dying and before he passed he shared some of his memories with me.” Opening my door to get out I shrugged helplessly. “That’s how I found out about George.”
 
   Gregory whistled. “Damn, things are never easy with you are they?”
 
   Thinking about that for a moment I shook my head. He of course was correct. “I suppose they’re not.” The good things never are! Giving him a reassuring smile I closed the car door. “At least its never dull when I’m around.”
 
   Gregory rolled down his window as I walked around. He was chuckling to himself as he shook his head in disbelief. “I could use a little less excitement in my life.”
 
   “Then you moved to the wrong city my friend.”
 
   “I guess I did...” Gregory put the car in gear but kept his foot on the break. “So do you have any other shit job you want me to do now that I’m your lackey?”
 
   “Sorry about that.” I blushed as he waved my apology away.  Everything I found is in the file.”
 
   Gregory took his foot off the break when I tapped my hand against his door. “There is one last little detail I might have forgotten to tell you.” I really had forgotten. “Creepy George, as I have taken to calling him, thinks we are killing off his creepy perverted buddies.” His face went ashen as shock set in. “I’m sure once he heals up a little he will want some payback.”
 
   “That’s one hell of an afterthought there boss.” Gregory grumbled.
 
   “If it makes you feel any better it would be more accurate to say he believes I am killing his pervy little friends.” I smiled as I threw up my shoulders.
 
   “Actually that does make me feel better!” He turned his head to check if anyone had pulled in behind him. “Do you need me to assign some guards...”
 
   “You remember I own a heavily armed security firm right?” I rolled my eyes and waved as he drove off.
 
   Walking through the side doors I noticed the office was abuzz with people and tension filled the air. Justine waved me over to reception. “Yes, Justine?” I rubbed my neck wanting nothing more than to go upstairs to take a shower and maybe catch a nap.
 
   “You might want to go see Ms Katherine.” Justine nodded her head in the direction of the second story balcony. “She is rather intent on seeing you right away.”
 
   Crap! Katherine was here to give me a hard time about Kira’s assignment. After how my morning had gone so far I could only guess at her mood. “Thanks Justine.”
 
   “Should I send security by to check on you in twenty?” Justine smirked.
 
   I wasn’t sure if she were kidding or not as I shrugged off the suggestion. “That shouldn’t be necessary.”
 
   “You’re funeral, sir.” Justine snickered as she turned her attention to the papers on her desk. “She’s in rare form today.”
 
   When isn’t she, I thought as I made my way up the stairs. Katherine was leaning against the door frame ,dressed in a well tailored blue suit. The jacket hugged her every curve accentuating her assets, while the pencil skirt was cut just above the knee with a slit on the right thigh showing just a little skin. She had beautiful long legs and a perfectly shaped behind and very nice hips. Her waist was narrow which only exaggerated her feminine features. Today the delicate features of her face showed a storm cloud of emotions. She was one of those women everyone loved to hate because no matter how she dressed or what mood she is in she was always flawlessly beautiful.
 
   She gave me a curt nod as I topped the stairs. “Viktor...”
 
   Guessing from her gravelly tone she was past anger and well into furious. Giving her a polite nod as I closed the distance between us I leaned in and gave her a quick hug. “Good afternoon Katherine and to what do I owe the pleasure of your company today?” I opened the door to the office as quickly as I could so we could have our little talk in private or more accurately I would listen to her rant until she ran out of steam.
 
   No sooner had I shut the door her verbal attack started. “What the hell are you doing sending my daughter out on her own?” She turned suddenly as she pointed one of her perfectly manicured nails in my direction. “You didn’t even ask my permission!”
 
   Making my way around to my chair I was getting really fucking tired of people wanting me to ask for their permission before I did something well within my rights. Turning on her I let my anger spill over as it washed across the room like a wave. “What is it with everyone thinking I need to ask their permission before I make any sort of decisions?”
 
   “Don’t you dare compare me to Leonard!” She stormed toward as she held out her hand tightly wrapped around something. “How dare you make light of this situation?”
 
   It occurred to me that we were suddenly onto a new subject. What it was I had no idea but I was sure it had happened.  “I’m sorry, did I miss something because I have no idea what you are talking about?”
 
   Katherine tossed a thumb drive across the desk at me. “Everyone received this before lunch today!” She pointed at it as she glared at me. “What the hell did you get mixed up in Viktor?”
 
   Grabbing the USB drive and inserting it into my computer I opened the video file. To my surprise I saw the surveillance video of me landing hard on Royal followed by me shooting Creepy George before giving chase. “Viktor?” Katherine growled.
 
   Watching the video play out I had nearly forgot Katherine was in the room with me. Tearing my eyes away from the screen I looked at Katherine. “Please take a seat.” She did so reluctantly. “I sent Kira out on a babysitting errand.” Clicking the mouse I paused the video. “She is safer out of town right now.” Gesturing at the still shot on my computer to emphasize the point. “As you can see there are presently some bad people in town.”
 
   Katherine’s face relaxed as she lost steam. “So she’s safe?” The look in her eyes pleaded for reassurance.
 
   “She’s safer than she would be here.” Sitting back in my chair I gave her a broad smile. “You forget more often than not that she is my daughter too.”
 
   Katherine squirmed at the comment as she blushed. “She’s my baby girl and I don’t like to share.”
 
   “Obviously!” One thing about my ex-wife is that she is honest to a fault, especially when it worked to her advantage. “She’s my baby girl too and you should remember that the next time you want to storm in here and tear me a new ass.”
 
   She wrung her hands as she blushed further. “When I worry I get angry.” She shrugged a little, and what she said next seemed to cost her something deep inside. “You’re an easy target. It’s alright to be angry with you or at least that’s what I tell myself most days.”
 
   “Wouldn’t it be easier to just forgive me for whatever you think I might have done wrong?” I leaned forward placing my elbows on the desk with my face in my hands. “It got old before we got divorced. Now its just annoying.”
 
   “You don’t understand!” She growled.
 
   “Until I know what you think I did, I never will.” I glared at her, furious we had fallen back into old habits so quickly. “Look, it doesn’t matter anymore. I need to find out where Kira is before I go home and clean up.”
 
   “They’re in Texas as of an hour ago.” She shrugged. “Kira wanted me to let you know she should have this Owen person sometime around midnight if all goes well.”
 
   It was the first bit of good news I’d had today. Allowing myself to relax a little as I leaned back in my chair. I didn’t want to fight anymore, especially with Katherine. Kira was safe and that was all I cared about. “You could have started the conversation with that.”
 
   “If I had you wouldn’t have just walked out after I told you? I know that I would have!” Katherine smirked.
 
   “I’m not fighting with you anymore.” I stood stretching as I did so. “I’m serious. Not today, not tomorrow, not ever again. I’m done.”
 
   “She only works here to be close to you!” Katherine growled. “She worships you.” She stood as she stormed towards me. “You stole her from me!”
 
   So that’s what she has been angry about all these years. “I’ve tried to convince her to do anything else.” I stood my ground as Katherine seethed before me. “Why else would she have so many degrees if I didn’t try to keep her in school to give her options.”
 
   Katherine poked me in my chest, her nails sharp and painful. “She wouldn’t even consider anything else...”
 
   “You know I’ve tried to keep her safe, but if she is going to be in harms way at least working here I can protect her.” I put my hands gently on her shoulders as tears welled up in her eyes.
 
   Tears ran down her face as her voice trembled. “I know you try to keep her safe.” She sniffled. “I’m her mother and I worry about her is all. I’m scared she won’t need me anymore.”
 
   I smiled at her as I pulled her close. “She doesn’t.”
 
   “Ass...” Katherine chuckled.
 
   “Just Kidding. You’re her mother and she will always need you.” I consoled her. “But she eventually had to go out on her own.”
 
   “I just wish it had waited another decade or three when I wouldn’t be around to watch.” Katherine wiped her face across my shirt.
 
   “What the hell woman?” I pushed her back as I looked at my shirt. “Did you really just wipe your nose on me?”
 
   She shrugged and laughed. “What if I did?”
 
   “Then you’re washing it for me.” I grabbed my jacket.
 
   “Not in my washer, I’m not!” Just look at you! You’re covered in blood and god knows what else.” She grabbed her purse. “I will wash at your place or I won’t wash at all!”
 
   She looped her arm through mine as we walked out of the office and down the stairs. I was much too tired to drive anywhere and thankfully my condo was less than half a block away. The real estate developer tried to convince me the sixth story flat was the penthouse. I for one think a building needs more than six floors to have a penthouse, but I bought the entire building anyway. My apartment consisted of the entire floor. Can we say very happy real estate agent?
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   November 30th
 
    
 
   It was just before midnight when I woke, Katherine naked form sleeping soundly next to me. Not wanting to wake her I took my time to slowly slip out of bed unnoticed. Looking down at her I realized that old habits die hard. We hadn’t been married for nearly a decade yet familiarity and a few glasses of wine... well let’s just say this wasn’t unexpected. Even though we were both single, we just weren’t compatible for the long run. Not that we hadn’t tried. While we loved each other, it wasn’t enough. Our personalities clashed during our marriage in such a way that it became unhealthy to stay together. So we parted ways amicably, mostly anyway. While it was wonderful to be with her again we both knew it was nothing more than a physical release.
 
   We both wanted more out of our lives than the occasional tryst. While temporarily enjoyable, it was less than satisfying. To find someone who completed us in such a way that we were content with our lives was the ultimate goal. We were many things when we were together; content was not one of them. In my mind I had a romantic notion of one day finding a woman that I could not only love but also completed me in such a way that I was content with my life.
 
   It was a dream that motivated me to get out of bed some mornings, to actually find a woman who would still love me even after she got to know me. Someone who met me as an equal in all facets of life, emotionally stable and content with who she was. Contentment isn’t the dirty word everyone tells you it is. Being content allows you to maintain normalcy in your life without the manic highs and lows of most relationships. Contentment was the one thing that has always eluded me throughout my long embattled existence and the one thing I longed for almost more than life itself.
 
   Wrestling myself from my reverie I grabbed a pair of pants and a shirt on the way out of the room, tugging them on as I went. Stopping in the kitchen I grabbed a drink before heading to the far end of the apartment to my sanctuary. It was a museum and library all rolled into one large room which occupied a full third of my sixth floor apartment. Books lined the shelved walls throughout the room. The shelves were intermittently separated by archaic weapons or armor, jeweled boxes or some other item I had admired over the years and added to my collection. The center of the room contained a large fire pit that burned twenty four/seven thanks to the modern wonders of natural gas. Around the pit were several overstuffed wing chairs with side tables. There were other chairs and tables strategically placed throughout the room when I wanted to work and not get lost in memories.
 
   Passing through the maze of shelving I stopped when I found the book ‘The Lost Chronicles’ which I promptly opened. It was no longer just a book, but now had a tablet hidden inside of a book that I hadn’t really cared for. Unlocking the screen and entering the access code I waited for the marker to show me the way to the safe hidden in the room. The safe was on a hiddenconveyer belt which looped through all the shelves in the room constantly moving, only stopping when the proper code was entered. It would then be shunted to the nearest access point. I knew that it was a particularly useless security feature when I designed it but it amused me.
 
   While waiting for the metal safe to appear I picked up an old battle axe that had seen better days. The aged wood handle was cracked, the once sharp edge was nicked and chipped from use in battle. Holding it tightly, I felt the wood shaft creak as it objected to being called into service again. Smiling I placed it reverently back on the shelf letting it rejoice in its well deserved retirement. Turning my attention to the safe I entered the digital combination and waited as the door slowly opened. Pushing a few leather bound tomes aside I pulled a black velvet bag from the safe’s dark recesses. After closing the safe door it soon vanished from view to continue its never ending journey.
 
   The bag was warm to the touch as I made my way through the room to the fire pit. I sat down and leaned back in the overstuffed leather wing chair taking solace from the glowing flames before I opened pandora’s box. Pulling the side table around in front of me I carefully coaxed the contents out of the bag and onto the wooden surface before me. It appeared to be a beautifully cut teardrop twenty four carat diamond that was utterly flawless, gently rocking back and forth on the hard surface of the table for a few moments before coming to rest on one of the thousands of facets.
 
   Tilting my head slightly I admired its beauty as it glowed a deep cobalt blue. Today not only was it glowing but strange symbols seemed to boil to the surface as if trying to escape. Over the years I had spent untold hours gazing at its normally transparent glittering surface, only to change about a year ago just before the MRI. The only way to describe the symbols were to compare them to the runes J.R.R. Tolkien made famous on the covers of his books, except these were more pronounced and lavish than anything I’d seen.
 
   Try as I might I couldn’t resist the urge to hold it in my hands. Stretching my hand out I slowly wrapped my fingers around its smooth warm surface. Warmth flooded my body as I pressed it hard against my palm. Involuntarily closing my eyes I slipped back in my chair as a sense of comfort and well being overwhelm my senses. Something on the outer edges of what I knew to be reality tugged at my consciousness. Suddenly causing me to panic, I tried to release my grip on the stone. It was then I realized that my body had betrayed me, as it refused to obey even the simplest of commands! I was paralyzed, sitting upright and blind and thoroughly helpless.
 
   A voice boomed beside me. “I can’t have you releasing the stone just yet.” Pain wracked my mind. I desperately wanted to clap my hands over my ears to block out the booming voice, barely understanding the words that seemed several decibels too loud. “My apologies, I have slept for far too long.” Came the deep baritone voice at a more reasonable level.
 
   After a few seconds of uselessly scanning the room hoping for some sign of my new visitor I gave myself over to the universe and accepted whatever fate was about to be dealt. As the words formed in my mind I could hear them spoken aloud. “I suppose good morning is in order?” I sounded calmer than I thought I would. “It would seem I am at a disadvantage as I don’t know who you are.”
 
   “Ah yes where are my manners?” The voice cleared his throat dramatically. “I’m Mir, humble servant of the Allfather and you would be...” He hummed as he seemed to be lost in thought.
 
   “My name is Viktor...” I responded.
 
   “No, no that’s not it...” Mir replied. “Don’t worry dear boy I’ll remember your name sooner or later.”
 
   “I don’t mean to sound rude but who are you and what are you doing in my house?” I tried to keep the anger out of my thoughts. Nothing like being in the dark and paralyzed to bring out the more polite and well mannered me.
 
   “Oh my...” Mir started as he sounded nervous. “It would seem that we’re off on the wrong foot already.”
 
   “Not at all.” Try as I might I was unable to release my grip on the stone and free myself from my paralytic prison of flesh.
 
   Surprisingly the darkness that surrounded me started to fading as my body seemed to respond to my commands once more. After blinking my eyes several times the world around me came sharply back into focus. The only hitch was that I was no longer sitting in the study at home. Instead I found myself standing in the midst of a well traveled dirt path somewhere deep in a dimly lit forest. The overgrown evergreens created a heavy canopy, allowing only the occasional shaft of sunlight to break through unimpeded. Snow and ice blanketed everything around me except for the trail. I felt I should recognize this place yet I just couldn’t place it.
 
   The wind howled through the trees that sang as the icy branches brushed against one another. Pulling my old overcoat I’d woke up with all those years ago tight to keep the chill out, I felt at home for the first time. I knew this to be an illusion, or perhaps a dream, but it seemed much too vivid. The details were too precise making it hard to distinguish this from reality which just set me on edge. Delusions this vivid meant I’d either finally cracked or perhaps something bigger was at work here. I had little choice at this point but to cooperate with this ‘Mir’. Deciding to play along. As I took my first tentative step, I could feel the frozen earth crunch with each step. Like I said every last detail was precise. Mir was certainly pulling out all the stops for whatever game he was playing.
 
   Shoving my hands back in my pockets to keep them out of the elements I trudged onward. Eventually I caught sight of a very large being which I’d like to say was a man, but was much too large, walking towards me. He was perhaps three hundred yards away, partially hidden by the long shadows cast by the evergreens surrounding us. He wore some type of black body armor akin to medieval knights yet it glowed and pulsated with a life all its own. My mind screamed at me that this being was dangerous beyond measure so the closer he came the slower I walked. Everything about the man said to proceed with the utmost caution. His every move denoted a predator who was long accustomed to violence. I looked around vain in hopes of finding something that would at least improve my odds of survival. Finding nothing I firmly planted my feet and waited.
 
   He stopped a few yards away pulling off the visor, and giving me a big smile. Something about him spoke a familiarity yet try as I might I couldn’t place him. His features resembled rough cut granite, giving him a look akin to an ancient masterpiece that was yet unfinished and somehow still handsome. His face bespoke of something ancient yet unchanged by the ravages of time, from what little I could see of his flesh he was heavily scarred from untold battles. His most imposing feature was his right eye which glowed. It took me a few seconds to realize it was the same gemstone I’d held onto all these years.
 
   His long gray hair hung well past his broad shoulders, and the matching well kept beard only accentuated his rough features.  “It is good to properly meet you....” He bowed with a flourish. “I’m Mir, humble servant of the Allfather.”
 
   Keeping a close eye on the man I gave him a slight bow. “Good to meet you Mir.” Glancing around I tried to find a way out of this nightmare. “Like I said earlier, the name’s Viktor.”
 
   Tilting his head to the side as he chewed on his lower lip he tried to place me. “I believe you’re mistaken...” Mir shrugged his massive shoulders as he stepped forward.  “You need a name I suppose, and Viktor is as good as any...” Mir looked confused. “Since I cannot recall your proper name, I guess Viktor will just have to do... for now.”
 
   That old hunger to know who I was overrode my trepidation and good sense. “You seem to think that we know each other.” Stepping around Mir, who stood probably twice my height, I eyed him carefully. “I would think I would remember someone as...”
 
   “Handsome as me?” Mir joked.
 
   Yeah, like I’m going to piss off the giant in the room. “Sure, let’s go with that.” Thinking that it was better to placate him than be squashed like an ant underfoot. He was simply too powerful for me to even consider trying to fight. If that’s what it came down too I planned to run like hell. It isn’t cowardice if there isn’t a reason to fight. Besides I couldn’t see gaining anything from something that foolish.
 
   “So how is it we know each other?” I waved at the forest around us. “And where the hell are we?” Holding up my hand quickly I stopped the snarky remark I was sure he was about to make. “Other than in my apartment! I’m fairly sure this is all taking place somewhere within the confines of my own mind.”
 
   Mir seemed at once disappointed. He was unable to make a smartass remark, yet pleased that I’d guessed the truth of the situation. “This forest is in your homeland as it was long ago before it was ravaged by progress.” Mir paced around me slowly stroking his chin as if trying to decide where to start. “Has something happened that has damaged us?”
 
   Confused by the question and the inclusion of ‘us’, I stammered. “There’s a lot I don’t remember.” Waving my right hand in his general direction. “You are just one of many things I can’t explain.”
 
   Mir stopped moving and I felt the raw power of his gaze as it fell upon me. That eye glowed with an intensity as it mutated and changed colors from the brilliant blue to a sickly yellow. Tension built throughout my body and I fell to my knees in pain. “That is unfortunate.”
 
   Gasping for air, I tried to crawl away. “Please stop...”
 
   The pain faded quickly and his eye returned to what I could assume was its natural shade of cobalt blue. “You were somehow damaged.” His voice was full of concern as he gave me a helping hand as I struggled to my feet. “Your injuries seem quite extensive...”
 
   “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.” Rubbing my forehead trying to clear away the pain. “How? I suppose would be the best question.”
 
   He nodded at me as he continued to appraise my situation. “Head trauma of some sort just behind your left ear.” He gently poked the spot. “It would seem that the nanites have been working to repair the damaged regions for a very long time.”
 
   “Nanites?” I sank to the ground finding comfort in the solid earth below me. “I’m lost.” I confessed. “Could you please help me find my way?”
 
   Mir looked at me with such tenderness in his eyes, taking a seat beside me and draping a giant hand over my shoulders. “I’ll do what I can.” He hung his head in desperation. “I may not be able to recall your name just now but there are other things I do know about you.”
 
   I was so tired and weary from the experience all I could do was shrug at him in response.
 
   “To understand your nature is paramount in your recovery.” Mir stood and walked around me in a large circle. “You were found by the Allfather in the heart of a dying star.” Images swam before me of a sleeping infant being scooped up by oversized hands as they rescued it from some long forgotten star. “You were raised by the Allfather’s son who had no children of his own.” Another vision of an exaggerated version of a large handsome Viking sprang to life in my minds eye. “You were the balance between might and wrath, wisdom and intellect...” Another vision of me sitting atop a throne shocked me as it rocked me back on my feet. “Something has happened?”
 
   “I hate to be rude but the history lesson will have to wait till another time.” I told Mir. I stood slowly as my body ached. “I have to deal with the problems in the present.” Sadness and greed nearly overtook me because I wanted to know more.
 
   “What could be so important?” Mir asked indignantly.
 
   “A creature known as Gullveig...” The words caused Mir tremendous agitation as he started to pace.
 
   “The witch lives?” Anger poured off him in waves as he stormed towards me. “She is yet alive? What have you done?”
 
   I shrank back from the angry giant. “I don’t know?” My emotions ran away with me as I felt ashamed. “I only remember glimpses! She was to go to ‘The Pit’ but something went wrong.”
 
   Mir shook with anger. “She was to die with the others!” He seethed. “You tried to rescue her?”
 
   “I don’t remember!” I growled and to my surprise Mir jumped back. “I only remember little pieces of what happened.” As I paced I realized that I was glowing ever so slightly. “She was to be punished!”
 
   “We agree on that point at least.” He growled looking at me with a mixture of anger and worry which stormed across his ancient face. “You will need to tend to the witch while I work on re programming the nanites and repairing whatever damage was inflicted upon you.” He stomped through the frozen earth as he paced. “I will stay in touch.”
 
   “Oh I doubt that very much!” I stormed over to meet him. “I have no intention of picking up your eye anytime in the near future!”
 
   Mir smirked. “The eye has done its work and we are now one.”
 
   That took me aback. “I’m sorry? When did we get married?”
 
   Mir’s anger faded slightly. “Those things you call gemstones throughout your body are actually command centers for the nanites. The largest one in your ear is a communications device.”
 
   Images flooded my mind on how they worked in unison. When I was injured many went dormant allowing only the most basic of functions to be made available until repairs could be made. The one in my ear canal was actually one of three major informational hubs within my body; the other two were in my optic nerves. Mir, as well as members of the royal family, were equipped with similar devices and were used as a way of communicating between members wirelessly.  Why I had been equipped with these three devices along with millions more throughout my body remained a mystery.
 
   War broke out long ago killing many of the royal family. More images came streaming into my mind.  An old enemy infected the remaining bloodline, though while not killing them caused infertility. When I was found it was a miracle. I had been immune to the virus and blessed with enormous power, which I was sorely wishing I had at the moment to free myself.
 
   Gullveig was a being of spirit and myth even to the Allfather. She carried with her a trophy from the great war between her people and ours. It was the silver cane that traveled with her everywhere. The handle of the cane was actually a severed hand from one of the royal family which she gilded in silver before using it to accentuate her own power.
 
   Mir didn’t even so much as say goodbye before I felt the eye cool in my hand and I found myself sitting comfortably in my chair. Opening my hand I watched as the Eye melted into the palm of my hand and vanish. At that moment Katherine walked just inside the room, smiling as she stretched languidly against the door frame.
 
   “Is everything alright? It isn’t like you to leave me in bed alone.” She was standing there wearing nothing more than a smile.
 
   “I couldn’t sleep and thought I would come in here and do a little thinking.”               
 
   She smirked. “Who said anything about sleeping. Now why don’t you come back to bed.”
 
   Like any other man in my position I quickly forgot about Mir and practically everything else that weighed on my mind as I quickly crossed the room, pushing her against the wall as I kissed her. She pulled at my clothes as we slowly made our way back to bed, and I was quickly upon her. Kissing her hard as her hair tangled in my hands, slowly pushing myself deep inside as she dug her nails into my back. She bit my lip as she thrust her hips into me with a hunger. Wrapping one arm around her shoulders I slid the other down her back cupping her in my hand, gliding in rhythm with her as we lost ourselves in each other. The morning would find us much too quickly!
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   Katherine kissed me as she walked out the door around six thirty the following morning. She was quick to dodge my question about what she had planned for the day, which meant she was probably going out on a date. Finishing breakfast shortly thereafter and heading for the shower I thought about my meeting with Mir. For the first time in as long as I could remember I no longer felt alone in the world and maybe there was someone, even if it were a figment of my imagination, that understood what I had been through. On the other hand I was unsure whether I should be creeped out or happy about the fact there were possibly billions of nanites running around my body fixing things I hadn’t known were broken.
 
   The information Mir had provided me with last night was invaluable even if I didn’t completely understand it all. He mentioned that the royal family, with the exception of the Allfather, were born with only four of these ‘command centers’, each with enough power to snuff out the sun, and my body contained more than I cared to count. The nanites on the other hand were like locusts, a vital part of the hosts body, preventing diseases, healing wounds, and even slowing the aging process, making us nearly immortal. The nanites had so many functions it was hard to fathom them all.
 
   It had also crossed my mind that I may have passed this gift/ curse on to my daughter. I made a mental note to consult with Mir the next time he saw fit to get in touch, since I didn’t exactly have his number and the eye was no more. How would she respond to such a gift? As it is her mother is a magical creature known in popular myth as a Siren and her grandmother was Helen. Yes, that Helen! She was infamous for her role in the destruction of Troy. While Katherine was two generations removed from such things she was still infuriated by the stories, not to mention the movies! Katherine had never been honest about her age with anyone, least of all me, but I could guess she was a couple of centuries old.
 
   We met in the early late seventies in Greece where I had the misfortune of meeting her great grandfather Achelous, an ancient being of immense power. Katherine had thought I was your average everyday mortal but Achelous knew differently. I had a run in with one of his less reputable relatives only a few years prior. Not wanting to invite the wrath of his kinsmen upon his house, Achelous forbade Katherine to see me. That went over like a lead balloon and she ran away to America to marry me the following year. I still remember how sad she was that no one from her family had come to visit when Kira was born. She was alone for the first time in her life, a feeling that I had long since become accustomed to. It wasn’t long after that things started to slowly fall apart for the two of us. When Kira choose to work at Warden Industries right graduation that was the final straw. We divorced less than a year later.
 
   Much to my displeasure neither of us ever discussed our heritage with Kira. It wasn’t my place to tell her about Katherine’s dirty laundry, but there would be a time that she would need to know. And now with this extra bit of weight to bare I didn’t know how well she would react to my news. How do you tell your child that your great grandmother was Helen of Troy and on my side of the family god only knows since I can’t remember them, and by the way we’re probably immortal to boot. Have a great rest of your day!
 
   The water continued to wash over me as thoughts rolled through my mind unimpeded. What were the chances that these silver plated parts would realize that they were not in their original hosts body? And is that why Gullveig had used them? To increase the power of her followers? If that were the case I suddenly realized she may be inhabiting a body which could support the nanites naturally without the need to imbed the gilded bones in her body. If that were true she too may have found the secret to creating one of the crystals within the new host body giving her access to enough power to destroy the world! But if that were true what kept her from using it and why did she need the hand reassembled? These were the unsettling questions that continued to haunt me as I turned off the water.
 
   Dressing absentmindedly I grabbed my phone to call the office when the doorbell rang. Opening the door I was surprised to find Zulu and Rex.
 
   “Gentlemen,” Quickly moving to one side I waved them in. Zulu strode past with Rex limping in his wake pulling a portable oxygen tank. Well isn’t this a curious way to start my morning? “Please make yourselves comfortable.”
 
   Rex sat back in my recliner and put his feet up, making himself right at home. “Don’t mind if I do” he wheezed.
 
   Zulu found refuge across the room on the sofa as he pulled on his suit coat making sure it remained crisp. Taking the remaining recliner I leaned back, waiting for what was surely bad news from the looks on their faces. “I take it this isn’t a social call.”
 
   Zulu sniffed as he looked around the room keeping his back so stiff he reminded me of one of those mannequins you see in a showroom window. “Hardly!” It was hard to tell if he hated my home or just me so I settled for both.
 
   Rex opened his mouth to speak but his emotions got the better of him robbing him of his oxygen bringing on a coughing fit. Wiping his eyes he took a puff off his inhaler before giving Zulu a nasty look. “Leonard...”
 
   “The Gatekeeper!” Zulu corrected automatically.
 
   Rex rolled his eyes as he tried to ignore his counterpart. “The ‘Gatekeeper’ wants your head ripped off so he can shit down your neck-hole.”
 
   Zulu’s mouth suddenly dropped open as he slowly turned to look at Rex. After a few seconds he shrugged his shoulders and nodded his approval. “That does sum it up nicely, if not a little to visually for my tastes.”
 
   “That isn’t exactly breaking news” I said as as I stood. “He has been trying to drum me out of the courts since 93.”  “I don’t foresee it happening anytime soon.” Grabbing my drink off the bar behind me I turned my attention back to them. “Would either of you care for a drink?” offering up a glass in their direction which they refused.
 
   Zulu leaned forward as I took my seat. “You could be wrong on that account.” He shifted in his seat uncomfortably. “He has been recruiting some of the other Krewes with special favors to be awarded to them after your removal.”
 
   Rex raised his feet another click making himself more comfortable. “It would seem he nearly has enough votes to cast you out even without Comus’ blessing.”
 
   Leaning back in my seat I took a long drink. “I take it that you two were the swing votes?” They both nodded. “So he is forcing you to be his mouthpiece.” I chuckled at the thought. “He is much more clever than I had given him credit for.”
 
   Zulu shifted in his seat again. “Tell me about it.”
 
   “You have a message for me then?” I asked.
 
   “Indeed we have.” Zulu smirked. “The Gatekeeper has foolishly ordered that anyone who is in your employ plus a member of the courts must choose within the next forty eight hours.”
 
   “Choose?” That little sack of shit couldn’t possibly be that stupid. Could he?
 
   Rex wheezed. “Indeed, they must choose between working for you or remaining with the courts.” Rex took out his inhaler and puffed it. “He can’t touch you but he will force the others out one way or another.”
 
   So that was his plan. The man had no idea what he’d start with such a demand. Standing there I was amazed at his ingenuity. If these were not the men and women I had trained he might have had a chance. Sitting my glass on the coffee table I lost myself in thought. “Again clever, stupid, but clever.”
 
   Zulu raised an eyebrow, his voice rising an octave as he spoke. “How so? I have several members of my court who work for you and I for one am not going to lose them over this particular pissing match.”
 
   Zulu’s arrogance was usually tolerable but I was all out of patience for it today. Leonard was playing with fire and if he wasn't careful he would topple the entire courts in his quest to be rid of me. It made me angry that both Leonard and Zulu were so very short sighted but it did explain why criminal organizations rarely expanded beyond their leaders immediate supervision. “I provide the courts with willing soldiers, who want to serve their fellow citizens!” Not trying to hide the anger and hate in my voice Zulu involuntarily flinched as he shrank back into the cushions. “No matter how much sway you think you may hold, this is a matter outside of your understanding.” Zulu turned his head away as he refused to meet my gaze as I strode toward him. “You have no idea what these men and women have sacrificed to be where they are today!” Stopping just a few steps from him I leaned down to look him in the eye. “You should consider yourself honored to have such men and women in your employ and stop thinking of them as pawns in these petty games that you and Leonard have played over the years.”
 
   Rex’s laugh was a cross between a wheeze and a cackle as he watched Zulu shift in his seat uncomfortably. “I tried to tell you that you didn’t understand the scope of things.” Rex leaned forward in his chair. “If Leonard forces them to choose we’ll all lose!”
 
   Zulu glared at Rex as he adjusted his shirt. “What are you going to do when the Gatekeeper strips you of your authority for helping him!?” he yelled, pointing at me.
 
   The smile slowly slipped off the old man’s face as he spoke the next words. “The Gatekeeper can kiss my wrinkled ass.” Rex closed the recliner chair and he hobbled to his feet. “My loyalties are with Viktor, not with Leonard.” He waved his hand dismissively at Zulu as he sneered. “Leonard has overreached his authority. The proclamation he has sent out to our foot soldiers has already met with less than dismal results.”
 
   Zulu looked as if he’d been punched in the gut. “He already sent it out? I thought he would give us time to finish up here. What is happening that you haven’t told me about?”
 
   Rex smiled as he relished in his constituents discomfort. “Any team containing an employee or former employee of Warden Industries have all turned in their resignations.” He hobbled over to stand next to me. “That means ninety percent of the MCC’s forces are now on the road home and their jobs unfinished.”
 
   Zulu grabbed his phone from his jacket checking his emails. His face sank as he opened email after email. “This isn’t possible.” He whispered.
 
   The doorbell rang just as I was about to tear into Zulu once more, but after seeing the defeated expression upon his face I lost the heart to do so. Answering the door instead I found Justine standing there clutching several sheets of crumpled paper. She looked past me to see Zulu frantically reading his emails and Rex sitting there not even trying to hide his admiration of her beauty. “Sir I didn’t mean to catch you at a bad time... I can come back.”
 
   Shaking my head as I stepped to the side I waved her in. “That’s alright, I think this meeting is very nearly over.”
 
   “Sir,” Justine hesitated. “This message may have bearing on them as well.”
 
   “Oh?” Cue the dramatic music please I believe we are about to have an important announcement, or at least that’s what I was thinking anyway.
 
   Rex raised an eyebrow and smiled while Zulu looked at her pleadingly not to deliver any more bad news. “Please go on young lady.” Rex wheezed.
 
   Her voice was serene yet poisonous as she spoke. “On behalf of all the employees of Warden Industries I was asked to give you a message for the ‘Gatekeeper’.”
 
   Zulu gave her a quizzical look as she paused. “You do realize we are not the Gatekeepers secretary, right?”
 
   She smiled sweetly. “I do, yes.” She gave him a quick wink before continuing. “But since his secretary quit twenty minutes ago along with most of the other support staff, you’re the closest thing I can get in touch with.”
 
   Rex cackled and Zulu nearly fell back into the sofa from shock. “By all means young lady please proceed. I will deliver your message for you personally.” Rex coughed.
 
   “Thank you, your majesty.” She curtseyed. “Please inform the Gatekeeper that while we appreciate his position, we as a whole cannot comply.” She steadied herself as she stared daggers at Zulu. “And if any repercussions were to land against any of our friends or family because of our decision” as she folded the piece of paper and put it in her pocket “there won’t be enough of him left to identify!”
 
   Rex wheezed so hard I thought he would pass out from lack of oxygen. He sat for a moment trying to stop laughing, before finally gaining control of himself. “You have made an old man’s life complete today!” he wheezed. “It would be my honor to deliver the message for you.” She bowed and excused herself without further fanfare.
 
   Zulu was visibly shaken as he steadied himself against the wall. He gave Rex a weak smile. “Are you coming?”
 
   Rex shook his head as he made himself comfortable again in the recliner. “You go on ahead and I will catch up with you this evening to make our report.”
 
   Zulu glared at me for a few seconds longer before storming out. Rex coughed and wheezed as he tried not to snicker. “They don’t understand you at all.” He gestured wildly about. “But that’s alright, they will learn the truth of things soon. In the meantime however is there anything I can do before Leonard officially ties my hands?”
 
   I shrugged. “I could use some information about a man named George Ackler.”
 
   “Is that the man you shot yesterday? The one that got away after putting you through a window...and a railing?” Rex inquired.
 
   Bowing my head in shame I was beginning to feel I would never live that episode of my life down. “Does everyone already know the story? Holy shit this is a small town.”
 
   Rex laughed. “It isn’t everyday you see Superman smacked around like a bitch.”
 
   Throwing my hands up I stopped trying to justify the situation. “I don’t know if I would go so far as saying bitch but I suppose I get your point. I do have one other question however.”
 
   Rex nodded and asked. “And that is?”
 
   “Why does Zulu hate my guts? I mean, Leonard I understand. I have been pissing on his leg and telling him its raining since he became Gatekeeper. But I don’t get Zulu.”
 
   Rex nodded as all joviality left the old mans face. “It’s a fairly well kept secret but I did some digging years ago because I too was curious.” Indicating to me that I wasn’t the only one who noticed. “Do you remember back in 2005 that Houngan and kappa you killed out in the East?”
 
   “Yeah that was one tough bastard.” I caught myself rubbing my ribs as I recalled that night seven years ago. “I spent three days in the sickbay downstairs recovering. Why do you ask?”
 
   Rex sighed deeply causing him to cough.. “They were immediate relatives of Zulu.” He coughed again pulling out his inhaler for another puff. “His father and brother to be precise.”
 
   That caught me completely off guard! I had to sit to keep from falling over. “I’m sorry, but I think I misunderstood what you were saying.”
 
   Rex shook his head. “You heard me well enough. His brother was transformed through dark magic into a vicious kappa by his father who sacrificed his life force and youth for power.”
 
   “Oh wow, how did you ever figure it all out?” I asked.
 
   Rex shrugged. “Took a lot of digging. Zulu had distanced himself from his family due to their nature, and because he was able to know the difference between right and wrong. Even though he knows what you did was the right thing to do, it was still his family that you killed that day. Ever since then he has hated you and I think that hate has clouded his judgement.”
 
   “Thank you. If there is anything I can do for you please let me know.”
 
   Rex smiled at me knowingly. “I am glad you understand that there is a price for my help through all this.”
 
   “Oh and what might that be?” I asked both amused and curious.
 
   Rex leaned forward and looked me straight in the eyes as he spoke. “I won’t live to see another Mardi Gras and as such I want something from you.”
 
   “I will do my best?”
 
   “If I yet draw breath I want to be there when you and the Gatekeeper stand before Comus. I have lived a long and not always pleasant life and I want my last Mardi Gras to be spent in the presence of Comus himself. Can you do that for me? Please.”
 
   “I will make sure you are there. I swear that you will spend the day with Comus and if you’re lucky enough he might even share his secret with you.”
 
   Rex beamed like a kid at Christmas as he sat back in his chair and said. “What’s mine is yours then.”
 
   I smiled. “Thank you kindly.”
 
   “It’s nothing really. I have grown weary over the years and you are the only beacon of hope in an age where so many have lost sight of what is real and what isn’t. I would have helped you, no matter your answer just so you know.”
 
   I felt humbled. Rex was a good man deep down. Really really deep down. I had known him for many years, and we fought together on several occasions before he lost his leg. It would be my honor to bring him before Comus and fulfill his final wish. The man deserved so much more, but this was something within my grasp to give and I would do so. We talked for awhile longer about what needed to be done before he excused himself.
 
   Rex may be a shark at times but he was a kind and gentle man as well. The shark inside was something created out of necessity and not out of malice. I will be sad when he passes and relieved for his release from this life that now pained him so. The years had not been kind to him. War had taken his leg. Smoking had taken a lung and death had taken his wife and children. It was a wonder that he had not become one of the monsters we fought. It was a testament to his character that he still dedicated his life to doing what was right, no matter the cost. It was because of men like him that the world was a safer place. It was my honor and privilege to have served with him for so long within the courts and in the field. He was truly a man among men. I could only hope that I was half as well thought of when my time came to pass.
 
   Even though I wasn’t particularly hungry I took a few minutes to place a delivery order for lunch before proceeding with the rest of my day. I sent out a message to all those who were leaving the courts employment that they only needed to pass by the office to pick up their new credentials and first paychecks. It was the least I could do for the loyalty they had shown me today. The only bad thing was no matter what happened from this day forward the Courts were in no condition to aid us in anyway. And the people returning to our employment wouldn’t be of much help until we could organize everything which could take weeks. If I had to guess the case with Gullveig would be over in a matter of a day or two. I could only hope that we could hang on that long. Kira would have to be successful for us to pull this whole thing off and live to tell the tale.
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: h.mf9lqq8vk153]Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
   Sitting at the kitchen counter I flipped through reports as I mindlessly picked at my sandwich, not really wanting to eat the thing. My phone vibrated as William Decker’s number flashed across the screen. William was a jovial man who loved to eat almost as much as he loved New Orleans itself. He was at least a head taller than I was and nearly as wide, with curly dirty blonde hair and a normally clean shaven complexion. With his job as a food broker he had access to the finest restaurants in town as well as the best gossip, or as he preferred to call it slightly filthy second hand information. If he was calling my private number he had something I might find interesting.
 
   Pushing the food aside I answered the phone. “Good afternoon William.”
 
   William sounded amused through his thick Bywater accent. “Good morning Mr. Warden.” Hearing dishes in the background I could only assume he was out on his route. “I think I have some information you might find useful.”
 
   “Oh?” Sitting up in my chair I leaned forward in anticipation. I hate waiting more than anything in the world, and over the last several hours I had plenty of ‘nothing’ to occupy my thoughts. I tried to keep the excitement out of my voice.
 
   William chuckled. “For starters, I’ve asked you a million times to call me Billy.” The sound of dishes faded as a door closed. The sound of a streetcar ringing its bell could be heard in the distance. “I haven’t seen you in months.”
 
   William had called several times in the last few months for lunch but my workload had always forced me to take a rain check. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that, works been crazy.”
 
   “I more than understand, believe me.” His voice was full of mirth. “But today you should join me at the Irish House.”
 
   “Is that the place on St. Charles?”
 
   “That’s the one.” Billy replied. “The owner Chef Matt won the show Chopped!”
 
   The place had a fantastic reputation and my daughter loved the happy hour, though more for the food than the drinks. “I’ve heard good things.” Quickly wrapping up my sandwich I tossed it in the fridge before grabbing my keys. “I can be there in twenty.”
 
   “Love it!” He nearly cheered. “Oh and so you don’t think I’m going all soft, you’re buying lunch!”
 
   That made me stop and laugh. “Don’t they feed you for free wherever you go?” Grabbing my jacket I was out the door, locking it as I went.
 
   “I don’t believe that was ever the point! See you in thirty.” As he simply hung up.
 
   Even if this turned out to be nothing I was glad for the distraction, and it would at least allow me eat something more impressive than a ham and cheese on white. Calling Justine at the office I let her know I would be out of touch for the next couple of hours.
 
   Walking out of my building my eyes were assaulted by overzealous rays of sunshine unimpeded by the brilliant white cotton ball clouds hanging in the crystal blue sky above. It was still unseasonably warm for November as the songbirds tweeted melodies of joy and happiness. The world all around me bespoke of serenity which couldn’t be further from the truth. If the city knew on any given day just how close they were to the brink of something horrible I doubted very much they would be able to sleep at night.
 
   Catching site of my daughter’s car parked on the far end of the parking lot all alone, I compared it to my smaller but much more tasteful SUV, and decided that while she may have inherited many things from me, good taste wasn’t one of them. Her mother was a woman who relished in her refinement so I had to wonder where Kira got her awful taste. It was true that she had always seemed to place a football field or two between her and what the rest of society considered good taste but that atrocity of a vehicle had to be over the line even for her!
 
   Twenty minutes later I pulled into the side parking lot of the Irish House. The building was a deep beige with a second story wrought iron balcony that sat directly across the street from an early sixties building containing an Office Depot. Whoever the owners of that building were deserved to be shot for allowing such an atrocity mar the historical district. God only knows who they had to pay off to allow the place to remain standing when it flew in the face of all the local building codes.  Normally the Garden District was extremely vigilant when it came to such things but somehow they had allowed that particular eyesore to remain.
 
   Shaking off the irritation of that little hell hole I made my way through the leaded glass doors where I was quickly greeted by the bartender and the smell of something wonderful cooking in the kitchen. Giving him a nod I let him know I was looking for someone when I caught sight of Billy sitting at the furthest edge of the spacious dining room.  Smiling he waved me over. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that Billy chose this particular table for its privacy as much as the view. From where he sat he had an unobstructed view of the kitchen.
 
   “Come on over and have a seat, Chef Justin will be out shortly.” Billy beamed with pride. He liked to name drop chef’s names as if they were superstars.
 
   Billy didn’t take too much pride in his appearance or even where he lived. When it came to food however, that was a totally different story. Only the best would do. Since his recent divorce it looked like he had added another fifty pounds to his already swollen girth. Two years ago he had transferred to Virginia in hopes of giving his marriage one last chance with his now ex-wife. She was a nice enough lady I suppose, but she always wanted what was on the other side of the fence. It didn’t take long before things went from bad to worse. A year long divorce court battle ensued and now Billy was back in the Big Easy with his ever expanding girth.
 
   Holding out my arms Billy stood and gave me a hug in greeting. “How ya been?”
 
   Billy waved me off as he shrugged his shoulders. “Been better I suppose.”
 
   “Oh?” Taking my seat I was concerned. Even during the nastiest part of his divorce he would have answered that question with something along the lines of fantastic. “Something wrong?”
 
   Billy took his seat as he shrugged again. “I was wondering if you still had that apartment for rent on Seventh Street?”
 
   This was new. I’d offered him the place when he first came back to town but he had turned me down. “Of course!” Reaching in my pocket I grabbed my phone to start making the arrangements.
 
   Billy carefully reached over and pushed my hand away from the screen. “That can wait till after we eat!” His smile filled me with joy. There’s nothing better than being around someone who is genuinely happy because its infectious.  “Besides we have much to discuss, between now and when you make that call.” He waved a meaty hand at one of the servers who sprung into action as she brought me a glass of unsweetened tea.
 
   My stomach growled loudly. “You drive a hard bargain!” Looking around the restaurant I took in the old world decor as the scent of well prepared, genuine Irish food filled my senses. “Forcing me to eat well on a regular basis will earn you bonus points.”
 
   “I’m counting on it.” He chuckled nodding at someone over my shoulder. “I have someone I would like you to meet.”
 
   A thin man in his mid twenties with shoulder length curly hair, a pale complexion and wearing a chef’s jacket smiled at us broadly. “Good afternoon gentlemen, I’m Chef Justin.”
 
   Bowing my head slightly I stuck out my hand. “I’m Viktor Warden.”
 
   Justin beamed as he shook my hand. “Pleasure to meet you sir. Any friend of Billy’s is a friend of ours.” Something fell in the kitchen nearly sending the poor boy into a panic. “If you will excuse me, I should go tend to my kitchen. Again pleasure to meet you.” Justin hurried back through the swinging doors of the kitchen vanishing for the moment.
 
   “He seems like a nice kid.” Smiling I took a sip of tea. “But I thought we were going to meet Chef Matt.” As the words came out of my mouth Billy’s face sprang to life as he thrived on being in the know.
 
   He laughed as he took great pride in knowing the ins and out of the local establishments. “Oh he comes on at five tonight, by which time I suspect you will be long gone.” He pushed a piece of buttered soda bread in his mouth. “I’m sure you’ll be out saving the world or some such thing well before nightfall.”
 
   That made me nearly spit out my drink as I laughed. “I think you overestimate what it is I do.”
 
   His smile left him for the first time since I had known the man. The seriousness of his expression made him look old and feeble, making his face barely recognizable. “Hardly!” His voice was dry and low as he spoke. “You may have those around you fooled as to who you are and what you’re all about but I know better.” He said tapping a pudgy finger to his temple. “Have you forgotten who it is you are speaking to?”
 
   My cheeks flooded with color as I hung my head. “I... I, wouldn’t put much stock in the stories around town.” Mumbling as I tried to change the subject. “When are we going to order? I’m starved!”
 
   No sooner were the words out of my mouth when Chef Justin arrived with several starters which included bangers and mash and fish and chips. Taking a little from each plate I took my first bite of bangers and mash and closed my eyes as I savored the freshly made sausage. Billy smiled as he watched me. “Aren’t you going to have some?” I asked.
 
   Billy shrugged me off. “I’m starting my new diet today.” He ran his hand up and down his form. “I need to take off a few pounds before spring, bikini season and all.”
 
   I nearly choked at the thought of Billy in a bikini. “Spring?” I spiked another sausage for my plate before taking aim at the fish. “Something happening in the spring?”
 
   Billy cocked his head to one side as he smiled. “I got a good feeling about this upcoming year.” He grabbed a french fry off the plate. “Things are going to change for the better, I can just feel it.”
 
   Smiling, I took a bite of fish which was lite and wonderful tasting. “Glad to hear it.”
 
   Billy pushed a folded piece of paper in my direction. “I had a visitor this morning.” The smile faded away again as I noticed his once blonde hair had turned gray in places. “This man you’re looking for is dangerous, yes?”
 
   “I suppose so.” Talking about such things made me uncomfortable. “No more than anyone else I suppose.” Billy didn’t take his hand off the piece of paper when I reached for it.
 
   “So being thrown through a window is fairly standard for you then.” Billy stated before releasing the paper as he leaned back and studied me.
 
   I took the piece of paper and pushed the food away as my appetite left. Billy was always well informed but this was fast, even for him. “How did you hear about that?”
 
   “Weren’t you listening earlier when I said I had a visitor?” Billy tried to smile but failed. “One of the Gatekeeper’s men stopped by to see me this morning and dropped this off.” He tossed a thumb drive on the table.
 
   “What’s on it?” I was fairly sure it was the same thing that was on the drive Katharine had dropped on my desk earlier.
 
   “Some very interesting footage of you being tossed around like a rag doll.” Billy’s face sank as he seemed to age even further as I watched.
 
   “Are you alright?” I asked.
 
   He wiped his round face with one of his meaty hands as he looked at me. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” Sighing as he leaned back. “He’s trying to discredit you with this, y’know.”
 
   The weight placed on those around me was a heavy burden for them to bare, and it concerned me that Leonard had gone this far. “Leonard can kiss my ass!” Pushing the thumb drive back at Billy. “It isn’t the first time I’ve gotten my ass kicked.”
 
   “True enough.” Billy laughed. “It is the first time we have video of it though.”
 
   Looking up at Billy I smiled. “Did it look good at least?”
 
   “What your ass?” Billy laughed one of those full body shaking laughs. “I don’t know I was too busy watching you bounce across the street.”
 
   “Damn that must be a popular scene.” I grumbled. “Everyone seems to reference it.  I will have to get a copy for myself.” I quipped
 
   “Yeah well, I told my visitor to kindly get the hell out of my house this morning just before I packed my things.” Billy shrugged helplessly. “So that’s why I was asking about the apartment. I just don’t feel safe where I’m living now.”
 
   “It isn’t a problem. Just drop by the office and pick up the keys.” Anger welled up inside me at the thought of Leonard’s men driving someone from their home. “The place is furnished. Is that going to be a problem?”
 
   He genuinely smiled again. “All my worldly possessions fit in my van.” He sat back dreamily as he spoke. “To sleep on something other than an air mattress is going to be heavenly.”
 
   “You deserve it.” Opening the small piece of paper it only contained an address.
 
    
 
   “1615 South Saratoga St.”
 
    
 
   “I take it this is where I can find Creepy George?”
 
   Billy nodded. “From what I hear he has been holed up there since this morning.”
 
   “Thanks Billy.” I stuck my hand out to shake his. “Don’t forget to stop by the office and pick up those keys.” Pulling out my wallet Billy started laughing.
 
   “You didn’t really think you were going to pay for this did you?” Billy rocked forward in his chair as his face turned several shades of red. “Oh God you must have bumped your head harder than I thought”, wiping the tears out of his eyes. “Like you said earlier I always eat for free!”
 
   Tossing two twenties on the table I stood. “They can consider it a well earned tip.” Billy nodded in approval. “Thanks again for everything.”
 
   Billy shrugged. “Tis nothing mon frere.”
 
   “It is to me.”
 
   “If it means that much to you.” Billy smiled with wickedness in his eyes. “Want to do me a favor?”
 
   Curiosity got the better of me. “And what could you possibly want me to do for you?”
 
   Billy’s face went deadly serious as he spoke. “Can you please knock that shit eating grin off the Gatekeeper’s face?”
 
   Billy and I had a good laugh as we walked out of the door and to our respective vehicles. Before proceeding any further I called Justine to let her know that Billy would be by to pick up the keys to the apartment on Seventh Street. Wheeling the car into traffic I headed for South Saratoga St in Central City.
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   About fifteen minutes later I was in the heart of Central City. I pulled into a parking lot across from the Israelite Baptist Church and waited a few minutes to make sure that I hadn’t attracted any unwanted attention. S. Saratoga wasn’t in the best of neighborhoods as abandoned houses were the norm more often than not these days. According to the satellite photos Justine sent over the front half of the two story house was intact. The back of the property was a different animal altogether. It was a burned out hulk. Prior to the fire that gutted the place the house must have been the nicest place for several blocks.
 
   Making my approach to the house I focused my will wrapping my shields tightly around me. I felt a surge of power flow through my body as the shields were activated. Something told me that Mir’s repairs were coming along splendidly and the upgrades would be less taxing and more powerful than anything I had known prior. This could prove to be an interesting development or not, God only knew at this point. The front door and all of the first floor windows were boarded over, and trash and other debris lined the abandoned building except the garage door. Here all the debris was pushed back slightly when someone had opened the door to gain entrance.
 
   Watching the upstairs windows as I passed by the house I didn’t catch any movement. I ducked through the broken fence and made my way through the charred remains quiet as a church mouse. Feeling my shields shift slightly I slowed my progress as I tryed to discern what had changed. It took me a moment to realize that while slightly distorted my shields were reflecting and wrapping my surroundings around me, rendering me not invisible per se but very well camouflaged. Things were certainly turning in my favor today, which usually meant that something was about to go spectacularly wrong. I don’t know about you but when stuff starts going this well for me something really bad comes along and takes a chunk out of my already nonexistent ass.
 
   As I pulled my pistol I opened the scorched door that led to the unscathed half of the house. The door leading to the garage lay broken in the hallway. Stepping over it carefully I cleared the first floor before proceeding upstairs. The stairwell was smeared with old blood and the stench of rotting carrion assaulted my senses, nearly overwhelming me. Choking back the nausea I steeled myself for what was to come. Though I had wounded Creepy George I was sure he was not the source of what I was seeing or smelling. Taking a tentative step up the stairs my skin crawled at the wrongness of my surroundings. Each step brought a nearly imperceptible whisper of a crunch from the copious amounts of dried blood that had mixed with a heavy layer of dust.
 
   Reaching the top of the stairs the walls seemed to ripple and humm in universal objection of my arrival. The wall nearest me burst to life as thousands of flies angrily swarmed my shields, as I tried to swat them out of my field of vision. I was almost instantly sorry I had. The now vacant wall was covered in all types of bodily fluids, of which blood was the least offensive to my senses. The old hardwood floor running the length of the hallway was smeared in feces and blood alike, drag marks leading into each bedroom. The door furthest away from me was slightly ajar and sunlight weakly shone through.
 
   Pushing the door open with the barrel of my pistol it revealed what must have been the master bedroom during its prior life as a dwelling for the living. Neglect and abandonment had taken its toll leaving the room a broken and tattered version of what it had once been. A ragged, heavily stained mattress lay on the floor under the heavily molded windows. Filth cluttered the heavily scarred wooden floor. Thick red ichor pooled outside the double wide closet doors. Stepping across the threshold my eyes watered from the overpowering stench of rotting flesh.
 
   Upon closer inspection of the mattress, a fresh pool of blood glistening in the weak sunlight caught my attention. Realizing I couldn’t ignore the rotting pachyderm in the room any longer I turned my attention to the closet. I pulled open one of the doors, revealing several bodies in varying stages of decay, the freshest of what I guessed to be a man in his early twenties dressed in black leather chaps. Hundreds of cuts could be seen on his torso most of which were superficial and hardly life threatening. Some were deep enough to have required medical attention had he lived long enough but the ragged gash across his throat had ended his life.
 
   Satisfied that the house was empty I tucked my pistol in its holster and I made my way down to the kitchen rummaging through the cabinets until I found a box of ziploc baggies. Taking a couple I sprinted back up the stairs to the bedroom. Pulling out my knife I cut a large section of the fresh blood stained mattress and stuffed it into the waiting baggies which I quickly shoved in my jacket pockets, then made my way to the front door. The need for stealth was well behind me, so I quickly kicked in the plywood covering the door, causing it to land heavily on the porch. Pulling my phone out of my pocket I dialed Tony Costa’s number as I walked to my vehicle.
 
   “Tony?” Hitting the key fob to unlock the door I put the ziploc bags in my glove compartment.
 
   “This is Detective Costa, how can I help you today?” Tony’s voice was hard and irritated as he spoke.
 
   “Sorry about calling you on your personal cell.” I needed to make sure that he didn’t ignore the call so I bypassed his work number. “This is Viktor Warden.”
 
   “Oh... Hey...” Tony stammered looking for the words to chew me out.
 
   “Again sorry about this but I have some information you need to hear.” Trying to cut him off before he built up a head of steam.
 
   “This can’t be good!”
 
   “Well that depends on how you look at it.” Relishing the fresh air as I leaned against my truck I sucked in a particularly deep breath before continuing. “I know where you can find your missing prostitutes.”
 
   Hearing something scraping across the floor and coming to an abrupt silence I began to wonder about Tony’s wellbeing. “Alright, I’m sitting. Now go ahead and hit me with it.”
 
   “I will text you the address after we hang up but someone needs to get here fast.” The foul stench of the house reached me even this far away. “There must be a half dozen bodies in the master bedroom alone.” No longer able to tolerate the smell I coughed to clear my throat as I opened the door to my SUV and climbed inside, though I was fairly sure that the smell had permeated my clothes. “I will wait outside till someone gets here but if I were you I would send everyone you have to process the scene.”
 
   “Oh, God...” Tony took a sharp breath then groaned. “It’s that bad?”
 
   As I sat in my truck, memories still too fresh in my mind assaulted me. “Yeah it’s that bad.”
 
   “Do we have a suspect?”
 
   “You’re not going to like it.” The memory of Creepy George tossing me through a window came to mind. “I’m sure you already heard about my incident yesterday?”
 
   Keys rattled in the background as he issued commands. “Yeah I heard about it.”
 
   “Same guy different story it would appear.”
 
   Hitting the send on the text message containing the address I grimaced. “You have the address on your phone now.”
 
   “Thanks, I will be there in fifteen to secure the scene.” There was silence for a moment as he gathered his thoughts. “We will need a body when this is over to close this case. Things have gone too far in the media to not have either a body or a trial.”
 
   Relief swept over me as I realized he was going to let me do my job unimpeded. “You will have one, I promise.” Clearing my throat I leaned on my steering wheel heavily. “Thanks.”
 
   “No problem...” Tony hesitated for a moment longer before I heard a car door close. “Understand that I am not happy about you doing my job for me but I realize sometimes it can’t be helped.”
 
   “Thanks again Tony, I appreciate your understanding.” I knew it cost him something to not go after George himself but he realized some things were out of his grasp.  Tony hung up the phone only to pull up beside me five minutes later.
 
   Stepping out of the truck I walked over to greet Tony. “Good to see you.”
 
   Tony pulled himself out of the car which seemed a few sizes too small for him. “And you.” Shaking my hand vigorously he looked at the two story house in front of us as he covered his nose to help keep out the stench. “What the fuck?”
 
   “I know right?” coughing a little as I spoke. “After I hung up with you I scoped the other bedrooms upstairs and they are in much the same shape as the one I told you about.”
 
   Tony winced as he calculated the numbers in his head. “That’s a lot of dead bodies.”
 
   Nodding in agreement I clapped him on the shoulder. “You will forgive me if I don’t hang around right?”
 
   Tony nodded. “Yeah, its probably best you aren’t here when the others show up.” He waved a meaty hand in my direction. “Your presence isn’t always that easy to explain.”
 
   “Thanks again Tony. Take care.” Climbing back inside the truck I waved to Tony, not daring to roll my windows down as I drove off. Several police cars with their sirens blaring passed me as I left the scene on my way to the office. Looking closer at the screen on my phone I realized that I had three missed calls from Katherine.
 
   Hitting the command button on my steering wheel I quickly redialed the number. A young woman answered the phone nervously. “Viktor?”
 
   “Yes it is...” Attempting to keep the tension out of my voice as I spoke. “Who is this may I ask?”
 
   “It’s Samantha, your wife’s assistant.” Her voice trembled with fear and nerves.
 
   “Ex-wife,” I corrected gently. “What’s wrong?” Katharine never left home without her phone and if her assistant was using it something was terribly wrong.
 
   “She hasn’t come back...” Samantha stammered as her fear took full control. “She left me her phone and asked me to call you at noon.” She started to sound more frantic with each word. “You didn’t answer... I didn’t know what to do, so I waited.”
 
   Alarm bells started going off in my head like crazy but that wasn’t going to help anyone until I had all the facts. “Samantha, take a deep breath and lets start at the beginning. I am on my way to your office, please speak quickly and concisely so I can help.”
 
   Samantha was quick to inform me that Katherine was summoned to the courts this morning at seven, which she had been reluctant about attending. She left her phone with Samantha with instructions to call me if she were not back by noon. Samantha tried contacting the courts directly only to be told that Katherine was in a meeting and was unable to be disturbed. I asked Samantha to close the office for the rest of the day and told her that if she and any others who wished to join her could meet at my office for safekeeping. Furious I hung up the phone as I changed destinations. Pushing the command button once again I dialed Nathan.
 
   The phone barely got through the first ring before Nathan picked up and spoke quickly. “I was wondering how long it would be before you checked in.”
 
   “Nathan, I am going to ask you a simple question. Are you detaining my wife?” My voice was seething with anger.
 
   “I am not holding your ‘EX-wife’ but the Gatekeeper is attempting to keep her preoccupied. I think she has had about enough of his shit. I really need your help before someone gets hurt.” He took care to emphasize the ‘ex’ in ex-wife as if that would ease my anger simply because we were no longer married.
 
   “I’m listening!” Anger rolled over me as I drove. “I’d say you have about six minutes before I roll up, so speak quickly.” Putting my emotions in check I prepared myself for a fight. “When I get there please keep everyone out of my way!” Craning my neck to loosen the muscles, I readied myself for battle. “Let’s just say the wrath that will be brought down upon them will be biblical in nature. Am I clear?”
 
   Nathan’s voice shook with nervous energy. “Viktor, I swear to you no one has laid a hand upon her!” His voice grew stronger and steadier. “And no one will so long as I have anything to say about it!” He took a deep breath steadying himself.  “I can assure you that none of my men will stand between you and the Court’s chambers.” His voice faltered. “But from there you are on your own.” Nathan sounded tired more than scared. “After you’re through the Chamber doors you will encounter Leonard’s hand picked bodyguards. I can’t speak to what they might do.” His voice was higher than normal as he spoke quickly. “He is acting crazy and when Katherine wouldn’t relinquish her position in the Muse’s for someone more pliable, he lost his mind.”
 
   “Could you relay a message to Leonard and his people?”
 
   “I can try.”
 
   “If Leonard or any of his lackeys stand in my way I will put them down hard.” My voice was barely a whisper as I spoke.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “Thanks...” I was just a few blocks away as I hung up the phone. As I parked in front, several men I recognized as Leonard’s supposed elite poured out of the exit. Each refused to meet my eyes as I strode through their midsts without incident. One of them actually held the front door open for me as I strode through. Leonard should have learned that money wasn’t the best way to secure someone’s allegiance.
 
   Nathan met me at the outer door leading into the courts intersanctum simply handing me his pass key and walking off without another word. I found it sad that Leonard had inspired such a lack of fidelity over the last twenty years which allowed me to walk into the heart of the courts without even the slightest of attempts to hinder my progress. Two more men stood as silent sentinels outside the ornate doors of the the lavish official reception area of the courts.
 
   “I am here to see Leonard.” I gave each of the men a level look as I strode forward. “You can either open the doors or I can open them for you.” Stopping several feet away I waited for their response. “Your choice, gentlemen.”
 
   They smirked at one another as each grabbed a handle and pulled the doors open. “We’re here to protect the courts not a jackass like the Gatekeeper.” The guard on the right growled. “Please proceed with our blessings.”
 
   Looking around the room I saw many of the same people I had two days ago. The mood was very different today as many hung their heads in tension while silence held the room transfixed. All eyes fell on me before they turned their heads in near in unison to Katherine who was kneeling before the throne of Comus, her face bruised and bloody with her hands in shackles.
 
   She looked at me as a wicked little smile crossed her face. She glared up at Leonard who sat atop the Throne of Comus twitching with rage as he stared at me. “You dare enter these chambers uninvited?” He stood shaking a fat finger in my direction. “I’ll have you strung up for your insolence!”
 
   Darkness welled up in my soul as I saw Katherines injuries but I quickly squelched it, bottling it deep inside me to be used at a more appropriate time. Taking a few steps toward the throne I glared at Leonard. “You’ve overstepped yourself.” I pulled off my jacket and laid it across an empty chair before rolling up my sleeves. “You have one chance of making things right.” I slowly strode forward. “You can relinquish your position as Gatekeeper and let Katherine go all in one fell swoop and you can walk out of here unharmed.”
 
   “Oh that’s rich!” Leonard absently tugged at his chin. “It is you who have overstepped!” He paced around the raised dais as he spoke. “You forget yourself. Here in this room I sit atop the throne of Comus and my will is law!”
 
   “Your will is jack shit.” My shields wrapped themselves around me unbidden. Something deep within my soul went cold causing me to shiver as its power wrapped itself around me bodily. My voice no longer sounded like my own as I spoke. “I don’t have time for this Leonard!” I could feel the room shake with each syllable. Taking the first of the twelve steps I paused to look up at Leonard giving him one last chance to run. “Step down and release Katherine or I will remove you from your station.”
 
   Leonard whirled around and grabbed the Scepter of Comus from its resting place on the antique table to the right of the Throne. The scepter was a golden rod three feet in length and about one inch thick. The head of the scepter contained a huge sapphire larger than my fist while the butt contained an emerald about half of the size of its head. The Scepter of Comus was a weapon of last resort used against the worst of our kind. He sneered as he leveled the weapon at my chest. The blue light that emanated from the scepter could turn its target to ash. No one could withstand its power, save for Comus himself. The entire room took a collective breath.
 
   "What are you going to do Leonard?"
 
   "I am going to watch you die!" He screamed.
 
   "I doubt that seriously."
 
   The scepter hummed to life as it glowed under Leonard’s grip, his knuckles turning white as he clenched the rod tightly. I stood there looking up at the hatred in his eyes. Sweat beaded across his forehead and he stammered a bit as he spoke. “You forget where you are Viktor. You forget that here I wield the power. Not you. Never you. You will kneel before me and then you will die.”
 
   Halting my progress just a few steps away from Leonard I shook my head sadly. The anger and hatred left me and all that was left was pity and sorrow for a man who couldn’t be saved. “Please, Leonard,” begging him to stop before things went too far, “you don’t have the will or the power to wield the weapon before you.” Holding out my hand to take the scepter I pleaded one more time for him to stop. “Even if you were able to fire the weapon you might be surprised...”
 
   Leonard screamed as he tried to unleash the power held within the scepter. The sapphire glowed brightly for only a moment longer before its light faded. The hum fell silent and Leonard screamed in agony as the smell of his burning flesh filled the room. The room was still and no one dared move for fear of disturbing the room’s precarious balance. A sad smile crossed my face as my secret was laid bare for all to see. “As I was saying you might be surprised if you tried to use it... Surprise!”
 
   Leonard blinked several times as he looked back and forth between me and the scepter. I walked up the stairs slowly until I stood on the dais with him. Stooping over I picked up the scepter in my left hand while I grabbed Leonard in my right flinging him across the room, where he slammed into the far wall with more of a splat than a thud.
 
   He groaned and looked back at me and said. “How’s it possible you’re not dead.”
 
   Shaking my head sadly I reluctantly turned and sat upon the Throne of Comus for the first time in nearly a hundred years. “You can’t use my own weapon against me.” Leaning forward I gripped the Scepter and it responded to my touch as it grew several feet in each direction, the brilliant blue sapphire elongated into a long spear tip while the emerald created a counter balance. “I tried to warn you.” Holding the now nine foot spear I slammed it into the dais sending ripples of power throughout the room. “Leonard, would you like to see the will of Comus?”
 
   Leonard shook and pulled himself to his knees. “You can’t be... there isn’t anyway that you could be...You’re lying!”
 
   Standing there I watched as the realization of what was happening rolled through the room like a tidal wave. Looking at Leonard sadness filled my soul. I slowly made my way down the dais. “Didn’t you find it odd that the Gatekeeper before you gave you just one unbreakable law?” Pausing before Katherine I swept the glowing sapphire tip through her bindings causing them to fall to the floor. “That law stated that the Progenitor was allowed free reign.” Anger crept back into my voice as I neared the cowering man. “I allowed you to sit upon the Throne of Comus in the hopes you would become a better man than you had been in the past.” Leonard scrambled back against the closed doors trying to force himself through. “I was wrong in doing so.” Stopping a few feet away from him I knelt as I held Gungnir, the spears true name, firmly in my grasp. “Leonard?”
 
   Leonard looked at me as he whispered. “Yes?”
 
   “I would run if I were you.” Expanding my will through Gungnir I forced the doors open. “Pray we never meet each other again.”
 
   He shuffled his feet back pushing his rather large hindquarters through the threshold before scrambling to his feet. He stopped and turned to me his voice shaking as he spoke. “You should have killed me.” Hatred rolled off him in waves. “I would’ve killed you on the spot and your little whore too.” He shook violently as he gathered what little courage he had left as he turned and ran as fast as his feet would carry him from my sight.
 
   ‘I suppose that makes me a better person.’ I thought to myself, ‘Or it makes me a fool.’ Turning my attention to the silent room behind me for the first time since his departure, many sat with their mouth agape and shock was the emotion of the moment.
 
   Silence reigned as I strode through the room and up the stairs to the Throne. Taking my seat I looked out over the Kings and Queens that assembled before me as I cleared my throat once more to address them properly. “Greetings to you one and all Kings and Queens of the Mystick Courts of Comus.” My voice seemed to magnify itself slightly with each word until my voice filled the room vibrating the walls.
 
   Each member of the court stood as they gave me a bow before taking to their knee. Even Katherine surprised me by following their lead before she spoke. “My liege what is your will?”
 
   Taken aback by her acquiescence to my will I didn’t answer right away until I saw Katherine give me a glowering look. It let me know that all was right in the universe once more. “Rise and be at ease.” I waved them to their feet. “First and foremost, anyone who wishes to relinquish their posts may do so now with no questions asked.”
 
   I paused for a moment as three newly appointed members of the court vacated the premises behind their master before proceeding. “Secondly, it appears that there are several posts that need filling.” Leaning back in the throne I felt uncomfortable. “I will leave the particulars of that in your capable hands. A new Gatekeeper should be appointed by the close of day.”
 
   “Your will be done.” Katherine intoned as the room fell in sync.
 
   “My final request.” Standing as I spoke and proceeding down the stairs with Gungnir in hand and a heavy heart, I was filled with a weight I hadn’t known in many years. “Please keep my secret safe.”
 
   Katherine smiled as something wicked flitted through her eyes. “Of course my liege.”
 
   By her tone I knew there would be hell to pay as soon as we were alone but it was a price I was willing to pay to keep those around me safe. “Thank you all for your continued service to the greater good.” Bowing as I spoke I stood beside Katherine and gave her my best ‘I’m so innocent’ smile.
 
   She followed me as I left the room. Feeling the effects of the beating she leaned against me as I forced the doors open, leaving the MCC to deal with the inner workings of the day to day politics. “So you’re really Comus?”
 
   The Staff of Gungnir clacked on the marbled hallway as we made our way through the building. “I’ve had many names over the years, Comus is but one of them.”
 
   “Is there anything else I should know?”
 
   “I’m sure that you would think so.”
 
   She grabbed my arm and swung me around as she glared at me. “For heaven’s sake Viktor, stop with all the cryptic mumbo jumbo.”
 
   I opened the front door for her, bowing slightly as she stormed through it. “Where do you want me to start?” I asked her as I Followed in her wake to my car. “Do you want to know about how I don’t know my true name or nature?” Clicking the key fob I unlocked and opened the passenger's side door for her. “Get in line!” Closing the door I walked around and climbed in the drivers seat. “I don’t know some of those answers myself.” Shaking my head in anger I started the car and put it in gear. “It isn’t as if you were totally honest about your heritage when we met!”
 
   “Oh hell! That was forty years ago. Get the hell over yourself!” She growled giving me the finger in the process. “Maybe you could have said something around the time I gave birth? Don’t ya think?”
 
   Trying to keep my emotions in check and my foot off the gas I glowered at the world at large. “Like what? Oh by the way honey I know you’re pregnant with my child but there’s a few things you should know.” I slammed my hand on the horn as someone cut me off. “I’m over twenty eight hundred years old and I have no idea who I am or where I came from! Surprise!”
 
   Katherine rolled her eyes as she crossed her arms. “Sounds pretty stupid when you say it like that.”
 
   “Never get’s any better no matter how I say it!” My anger faded quickly and I realized that I was more embarrassed than anything. People counted on me, trusted me, and I didn’t even know who I was. I was ashamed that my secrets had been laid bare in the light of day.
 
   She reached out and touched my hand as she spoke gently. “How about an easy question.” Her eyes were filled with understanding and kindness as she gripped my hand once more. “How did you wind up here in New Orleans of all places?”
 
   Bowing my head slightly as I kept my eyes on the road ahead I told her everything. It had been nearly two hundred years ago when I found my way to the city. Louisiana had recently become a state in the union. I ran across an old medicine man who had been injured fighting a kappa. I nursed him back to health and he introduced me to the local spirits. Many were benevolent but many more were not. One day I was gravely injured when I was attacked by a group of marauding werewolves. One of the spirits saved me on the condition that I swore to serve those under his protection for at least one hundred years plus one day. I owed him my life and promptly made a blood oath with the land. That was the start of things. Later the men and women who formed the Krewe of Mystic had a noble idea, so I aided them in their tasks. We came up with the entire Comus concept so I wouldn’t have to be a part of the day to day actions of the court yet be able to maintain the directives they had set forth by enforcing the will of Comus once a year.
 
   It was a good plan actually. Leonard wasn’t the first douche to become Gatekeeper and I was sure he wouldn’t be the last. This was the first time though that I had ever felt a need to throw one out of office bodily. And since that had happened I would be holding on to the Scepter. It was one of the few things I had yet to collect of my items I had lent out over the centuries. The Scepter was a beautiful piece of art as well as a deadly weapon. Who knew, it might be just what I needed to kill Gullveig once and for all.
 
   “So were you ever going to tell me all this?” Katherine questioned.
 
   “Maybe one day but more than likely no, no I wasn’t.” I confessed.
 
   “And our daughter, is she like you? Will she live forever?” she asked hopefully.
 
   “I honestly don’t know, but I suspect she is at least partially like me. I just don’t know if that means she will have a longer than average lifespan or not.” I replied.
 
   Katherine laughed. “Twenty eight hundred years is definitely not average.” She took my hand once more squeezing it tightly. “Thank you for coming for me today. I think he meant to put me in level four.”
 
   I blinked. “They would have killed you down there.”
 
   “Yes they would have.” She agreed.
 
   I sighed heavily. “Look, I know that you have had a real shitty day but I still need to ask you for something and you’re not going to like it.”
 
   She smirked and said. “After finding out that someone was going to let you die in a horrible way I think I can handle a little favor.”
 
   I nodded. “I need you to track someone for me and I need you to do it quickly.”
 
   She made a face and cringed a little. “Oh... sure I can do that. Just, just get me the blood and I will get you their location. I need to let Sam know I am safe before we start.”
 
   “She’s at my office along with some other key members of your staff. They didn’t exactly feel safe waiting for Leonard to come pick them up.”
 
   She smiled and nodded. “Thank you for that, but don’t think for a second that this conversation has been put to rest. We still have much to talk about. That is if you’re willing...”
 
   “You of all people probably deserve an explanation. I will do my best to answer what I can.” We made the rest of the trip in silence. Thankfully it wasn’t a very long one.
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   Opening the door for Katherine I waved her in as I gave her a slight bow. That at least garnered a smirk as she swept past. I was of course left in the dark as to what she was feeling as her mood swung between anger and understanding. Last I heard they made pills for such a condition but I doubted I would be lucky enough to have a doctor prescribe them for her. Catching sight of Samantha on the second floor Katharine gave her a wave as she made her way up the stairs. Thankful for the distraction I stopped off at Justine’s desk, who without a word handed me several dozen pieces of paper with messages from Kira. After the first three I skipped to the last one which brought a smile to my face.
 
   “You know they make these things called computers these days.” I advised her. Not able to keep the mirth out of my voice I pocketed last the message before dropping the others on the counter. “A single email could have saved a tree or two. We’re supposed to be going green, remember?”
 
   Justine looked at me knowingly. “Please! If I sent you an email you would have junked all but the last message without even reading them.”
 
   I had to admit she had a point. Kira was demanding combat pay for transporting Owen! She was being particularly colorful about her demands. “I can’t imagine that babysitting someone would require combat pay.” Mumbling more to myself than Justine.
 
   “She thought you might say that.” Justine pulled a thumb drive off the counter in front of her and handed it to me. “After I watched the video I have to agree that she more than deserves the extra pay.”
 
   Leaning forward I dropped my voice as I became concerned. “Did she have to discharge her weapons?”
 
   Justine rolled her eyes as her cheeks turned crimson trying not to laugh. “I would have if I were her!” Picking up the thumb drive I stuck it in my pocket as she teetered on the verge of laughter. “This Owen character is a full blown diva!” She wiped tears from her eyes as she spoke. “He has promised to sperm her as a special favor to bring her back to the world of men.”
 
   My mouth began to quiver as I tried not to laugh at the absurdity of the comment. “Who says that shit?” Coughing to try and hide my amusement I leaned over the counter and whispered. “Please tell me you are recording the live feed on the dashboard camera.”
 
   Justine’s face was nearly purple as tears rolled down her face. “Wouldn’t have passed on that for the world.” She shrugged thoughtfully as she spoke. “I thought streaming it in the cafeteria would get me shot but I was sorely tempted.”
 
   Now that would have been funny, but costly for everyone involved, especially my bank account which from the sounds of things was going to suffer immensely. Kira was many things including daddy’s little girl and she would make me pay for the indignity of someone promising to sperm her as a favor. “Thanks for using good judgement for the both of us.”
 
   “Oh,” Her laughter faded as she grabbed some paperwork from under her desk. “Billy dropped by earlier and insisted on leaving a blank check for the deposit on the apartment.” She handed me the check with a shrug.
 
   Taking the check I tore it in half and handed it back to her. “Please mail this back to him with a note that I cashed it will you?” She nodded as I crossed the room to the stairs. It wasn’t long before I heard Katherine and Samantha talking.
 
   Samantha was sitting at Kira’s desk quickly taking notes as Katherine leaned over her speaking quietly and quickly. “Make sure to reschedule all my appointments for sometime next week.” Katherine caught sight of me and waved me over. “Just a sec, I got a few things to handle with Samantha and then we can get to our business.”
 
   “Take your time.” I was in no hurry for her to put me or herself through the turmoil she was about to delve into.
 
   Katherine was many things to many people but at her core she was a creature of great power. I suspect it was for that reason alone that she was able to bear my one and only child. One of the many talents she inherited from Achelous was the innate ability to use blood magic in ways that most mortals could not even begin to comprehend. There was a cost though. It forced the user to mingle their soul with whomever’s blood they were using. Sometimes this was a wonderful bonding between two people or it was as simple as the oath I had taken a few hundred years earlier to serve those under Hustahli protection. Other times however, it was darker if not nearly perverse, and using someone’s blood to track them landed somewhere in the middle between the two. It was dangerous, filthy and absolutely wrong to perform such magic but somedays it was the only choice.
 
   “Don’t forget to feed the cats.” Katherine finished, Samantha nodded as she scribbled the last of her notes and giving me a weak smile as she left to fulfill her bosses wishes.
 
   Katherine followed me into my office and took a seat opposite me. Hanging my head in shame my voice shook. “You know I wouldn’t ask you to do this if I had a choice.”
 
   Katherine’s smile was genuine as she leaned back in her chair. “Of all the people I have ever known, you are the only one who has never asked for anything for themselves.” I started to object but she waved me off as she chuckled. “Even now you hesitate to ask when you need me the most.” Leaning forward her eyes twinkled with magic. “You should leave the blood on your desk and give me until morning. After that he will be all yours.”
 
   Pulling the ziploc bags containing the bloody mattress samples out of my jacket, I placed them on the desk and stood up to leave. As I walked toward the exit I stopped and put my hand on her shoulder. “Thank you...” Again such a simple phrase that seems so inadequate to express my gratitude. She took my hand gently and squeezed, exchanging glances with each other and understanding what this had cost each of us .
 
   I assigned two of my best agents to stand guard outside my office door until morning to ensure Katherine wasn’t disturbed, then I headed for my car to pick up the Staff of Gungnir before heading home. Gungnir had returned to its normal size and demeanor as the Scepter of Comus before leaving the MCC, but even so I quickly gave up trying to conceal it under my jacket. So I just marched up the street and through the doors leading to my apartment garnering more than few surprised looks from those who recognized it.
 
   Not wanting to wait for the elevator I took the stairs two at a time until I was standing outside my front door. A I turned the key and let myself in Gungnir sprang to life once more as I registered a rather large shadow resting on my couch in the darkness. “After the day I’ve had, you have a free pass.” Nodding at the patio door that stood partially open. “Leave now and I won’t even bother chasing you.”
 
   The lights flicked on of their own accord.  Mir was sitting there in all his grandeur, perhaps a few feet shorter than the last time we met, but still more than impressive. He had abandoned his living armor for more mundane blue jeans and an overly tight t shirt. “Now that would hardly be sporting now would it?” He answered.
 
   Closing the door behind me I walked to the kitchen as the Staff of Gungnir returned to a more manageable size. “So now we are corporeal?” I waved in his direction as I grabbed a tumbler and poured myself a three finger shot of whiskey.
 
   “Not as of yet my lord.” Mir bowed his head slightly as he eyed Gungnir. “You know that Gungnir has many shapes and sizes depending upon your need.”
 
   Downing the first glass of whiskey, I poured myself another. Thankfully I never have hangovers, which I suppose I owe to the nanites that were running rampant through my body. “I suppose the implants in my retinas allow me to see you?”
 
   Mir gave me an approving look as he walked over to join me in the kitchen. “There is a lot of history stored in the archives.” He continued to eye my whiskey hungrily as he spoke. “With all the head trauma I wasn’t sure you were capable of figuring that part out.”
 
   There was a twinkle in his eyes when he spoke and the sides of his mouth quivered. “I’m sorry but did you just make a joke?” Grabbing the bottle and another glass we moved to the library. Taking a seat next to Mir I poured two glasses and sat them on the table between us.
 
   Mir eyed the whiskey enviously. “Thank you for your generosity.” He hung his nose over the glass as he inhaled deeply. “I can almost remember what it smells like.”
 
   Putting my glass down I looked curiously at Mir. “You weren’t always...”
 
   “A hologram? Otherworldly being that only you can see?” He leaned back in his chair as he smiled wistfully. “No, no I wasn’t always like this. Long ago I was like you in many ways.”
 
   “You were a royal?” Leaning forward as curiosity took over. “Do you remember anything other than what you told me?”
 
   Mir hung his head as he sighed, weariness clouding his face as he leaned back. A glass appeared in his hand full of what appeared to be whiskey. “I can’t let you drink alone!”
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   Mir chuckled after he took a long drought. “Its an illusion yet it reminds me of what a good aged whiskey would taste like.” He held the glass in his hand and took another drink from a glass that never seemed to empty. “To answer your question, yes I was a royal, or at least a part of one.”
 
   Pouring myself another glass I shook my head. I had to wonder how you could be part of a royal and not be one of them. “How does that work exactly?”
 
   Mir’s face relaxed for the first time since we had met. “Exactly?” He shook his head and laughed. “I have no idea! I just know that it does.” The Eye appeared to hover a few inches above his outstretched palm. “I am the eye and the eye is from the Allfather, thus I am only part of a royal.”
 
   I wondered what it must be like to be pure energy. “I see you have adapted to the current dress code. I take it you’ve been watching Simon Cowell to find a shirt that tight.” Mir shrugged his huge shoulders as he leaned back.
 
   “The man has good taste!” Mir chuckled. “Don’t hate the player, hate the game!” His face contorted with discomfort at the last few words.
 
   Face palming myself I shook my head. “Oh, dear god in heaven don’t ever say anything like that again.”
 
   “Not to worry I won’t.” He shook his head and his long hair shifted around his face. “That was entirely disconcerting.”
 
   “Yeah for the both of us.”
 
   Mir took another drink as he lost himself in thought. “I’ve missed this.”
 
   “Missed what?”
 
   He stood and paced around the fire. “Even though I slept through what appears to be several hundred lifetimes I was still aware of my loneliness.” The words hit me like a freight train. I had never considered the fact that he was a living being, let alone had feelings. “It’s good to speak with someone even if we are practically strangers.”
 
   As much as I hated to admit it I could understand more than most the feeling of not belonging and constant loneliness. Something in his voice tore at my soul. He was more alone than I had ever been. “I am always available to talk if you want.”
 
   A smile broke across his face making the scars across it to ripple in the firelight. “A generous offer and one I will take advantage of once I am through with my research and repairs.”
 
   “Speaking of ‘repairs’,” using the air quotes around the repair as I still found it a completely foreign concept, “I noticed a few enhancements in my abilities.”
 
   “Ah yes, I do hope you approve sire.” He raised his glass in my direction as he inclined his head.
 
   “That’s the second time you have addressed me in such a manner. Is there something I should know?” Tilting back my fourth glass of whiskey, warmth spread through my body as the alcohol finally took effect even if it were temporary. “It’s a pretty serious one eighty from how our last conversation ended.”
 
   “To be fair, few peoples manners are where they should be when they first wake.” He took yet another sip of his imaginary brew as his mind worked quickly to explain. “While I may not know who you are exactly, only the Allfather or his appointed representative can wield Gungnir.” His eyes looked past me as he recalled things I could not. “You are the starborn and as such I owe you respect.”
 
   “Starborn?” Something about the name struck a chord deep within me but it was a tune I couldn’t remember the rhythm to.
 
   “Less of a title than a fact.” Mir rubbed his chin as he struggled to convey it’s meaning. “You were to be our savior from the darkness yet in the end they still came.” His hands trembled as the pain and sorrow overtook him. “Many were saved, but many others were lost. I don’t know how or why we are in this place but I can only hope that it will help us in our fight against Jormungandr, the world killer.”
 
   “Jormungandr? Who or what is that?” As I spoke the words images suddenly raced through my mind of a heavily armored serpentine machine large enough to wrap itself around the sun, terrifying me. Somehow I knew that this is what  destroyed my worlds. It had to be the alcohol clouding my mind because rationally nothing like the beast that I had seen in my mind could truly exist and for the first time in my life I was the one who wished to remain in the world of fantasy. As Mir closely watched me he leaned forward, cupping his face in his hands as he did so.
 
   “As you say the truth of something can’t be undone, no matter how much you wish it to be.” Mir’s voice bespoke of regret and pain for having to burden me with this particular memory. “I am truly sorry my liege, I wish there was another way to convey this information to you.”
 
   Pushing the whiskey bottle to the side I stretched. It was my turn to pace around the fire. “Thank you for understanding.” Trying to wrap my mind around the situation I needed to understand what was happening. “Let’s start at the beginning shall we?” Mir leaned back as he nodded for me to continue. “You mentioned something about catching up on the last few millennia, how does that work?”
 
   Mir looked away quickly as if he were slightly ashamed before looking back in my general direction even if it were at my feet. “All those crystals throughout your body are not only hubs for the nanites but they are also more akin to what you call a black box.” Holding up a hand as he stood to keep me silent for a moment longer. “Within each of them are millions of terabits of information about everything you have ever encountered throughout your life.”
 
   “Everything?” I felt both terrified and excited by the prospect, not to mention highly embarrassed. “Feel free to skip over some of the more seedy parts if you wouldn’t mind.”
 
   Mir’s face turned several shades of crimson as he paced opposite of me.  “While some have been self repairing, many more were damaged or have been dormant since your accident.” Turning his head away from me he wrung his hands, trying to choose his words carefully. “It is good to know that the Starborn has such a healthy labido but would it kill you to tone it down a bit?”
 
   It was my turn for my face to burn as blood flooded my cheeks. “Wasn’t exactly planning on having anyone sifting through my memories.”
 
   “Point taken.” He stopped suddenly as if something weighed on his shoulders. “It will take time my lord but I will have the answers you seek.” He kneeled down and casually stuck his hand in the fire as if he were desperate for some type of sensation, even if it were pain. “We will find out who you are, how far you’ve come, and where and whence you came!”
 
   I felt homesick for the first time in my life as something called out to me, pulling me back to the place of my birth. “I miss them and I don’t even know who they are!” A wide array of emotions washed over me, confusing me as they mixed together, leaving me stunned and hurt with their arrival. “It’s stupid, I know! How can you miss people or places you don’t even remember?”
 
   “Not to worry sire all will be revealed in time.” He intoned trying to inspire my confidence. It worked believer it or not. I needed to believe in something and right now a promise, even one as vague as Mir’s, was all I had.  The world serpent would have to be dealt with sometime later for now Gullveig was my main concern. Short of having her head on a stick I would have to settle for Creepy George. Mir and I sat silent long into the evening, broken only occasionally to remind ourselves that we still had the power of speech.
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   December 1st
 
    
 
   Mir stood and gave me a slight bowas I got to my feet. “Thank you for sitting with me tonight.” His voice was hollow as the loneliness stirred deep within him. “Be well sire.”
 
   It was a feeling I knew all too well. The world around me had changed and only I remained the same. Mortals had such a limited amount of time allotted to them yet they were able to make such an impact upon the world. Over the centuries I’d fallen in love only to have them taken away by the relentless march of time which had never shown me the slightest of mercies. People I’d called friends fell victim to the same fate as my lovers and yet only I remained. It was my own personal hell in which I had no possible hope of escape.
 
   For the first time since I woke up on that mountainside I felt as if I finally had a friend or at the very least a cellmate. “Not to worry, I’ll return shortly.”
 
   Mir bowed once more as I headed to the bedroom for a fresh set of clothes before leaving for the office. Trying to find anything resembling sleep at this hour would be more harmful than helpful. Freshly showered and wearing crisp clean clothes I was out the door and heading to the office by three thirty a.m.
 
   Walking through the brass doors I took notice of Justine who simply nodded and smiled at me as I passed. Rounding the desk and up the stairs I could see that the office door was standing open. Scanning the area the two guards I had assigned to keep watch over Katharine were nowhere to be seen. Which could only mean that she had sent them on there way. Before I got halfway to my office I could hear Kira and her mother speaking in hurried whispered tones. Entering I found them sitting there smiling and having much too good of a time about something to do with me. From their devious expressions I was sure to be in for a very long day or perhaps year depending upon how long they decided to punish me for.
 
   Both women gave me sly looks as they greeted me. “Good morning, Mr. Warden.” Katharine looked tired yet in good spirits as she gave me a wry smile.
 
   Something about that smile made me highly self conscious. You know the dream you have where you show up somewhere and you’re half naked... yeah that feeling. Part of me wanted to run. It was probably the wiser course of action just to take my medicine and be done with it. “I can come back.” That’s right, I still tried to chicken out!
 
   Kira smiled as she stood to give me a kiss on the cheek as I walked around to my chair. “Don’t be silly.” She said as she gave her mother a knowing wink. “It would appear that we have much to talk about.” She curtsied. “My lord.”
 
   Crap! I really should’ve ran when I had the chance. Part of me wished that Katherine had waited for me to at least be present before breaking the news about my alter ego to our daughter. Classic move on her behalf. She was always looking for an advantage even if it was at someone else’s expense and especially when it was at mine. “I see you’ve been brought up to speed.”
 
   Katharine gave me one of those that’s right I did it what the hell are you going to do about it looks. “I couldn’t help myself.”
 
   She really couldn’t! Katharine chewed her lip in her excitement. Kira however, was thoroughly curious, and hell I couldn’t blame her. There was a lot to know and unfortunately I wasn’t sure I had all of the answers.
 
   “I have so many questions!” Her voice was high pitched with excitement as she squirmed in her seat. “I can’t believe you’re Comus! Is there anything else I should know?”
 
   I took a deep breath as I focused my thoughts and closed the office door. “There is much to discuss.” Kira and Katharine jumped as the door closed much harder than I’d intended. “First things first however. Were you able to find Creepy George’s villainous lair?” Even to me I sounded more annoyed than usual. I did my best to try and hide it but it still bled through.
 
   Katharine leaned forward giving me a nasty little wink as she slid a piece of paper across the desk. “I believe you can find your creepy little friend at that address.”
 
   She could have waited for me but as usual she went that extra mile to try and embarrass me with our daughter. After everything is said and done and all the cards on the table, I had to wonder just how smug she’ll feel. It was a very shitty thing we’d done to our daughter by hiding all of our secrets for so long but I suppose every parent makes mistakes along the way. Ours were just a little more monumental than most.
 
   “Would you mind if we picked up this discussion after I wrap up this mess?” Eyeing Katharine I noticed that she lost a little of her smugness as she thought through the ramifications of such a conversation. “I just don’t think we could do it justice in the next few minutes, or even hours.” Unfortunately Katharine and I were nearly out of time and all of our secrets would soon be laid bare. I honestly didn’t know who I felt worse for us or our daughter. “We will need some time to go over everything. In the meantime however I’d really like to keep the entire Comus incident under wraps.”
 
   Kira smirked as she spread her arms wide. “You do realize that New Orleans is the biggest small town to ever exist.” She straightened up in her chair as she tried to keep a her excitement at bay. “No one has secrets in this city for very long. Someone always makes it their business to butt in.”
 
   “Be that as it may, I would still prefer if we at least pretended like we were going to keep a lid on it.”
 
   “Good luck with that.” Katherine snipped as she was going to try and press the issue for as long as she thought she had the upperhand. “While I am sure that most of the shock will wear thin soon enough, I doubt people will simply forget who you are.”
 
   Unfolding the piece of paper with the address and trying to ignore her comment, I found that I still had a few hours drive ahead of me before I could get to Creepy George in Folsom. “You’re probably right but who knows maybe over time it will become one of those urban myths.”
 
   Katharine slowly got to her feet as she resigned herself to the fact Kira wasn’t going to hold the whole Comus debacle against me just yet. She gave Kira a nudge encouraging her to follow. Reluctantly she too got to her feet even though I could tell that she had a thousand questions begging to be asked.  “We will leave you to your errand.” They walked to the edge of the office before Katharine turned back and smiled. “We’ll be around when things settle down.”
 
   “Thank you both.”
 
   Katharine nearly had to pull Kira along forcefully as she was positively brimming with curiosity. Pulling my cell out I hesitated a moment before dialing Gregory's number for fear of waking him at such an early hour, but then I remembered that turnabout is fair play and sort of fun some days. Luckily for both of us he was already awake and after he heard what I had to say quickly agreed to meet me here at the office shortly. The plan was simple really. Terminate Creepy George and have the SOG team waiting nearby for cleanup.
 
   We were about halfway across the Causeway as the sun slowly rose out on the horizon in the east, as if it were birthed from the primal waters of the lake. The purpling sky gave way to several shades of fire reds and oranges until crystal blue blazed across the horizon dotted with cotton ball clouds that were gently pushed through the crisp morning air by zephyrs whipping across the calm surface of the lake. Little would anyone suspect we were about to face down a serial killer only a few miles away.
 
   Passing through the furthest edge of Folsom we made a right at the one and only light in the small village. Our destination lay a mere five miles away. As we made our way down the rural road we got our first glimpse of the old horse farm. It had been a beautiful place not so long ago, where championship thoroughbreds were bred and trained by masters of the trade. The once lush green immaculately kept pastures were now choked with weeds that had grown unchallenged over the last several years. An uprooted ancient oak tree lay sprawled across the fence line and the old fence timbers had shattered under the weight of the tree leaving a gaping hole in its wake. It was one of many breaks in the fence either due to disrepair or neglect. It was hard to believe that this farm had once been home to a loving couple with three children who had cared deeply about this place.
 
   Few understand the symbiotic relationship man has with the land, especially land he owns. What was once a vibrant farm full of life was now a distant echo of what it once was. Darkness enveloped the grounds as it tried to fight off the light of the sun. No supernatural boogie man claimed this land as their own, but instead it was man’s neglect and negativity that tainted the place with a wrongness that pervaded the area. The earth itself is a living organism which can become ill, and like anything else this place was definitely feeling the cancerous effects.
 
   Turning onto a side road we were finally able to get a view of the rotting main house along with its two dilapidated barns. The nearest of the two barns had collapsed in on itself while the other looked to be barely standing. The main quarters was a two story farm house. Whatever paint that had once graced the aged wooden walls had long since been stripped away by wind and rain. Several windows on both floors were broken giving the place a wounded animal vibe. We continued down the road another half mile before finding a safe place to pull off.
 
   “I take it that is the place?” Gregory shivered as he spoke. “There’s something wrong about the it.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” The whole place made me feel uneasy. Something more than sickness infected the land and we were about to march headlong into it. “The SOG is standing by?”
 
   “Yeah. They can be here in thirty minutes or less.” His voice grew strength from the thought of the calvary right around the corner. “Are you sure we shouldn’t have them closer, maybe with us?” His voice faltered as a sense of foreboding overtook us.
 
   “If Creepy George is here I don’t want to worry about others getting hurt or killed while I’m subduing him.” The very air around us seemed tainted as something noxious hung in it. I was starting to think that a few extra hands could come in handy but it was far too dangerous even for the SOG. “Besides we’ll be fine.”
 
   “That almost sounds convincing.” He said as he nervously checked his weapons. “So you still want me to scout around the outer edge of the property while you...”
 
   “Walk right up to the front door and knock.”
 
   He made a face that clearly told me he clearly thought that I was crazy. “That just sounds like a bad plan.” He placed his pistols back in their respective holsters. “But I suppose it’s all we got.”
 
   “Remember I will need at least thirty minutes to secure the area.” My definition of securing the area meant either disabling Creepy George or preferably killing him.
 
   “Your definition of the word ‘securing’ and mine I think are very different.”
 
   Gregory was a perceptive guy after all, so I wasn’t exactly surprised by the comment. We parted ways as he headed for the treeline and I approached the house via the driveway. Before my foot ever hit the gravel driveway I focused my will, allowing my shields to wrap themselves around me tightly. Keeping an eye on the windows as I approached the house I couldn’t discern any movement. Something nagged at the back of my mind that I was being watched, but no matter which direction I looked I saw nothing out of the ordinary. Reaching the front door I checked my watch. I had twenty minutes left to clear the area.
 
   The front door stood slightly ajar and swung open at my slightest touch. Pulling my pistol I proceeded to clear the overly large room which I could only assume was a den of some sort. Making my way through the cluttered kitchen to the far end of the house I opened the last door. Heaped in the center of the room was a broken bed along with several other pieces of bedroom furniture piled high.  Satisfied the room and the bathroom beyond were clear I proceeded up the stairs.
 
   Taking the first stair carefully to ensure it would hold my weight I caught the heavy scent of blood in the air. Reaching out with my senses I couldn’t detect anyone laying in wait for me. At the furthest end of the house I sensed a prone form of what I hoped was Creepy George. Perhaps today was my lucky day after all and he would be unconscious and easily detained but something felt off about the entire situation. My heart started to race yet I couldn’t determine what had me spooked. I didn’t need a repeat of what happened during our last meeting. Keeping a sharp eye out for any sort of trap I proceeded through the hallway with trepidation clearing each room as I passed to ensure I didn’t miss anything.
 
   Opening the door to the room where I had sensed the prone body, I was nauseated by the condition that Creepy George was in. His left arm had been ripped off at the shoulder and thrown across the room where it lay motionless. He lay there nude with a crudely ripped Y incision starting at his navel, up through his sternum and across to his right and left shoulders. Several of his organs were strewn about having been roughly ripped from his body. I hoped that George was a corpse when this had happened. If Gullveig had kept him alive while she ripped his chest open I could only pray that he had bleed out before she ripped out his organs. I had a sense though that the whole scene was somehow unfinished. The heart and lungs still lay in place.
 
   No matter how much death you see I’d like to believe no one ever gets used to it. Desensitized yes, but comfortable? God I hope not. Still feeling slightly queasy I opened the window overlooking the back half of the property to allow some fresh air entrance.
 
   I called Gregory from my cell, who hurriedly answered. “Did you forget about the whole stealthy bit of this operation?”
 
   “Creepy George is already dead.” I wasn’t exactly disappointed by the idea but I missed an opportunity to gain some valuable information. Something still felt off about this whole thing, and that nagging feeling that I was being watched hadn’t left me. “Be careful out there. I have a bad feeling about this place.”
 
   “Calling Jones now!” His voice was tense as he seemed to feel that something was amiss as well.
 
   “Probably not a bad idea.” Suddenly the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I thought I felt something behind me but when I turned nothing was there. “You might want to double time it to the house.”
 
   Suddenly the screeching of some otherworldly creature filled the air causing me to drop the phone and bring my weapon to the ready. Something powerful lurked on the floor below and it was playing cat and mouse with me. At the moment I wasn’t so sure I was the cat in this particular equation.
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   It’d been a couple of hundred years since I heard such a scream but once you hear such a thing it can’t be forgotten. The unholy sound slicing through the air was the howling screech of a wraith. A vile creature, wraiths were created at the dawn of time by primordial forces which somehow had gone awry. Cloaked in living shadows, its true form was obscured from view. What they looked like beyond those swirling black shadows was a mystery no one in their right mind would try to solve. The shadows would mold and pull tight around its vaguely humanoid form like saran wrap whenever it attacked, casting it in sharp relief with fangs and long razor like talons at the end of its long wiry arms. They were able to slice through steel as if it were wet tissue paper and have the strength of an elephant. The wraith existed in both the spirit and physical world simultaneously making it nearly impervious to most forms of attack. These creatures can only be killed while corporeal, simply pausing long enough to allow physical attacks to pass through it unharmed.
 
   My pistol could only act as a delaying agent instead of its intended use as a weapon of death. I really didn’t have a lot of choices in the matter so I brought the weapon to bear at the open door as the wraith flew through it, its lower extremities never seeming to touch the floorboards. Pressing its hideous form against the darkness of it’s shadows it howled again as it darted towards me. Pulling the trigger four times as I stepped back against the open window it paused for a fraction of a second to allow the hot lead to pass through it unimpeded. That was long enough. I threw myself through the window frame, taking more than a few pieces of glass with me as I fell onto the hard ground below.
 
   Landing hard I felt my spine pop, but quickly realized I cracked by back and was unharmed. This was probably the only bit of good news I was going to get for the rest of the day. Rolling to one side I avoided the creature as it dived through the gaping opening above, its talons chewed through the earth missing me by mere inches. The creature howled with rage. I guess it wasn’t used to prey trying to fight back or run away as the case may happen to be. Scrambling to my feet it struck my shield near my shoulder with a wicked backhand, spinning me through the air only to be stopped suddenly, if not a bit painfully, against the rotting wall of the house. No matter how much I wanted to believe that I looked graceful in flight I had to believe I looked more akin to one of those flailing, less than graceful idiots in a John Woo spoof. What can I say? Everyone wants to look cool, especially me since I just gotten thrown around the day before. The wraith dove at me again as I rolled to the side barely avoiding the creatures talons. As it pulled itself free of the wall large chunks of the rotting siding splintered as it fell to the ground.
 
   Hearing several shots ring out, the beast halted its advance as it turned its attention to its new adversary. Looking in the same direction as the wraith I watched as Gregory advanced slowly as he emptied the clip before ejecting the spent cartridge to be quickly replaced by another. Gregory didn’t have a chance of surviving the beasts initial onslaught so in a desperate move I tackled it. That’s right, when in doubt try something utterly stupid. It just might work. It swatted me away as if I were no more of a concern than an insect. Rolling to my feet and forcing my will into my shields I stood my ground as the vile creature advanced upon me once more. As it swung its razor sharp talons at my face I felt a surge of power course through me as I lifted my arm to block the attack.
 
   My forearm erupted in flames as it connected with the wraith’s talons, turning them to white ash and fall harmlessly to the ground. Coming up with a left hook I caught the creature in what should have been it’s chin, it screamed in agony sending shivers up my spine. The wraith tried to retreat as confusion seemed to set. I don’t think that it had ever known fear until this moment. Something deep within the creature knew it couldn’t escape and chose to stand its ground. Bravery was not something I thought the creature was capable of. Perhaps it was just desperation.
 
   Quickly closing the gap between us, I felt sluggish as the new abilities were rapidly draining me. Suddenly the wraith stopped and turned back towards me, striking at me again, catching me in the chest. I took a step back from the force of the blow while the creature pulled back a nub as more ash fell to the ground.  Throwing a quick jab to the creatures midsection, to my surprise I punched a hole through the it as more white ash fell. The creature’s howls were a combination of rage and agony as it slashed out again catching me in my stomach. I felt my shields quiver slightly but they held which thankfully kept me from being eviscerated.
 
   As I drew in more power the fire wrapped itself around my entire body. Advancing quickly upon the wounded wraith, it retreated in slow motion as black liquid oozed from the creatures wounds and fell to the ground like acrid tar. With a running leap I brought my knee up catching the creature in the chest, causing it to stagger back as more of its form fell away. As it  doubled over in pain as I slammed my fists down into the creatures back, then I brought my right knee up catching the wraith in the face. The flames took hold of the creature in a blue haze, producing acrid fumes that caused me to fall back, coughing as I covered my face to shield myself from the heat of the wraiths burning remains. In a matter of seconds the poor creature was nothing more than a pile of white ash a few feet away. The fire rapidly faded from my shields as a weariness deep into my soul as I staggered backwards.
 
   Turning at the sound of footsteps quickly approaching I could see Gregory running towards me with fear etched deep across his face. Falling to my knees I swayed weakly in the wind as Gregory reached out and steadied me, keeping me from falling over face first. “Thanks...” I rasped.
 
   Gregory pushed me into a sitting position while he pulled his pistol and scanned the broken house for any other enemies. “What the hell was that?” Fear, confusion and excitement mixed in his voice in equal amounts as his eyes continued to search the land.
 
   “Wraith...” I panted.
 
   “Are you going to be alright?” He looked me over carefully assessing my injuries carefully. “You have definitely looked better.”
 
   “I think so.” To be clear I wasn’t really sure that was the case. I had never had powers like that before. All I could assume was that the upgrades were taking hold, allowing me to kill something so ancient that even I thought to be immortal. “At least I hope so.”
 
   “Glad to see you’re so confident about such things.” Gregory smiled as he eyed me curiously. “Care to tell me about all the pyrotechnics?”
 
   “You’ve got me.” Hanging my head as I tried to draw what little strength I had left to stand. “That was new.”
 
   Gregory’s voice shook slightly causing me to look up as his face fell flat. “Do you think you can handle another one or perhaps five of those things?”
 
   Following his gaze I was filled with horror as five of the unholy beasts floated out of the woods. In all my years I had never known the wraith to hunt in packs and today was a really bad day to find out differently. “Oh damn.” Struggling to my feet with more than a little help from Gregory I pulled the Staff of Gungnir from its sheath on my leg, which instantly sprang to life. “Gregory, it might be time for you to run and never look back.”
 
   “Like hell.” Gregory pulled his weapon and took aim.
 
   “You understand that doesn’t do any good right?” Leaning heavily on Gungnir I felt the spear hum to life as it yearned to be unleashed in battle. “If you stay both of us will probably die.”
 
   “That’s a hell of an attitude.” Gregory tried to put on a brave face but like anyone facing their imminent death he and I were both scared as hell.
 
   The wraiths howled back to one another coordinating their attack. Stepping forward I slashed Gungnir through the air, watching as a wide flaming arc sped toward our attackers causing them to flee. The two in the center of the arc were caught in the fire’s wake and howled in agony as white ash fell while the others fled in either direction. The wraiths were far from finished but they were slowed and weary of what might come next.
 
   A bright light appeared, followed by a song so ancient and holy that words in any form would utterly fail to describe its wonders emanated some twenty feet off the ground midway between the wraith and where we stood. As we basked in the glow I felt a surge of power pulse through my body, rejuvenating my entire being. Shielding my eyes as the light reached its pinnacle then faded from view revealing Hustahli, the ‘Great One’. With his arrival the fight was taken completely out of the wraith as they took flight back from whence they came.
 
   The powerful avatar of Hustahli stepped into the mortal world. Like Mir, Hustahli was a mountain of a man, towering several feet above us as he stood proud. The red shirt he wore fit a little too tight across the chest and through the arms as his muscular form shown through, though for all I knew the shirt had been dyed in the blood of his enemies.The black leather pants and combat boots set off the look. His angular jaw and straight nose were both pleasing to the eye and exuded strength and power. His long black hair was pulled back allowing for a perfectly unobstructed view of a vibrant yellow and green tattoo of a mythological bird covering the left side of his face.
 
   Hustahli looked at me with kindness in his deep blue eyes as he smiled. I quickly took a knee, pulling Gregory down as I bowed my head. Hustahli was a being to be revered and as such deserved a show of respect that was due him.
 
   "You have grown my child!” Hustahli sounded pleased and I couldn’t help but swell with pride at such a compliment.
 
   His voice boomed across the land causing the dormant flowers in the nearby fields to suddenly bloom. “It pleases me that you have done so well in my absence.” He looked to my left as he strolled toward us. “And who is your friend here? He looks to be an exceptional example of the mortal form."
 
   Slowly raising my head so I could see Hustahli, I couldn’t help but smile as a sense of joy flowed through the air. "It has been a long time, I’m glad to see you again.” Looking back at Gregory I was filled with pride once more that Hustahli found his presence pleasing. “My friend’s name is Gregory and he is exceptional by any standard of measurement."
 
   Hustahli smiled at us. "Please stand. We are old friends, are we not?"
 
   Grabbing Gregory under the arm, I hefted him to his feet as I stood, hoping he’d soon snap out of his daze. "I would like to think so.”
 
   Hustahli smiled as he turned and walked to an old table and lawn chairs. He somehow squeezed his bulk into one of the chairs before gesturing for us to take a seat opposite him. "It would seem that you needed rescuing once again and as you have fulfilled our previous bargain twofold I felt it was my duty to intervene."
 
   "Thank you for that. I wasn’t sure we would make it through the day.” That was an outright lie because I was fairly sure that we were about to die. I hadn’t really held out any hope we would have survived without his intervention.
 
   “You handled yourself well against the shadow beasts. I’m truly impressed that you were able to stand your ground for so long.” Hustahli waved one of his massive hands in my direction sending yet another jolt of power through me. “It won’t be long before you will be whole again.”
 
   Forgetting myself for a moment and the fact that Gregory was right next to me I couldn’t stop myself from blurting out. “You know of my condition? My memory loss?”
 
   “I know many things Starborn.”
 
   “Do you know who I am?”
 
   “All will be revealed to you in time but for now you must focus upon the task at hand.”
 
   Knowing better than to press my luck I thought I had better change the subject. “It had been so long since our last meeting I thought you might have slumbered like so many of the others.”
 
   Hustahli shook his head as he spoke. “I thought about sleeping long ago but things have changed and so have I.”
 
   “I can see that.” I was more than a little amused by his attire but thought I should compliment him instead of antagonizing my recent savior from the wraith. “You found a change of clothes since we last met.”  
 
   He looked down at himself and then back at me. "One has to keep up with the times. Something I learned from you actually.” He leaned back in the chair as it groaned under his weight yet somehow didn’t splinter into a thousand pieces. “I have traveled far and wide while you have stood guard over my lands. I’ve learned much as I watched you grow. You will soon need to claim lands of your own and make your own way in this world.”
 
   “I don’t think I understand what you mean just yet, but I do what I can.” He always confused me when he spoke of me becoming a guardian. I was far from qualified for the job and it was only recently that I had learned of my birth as the Starborn which I still didn’t fully understand. “Trying to follow your example there was much to be done, and I would hate to leave a job only half complete.”
 
   Hustahli chuckled as a devious smile crossed his face. “If that is the way you see it I may never be rid of you.” He spread his hands wide as he looked around us. “You know as well as I that this land calls to the darkness.” Leaning forward he rested his elbows on the table without flipping it over from his sheer bulk, which was an impressive feat if you ask me. “For many seasons I stood guard against the darkness alone. You have eased my burden and for that I thank you.”
 
   Blood rushed to my cheeks as I felt more than a little embarrassed for doing the right thing. “It is the least I could do since you saved my life so long ago and it would seem you did so again today.”
 
   Hustahli shrugged this time as he spoke. “It was nothing really. I was just paying an old friend a visit.”
 
   “Convenient timing. Not that I mind at all. I am just saying.”
 
   Gregory stammered. "It's a pleasure to meet you. My name is Gregory Aaron."
 
   Hustahli and I both looked over at Gregory in amusement. "He's a good friend, but a little slow some days. Its not every day he gets to meet someone of your stature."
 
   Hustahli gave Gregory a look as his smile grew. "The pleasure is mine Gregory Aaron, I am Hustahli the guardian of this land.” Curiosity grew in him as he asked. “Did you even know what a Impa Shilup was before today?"
 
   "A what?" Gregory asked puzzled.
 
   "I believe Viktor calls them wraiths but we called them the Impa Shilup or soul eaters.” Waving a hand in my direction dismissively. “They are very dangerous and nearly immortal. I suppose that particular soul eater will get a chance to meet its maker." Hustahli was clearly impressed with Gregory.
 
   “Think you could put a few bad words in with the wraith’s maker?” I have found that it never hurts to ask. The worst they can say is no, right?
 
   Hustahli smirked as he raised an eyebrow in my direction. “That’s assuming I know them.”
 
   “You know everyone.”
 
   "I had no idea that such things even existed till a few minutes ago.” Gregory blurted out, his voice full of wonder as he spoke.
 
   Hustahli turned his attention back to me. "There is much to discuss but now is not the time.” Hustahli pointed toward the highway. “Many of Mr. Aaron’s men are fast approaching.” Standing he turned to leave but stopped suddenly. “Viktor, call for me when you are free of this Gullveig mess.” He simply bowed and walked toward the barn.
 
   The wind blew through the trees gently and he was gone. Not a sound or something fading away, but just gone. I always found it very disconcerting. Gregory and I stood and walked out to meet his support team. He looked at me nervously and I shook my head slightly, indicating that we would talk about it later. Several SUV’s and vans pulled up with the SOG to secure the scene as well as the CSI unit to process the evidence. It was going to be a long afternoon. I walked back to the truck and pulled it behind the others and waited.
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   Gregory and one of his deputy’s made their way out of the house about twenty minutes later. The man following Gregory was nearly the same height though considerably thinner, with mussy light brown hair and a slight stutter to his gait which just came off as cool. While he wasn’t what most would consider classically handsome something about the whole package made it work even when it shouldn’t. Even at a distance he gave off an air of likeability that made up for his cocksure attitude. As they got closer the deputy pulled an evidence bag from his back pocket as he gave me one of those ‘you know what I’m about to ask for’ looks.
 
   It didn’t take a genius to figure it out, I pulled my weapon from its holster and ejected the clip before clearing the chamber, ensuring it was empty. The man simply smiled at me as he opened the bag. Dropping it casually in the bag I asked. “Make sure I get a receipt for that will you?”
 
   Gregory seemed to relax slightly at the sight of my weapon in the bag. “Deputy Jones will ensure its safe return after we process the scene.”
 
   Jones quickly handed me a receipt as he stepped to the side to fill out some paperwork before sealing the bag.
 
   “Thanks.” Luckily for me I had several other weapons to use in the meantime. Governmental entities are not exactly known for their expedited services.
 
   Deputy Jones gave me a nod as he sealed the bag. “I’m guessing you have another handy?” Unsure of what he was implying I sort of shrugged at him. “If you need a loaner until you get back to the office I have a backup you can borrow.”
 
   “Awfully kind of you but I’m good.” Jones eyed me appraisingly before nodding and taking his leave. Marching back to the other members of the SOG he quickly issued several commands breaking them into three man teams to sweep the property.  
 
   Gregory turned to ensure that his men were heading off to fulfill their duties. Turning back to me he shrugged helplessly. “They seem to think there is still a suspect on the grounds to capture.” His baffled expression told me he hadn’t known what to tell them about the broken window and the freshly tilled earth from the wraith’s. “When they were asking what happened I didn’t know how to answer so they’re working under the assumption I’m suffering from some sort of shock.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “Hell no!” His face twisted in a mixture of anger and fear as he turned away. “How the hell am I supposed to tell them about the wraith?”
 
   “I don’t know but your deputy there seems to know more than he is letting on. What’s his story anyway?”
 
   “As you can see he is the Team Leader for the SOG task force here in Louisiana as well as my second in command. He has a reputation for shooting first and asking questions later.” Gregory leaned back against the truck and watched the last of the SOG disappear into the rotting forest. “After being transferred from one assignment to the next, he finally seemed to flourish here in New Orleans.” A sense of pride filled his voice.  “He’s a decent guy and I’m glad he is finally living up to his potential.”
 
   “He does seem like a good guy.” I was still concerned about what they might find during their search of the woods. My head told me that I shouldn’t be, but there was still a part of me that feared the wraith hadn’t fully departed.  “We should probably pull Jones aside and tell him the truth about what’s going on with this case before someone gets hurt.”
 
   Gregory considered it for a moment before nodding in agreement. “We’ll need to find a quiet place and see how he handles the news.” He eyed me closely. “Think you could give him a demonstration like the one you gave me?”
 
   Shaking the thought of wraiths running wild in Acadiana I returned my focus to the conversation at hand. “When the time comes I will make sure he understands.”
 
   I watched as Gregory kept a careful eye out for any trouble as he pondered the days events. “Any chance you can help me understand before then?”
 
   “I can try. Where would you like to start?”
 
   His voice was uncertain as he spoke. “Last things first, I suppose. Who was that Indian guy? I mean, I felt like I was in the presence of a god.”
 
   “Hell of a place to start!” Pushing myself off the car I paced for a moment while I thought best how to answer his question. “I don’t think he is a god with a capital ‘G’ or anything like that, but one can never be sure.” Already the conversation wasn’t going as well as I had hoped. Its like trying to explain to someone not from our time how a television works. The science and required technology is all there, and for the everyday average Joe it just works. Same principles apply here. There is a science to it, and a whole set of conditions that allow someone like Hustahli to exist, but for people like myself he simply existed as a fact of life. The science part of it was beyond me and therefore almost impossible to explain. “He is more of the spirit of the land.”
 
   “What the hell does that mean?” Gregory asked befuddled.
 
   That made me laugh! Checking around to make sure we were alone, I tried to explain to him what I knew, or at least thought I understood, which apparently wasn’t very much. The world is divided into territories, huge tracts of land and sea each governed by a protector. These protectors, while most are benevolent, can be extremely hard to get along with. I suppose that was a nice way of saying they would try to kill you the first chance they had. Fortunately for me Hustahli was one of the benevolent ones. His territory now included most of North America, while only a few hundred years ago it had only been the area once known as the Louisiana Purchase. When I arrived in the New World, as it was called then, I stumbled across a wraith that nearly killed me and it was only by Hustahi’s intervention that I survived the ordeal. As payment for his kindness I was indebted to him for the next century to serve as protector of the land.
 
   Gregory had questions but held his peace as I continued to try and explain what I knew. The great spirits around the world were numerous, and at one time assisted man in living in harmony with the world around them. As man grew in their own self importance many of the great spirits simply grew tired and found places to rest where they would not be disturbed. Others, like Hustahli, doubled their efforts to try and keep the land safe. Without these beings things like the wraith would be commonplace in our world. Their evil would corrupt the land and send us into famine and other horrible natural disasters. Sometimes these godlike entities become overtaxed and things like Hurricane Katrina happen.
 
   They are incredibly powerful beings who look out for our well being, so it is in our best interest to keep them happy when they decide they like us. Pissing them off could be akin to having the worst possible scenario play out in a natural disaster. One such spirit became angered during the Middle Ages and the bubonic plague spread across Europe like wildfire. Such is the power they wield and when provoked their anger knows no limits.
 
   The wraith are minor entities who perverse the land they encounter. When you come across a place that gives you a bad vibe, like something is rotten to the core, you can be assured a wraith or something like it lives there. Wraiths are solitary creatures that rarely come out in the daylight and are so confident in their killing skills rarely hunt in packs. The fact that we encountered so many together in one place probably meant that they were getting their orders from someone higher up the food chain, someone powerful enough to force them to work in unison. It seemed obvious that someone wanted to make sure we died here today. I had my doubts that Gullveig had that type of clout. She was a powerful being herself but not powerful enough to control the wraith. This was something different and entirely more dangerous, but for now I had to put aside the thought of who might be controlling the wraith as we had a known danger to contend with.
 
   Since Deputy Jones obviously hadn’t made the same offer of lending a gun to Gregory as he had to me I lent him a gun that I kept in the glove compartment. It was about an hour later that Jones informed us that the bedroom where we found Creepy George was cataloged and the body was being moved for transport back to the morgue. Gregory and I headed inside to be briefed on the situation. As we entered the kitchen I recognized the man who greeted us, who was much too thin for his own good. His round face seemed to have a permanent smile tattooed in place as he vigorously shook Gregory’s hand.
 
   “Pete this is Viktor.” Pete gave me a wry smile as he shook my hand just as vigorously.
 
   “Good to see you again Mr. Warden.” The deep base of his voice shouldn’t be allowed to come out of a body that frail looking. “Our paths have crossed more than a few times over the years.” Waving for us to follow, he opened the door to the first floor master bedroom. It’s one of the reasons I wanted to speak with you two before proceeding.”
 
   “One of the reasons?” Gregory asked.
 
   “I hope I haven’t made your job more complicated.” I said giving Pete a polite bow.
 
   “On the contrary, it helped.” He pushed aside a few pieces of the broken furniture to reveal an ancient totem. “Once I knew you were involved I started looking for crazy shit and this is what I found.”
 
   Gregory quickly pushed the door closed behind him as he gave Pete a stern look. “I would rather not broadcast anything that might be hinky to the rest of the men.”
 
   That got a chuckle from Pete as he smoothed back his thick gray hair before he pointed a thin digit in my direction. “You should have thought of that before they saw him.” He was clearly enjoying toying with his new boss. “The men out there know Mr. Warden by reputation and those who don’t are new to the team, meaning you.”
 
   Gregory was clearly perplexed by Pete’s explanation. “So everyone knows there’s something wrong here?”
 
   Pete was clearly trying not to laugh as he explained the facts of life in the Big Easy. “Since you’re new to the area, let me explain.” He eyed Gregory to ensure he had his full attention before continuing. “New Orleans is the biggest small town you will ever encounter, which means there aren’t any secrets to be had.” Pete pushed away a few more pieces of broken wood, fully exposing the shrine. “While we act like we live in a prim and proper society, we don’t. Everyone’s dirty laundry is hanging out for everyone else to see. While we may not know specifics we know enough to get ourselves in trouble.”
 
   “I still don’t know how Viktor fits into the equation.”
 
   “Mr. Warden’s reputation proceeds him like a force of nature.” He waved a hand in my direction as if to exemplify his point. “Anything he gets involved in personally means something extraordinary has happened.” His face twisted as he fought for the words that seemed to elude him as he paced back and forth. “People like you and me are left to clean up Mr. Warden’s messes, a price we gladly pay to keep our families safe.” Looking at me he shrugged helplessly. “You and I hunt rapist, murderers and the like... Mr. Warden hunts monsters which make our worst nightmares pale in comparison.”
 
   Gregory’s face fell as the realization struck him. “Everyone here knows about him?”
 
   Pete’s face beamed with pride that Gregory grasped the concept. “Of course! Most of us belong to the courts or in my case work for them when the occasion calls for it.”
 
   “So there was no need to fabricated anything about what happened earlier?” Gregory asked.
 
   “Oh hell yeah there is a reason to lie, especially when it comes to the paperwork. But if you want your team to respect you and be of use, then you should level with them about what really happened here today.” Pete looked at me and smirked. “It’s not like Mr. Warden be at every crime scene.”
 
   “I see...” Gregory struggled with the new information.
 
   I thought it best to let him chew on that for a few minutes while I found out what Pete had for us.“From the sounds of things Pete, you have some information for us?”
 
   “I have a few questions first if you don’t mind?” Pete looked at me tentatively as I smiled and waved him on. “Do you have any idea what this is?”
 
   The bad news was I did know, and how I missed it earlier was out of sheer stupidity on my behalf. “Its a totem to summon a wraith.”
 
   Pete paled visibly as he started to shake. “Oh dear god you should have said something earlier. They are sitting ducks out there.”
 
   Stepping forward I put my hand on Pete’s shoulder to calm him. “Take a few deep breaths everything will be fine.” He pulled away from me giving me an ‘are you fucking crazy’ look but wisely kept his mouth shut. “I was able to put one down hard enough to turn it to ash and let’s just say that we had a visitor that banished the others from the area.”
 
   Pete’s mouth fell open in shock at my words. “You can do that?” His concern for his fellow Marshal’s vaporized nearly instantly as his mind switched gears. “I have never heard of one being killed before. Wounded maybe but killed, that’s never happened before.” He started rummaging through his pockets. “I need to get a sample of whatever is left.”
 
   “First things first. Tell us what happened here and I will tell you where you can find what’s left of it.”
 
   His face contorted in frustration. “Fine fine fine...” He pointed at the ceiling as he spoke quickly. “The dead guy upstairs died hard.” He shivered at the thought. “Whoever did this took him apart while he was alive and presumably awake. They removed the arm post mortem.” Pete pulled an evidence bag from his pocket containing a small silver rod. “I assume they were looking for this.” He held the bag high enough for us to see its contents. “I swear this looks like someone wrapped silver leaf around one of the metacarpal bones of an index finger.”
 
   Pete pulled the bag out of my reach as I tried to take it. Smiling I bowed my head slightly. “You will find a pile of white ash on the ground outside under the broken second story window.” Taking the bag from his grasp. “I am going to need to keep this.”
 
   “I figured you might so I didn’t list it in the evidence log.” Pete was through the door without another word.
 
   “You could have told me that these guys might know who you are and what you do!” Gregory leaned back against the wall. “Would have saved a lot of time and they probably wouldn’t think I’m an idiot.”
 
   “To be honest I didn’t know. I recognized Pete but I couldn’t place his face till just now.”
 
   Gregory shook his head as he chuckled. “I guess that explains why Jones wanted to come collect your weapon himself.” Pushing himself off the wall he gestured for me to follow. “We are going to have a long talk on the drive back. You still got a few things to explain, like how you use the word centuries like most people use the word weeks.”
 
   “Jesus, everyone I know suddenly wants to have a heart to heart with me.” Following him through the door I sighed heavily. “Can’t we just be men about it and slap each other on the back and say good job?”
 
   “Secrets, they have a way of sneaking up on you and making your life hell.” Gregory scanned the area looking for Jones.
 
   It took about ten minutes before we found him leading one of the returning SOG teams that were searching the farm. Gregory called him over and asked him just how much he knew about the local courts and myself. The man lit up like a kid at Christmas as he rattled off several cases he had participated in since arriving in New Orleans seven months ago. It would seem that his mentor had also been a fan. I was finding out between Pete and Jones that I was some sort of local celebrity in the field of what they called the supernatural law enforcement community.
 
   Not everyone that battles the darkness is part of the Courts. Many others had infiltrated ranking positions in the community and helped shield the courts from unwanted attention as well as feeding us information. Newcomers like deputy Jones were rarely invited into the ranks of the SOG but given his propensity of shooting first and asking questions later an exception was made. He had a clear sense of purpose for the first time in his life allowing him to excel in his duties. His predecessor had been killed in the line of duty when they encountered a kappa about three months ago. I recalled the incident because I had been impressed that the local law enforcement had handled the situation. I was even more impressed to learn that it was Jones who had put the kappa down with three shots to the head. One through either eye and one dead center even though he had sustained a broken arm. It was Jones’ actions during that incident that led to his promotion to the head of the SOG.
 
   Jones remembered that I had attended his partners funeral and told me that it had meant a lot to him and the others that I had attended. Truth be told, I didn’t feel I had much of a choice. The man had died while dealing with things that I believed he knew nothing about. It happened from time to time that local law enforcement became involved before we could intervene. Most of the time it ended a lot worse than this had. I made a mental note at the time to try and recruit Jones into the ranks of Warden Securities or possibly the Courts while still allowing him to maintain his position in the Marshalls. It wasn’t often I ran across a person of such caliber, and I wasn’t in the business of wasting talent. Jones informed me of an unofficial gathering that happened once a month where people would gather and share information. I asked where and when the next one would be held and promised if he kept it quiet that I would attend.
 
   I had every intention of recruiting the lot of them. At the very least I could send a representative to these meetings in the future and give them the information they may need to survive and to supply them the equipment they would need to at least make it a fair fight. For once I could do some real good on a larger scale for those who risked their lives for the good of others with little or no resources of their own. These were the men and women who made a real difference in our war against the darkness. These people went out there, alone in the dark, and when they found those things that bumped back they fought them with all they had. They were the brave and the unsung heros of New Orleans. They should be the ones with all the attention heaped upon them and not me. I felt a little embarrassed by the whole thing.
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   Ever had one of those conversations where you swore it tore a hole in the entire space time continuum? Well I was currently having one of those conversations on my way back across the bridge with Gregory. He’d started shortly after we pulled out of the old farmhouse in Fulton and had barely stopped long enough between questions for me to answer.
 
   He’d taken the entire ‘I’m older than Jesus’ thing pretty good to be perfectly honest. Of course there were the Vlad the Impaler jokes when he discovered I’d regained consciousness in the Carpathian Mountains. This was all new material since he was a fan of sparkly vampires, a concept I was still very happy to say I didn’t understand. I never read the series nor watched the movies but if the trailers were any indication someone needed a new set of balls. The main character in those atrocious movies and Gregory both needed to be checked to ensure that they were truly male.
 
   The creature that the entire vampire mythos was built on was as varied as there were cultures in the world. Most didn’t dine on the flesh and blood of their victims but off of their energy or Chi as the Orient called it. Not all of them were absolutely evil but their need to survive sometimes required darker acts than what most would consider polite.
 
   I’d moved from one place to another over the centuries trying not to overstay my welcome. Truth be known back in the earlier days when people caught wind of the fact that I didn’t seem to age they would consider me either a demon or a guardian angel. Either way it made my life much too difficult. A part of me though always felt compelled to fight the darkness, to keep it at bay in the hopes those around me would find the light, so to speak anyway.
 
   It was during this time that I set out to create various organizations wherever I happened to be at the time. These people were the ones who would stand against the darkness when I was no longer able to do so or when I happened to move on. It wasn’t as if I understood what I was at the time and I certainly didn’t know I was ‘age challenged’ for lack of a better PC term, and I wasn’t about to use the word ‘immortal’ with Gregory since he seemed ready to burst as it was.
 
   I still made the rounds to the different headquarters of these long lived organizations, schools, or standing police forces, you can choose what you would like to call them. Many had volunteered to share their knowledge with Warden Industries during the last few decades allowing for better communications and coordinated efforts to subdue problems that shifted from one country to another. In this way we were able to adhere to our most sacred law which was to ‘protect and serve’ more efficiently.
 
   The courts here in Louisiana were but one incarnation of many throughout the world. All who belonged to the courts or their counterparts served a greater good and are held to a higher standard. The brave souls who stood against the darkness were sometimes all that stood between man and their destruction. Throughout the centuries so many fell in their duties as to outnumber the stars in the sky.
 
   Their sacrifices would never be known except in rare instances where they were immortalized in some sort of legendary story like Hercules or some other so called work of fiction or myth. Long ago I knew the man in which the myth of Hercules was based. He was hardly a saint but in this line of work who is? Many of the stories about the Olympians were based on beings of great power who fought the darkness. Just like the courts in New Orleans they were hardly shy about their presence and were more than happy to boast of their accomplishments. Eventually the Olympians morphed into the Eleusinian Schools which still exist today in one form or another. Over the years I have encountered many beings, perhaps not on the scale of Hustahli, but many of the creatures you read about in myth have a basis in reality if not completely factual.
 
   Gregory was curious why each of the societies were created independently instead of being one vast all powerful organization. The answer lies within the question itself. An organization that powerful when left to its own devices could go through the world unchecked. Also each culture should have the right to govern themselves without outside interference.
 
   While I encouraged each of them to share information, no one organization held sway over another even within the same man-made territorial boundaries. Within each territory the society was based after their own local myths and legends. Some myths were so ancient that none knew their origin. The Norse mythos for instance was so ancient that there was no living record of their existence. They were a tough and hardy people and the northern Europeans had a lot in common with these Asgardians.
 
   Come to think of it, the Norse were the toughest of all to organize due to their pride and traditions. The truth of the matter was that they were more than capable of handling their own issues without me or my over zealous plans. It was due to their self sufficient nature that I chose to follow one of their leaders to the New World. It was as brutal as it was beautiful. The native people were humble yet capable and lived in harmony with the land. It took a few hundred years to work my way south through the wild and yet untamed land. This is when I met the Choctaw and learned their ways. It would be another century before I encountered my first wraith and my subsequent meeting with Hustahli.
 
   By the time I dropped Gregory at his office he was understandably dazed, trying to comprehend the totality of what he had learned. He was handling the information better than most who had learned only a fraction of what he now knew. Without Gregory in the car the trip home was considerably shorter as well as a lot quieter! My fingers kept fidgeting with the evidence bag as I walked to my apartment. Absently waving at the doorman as he opened the door for me my mind wandered through the days events. I punched the elevator button and waited for the doors to slid open, allowing me to step inside for the privacy I desired. Taking the evidence bag out of my jacket pocket I held it up to the light to inspect it properly. Pete had hit the nail on the head! This was a metacarpal bone which had been removed presumably from one of my family members. The silver coating seemed to be made of the same nanites and were still trying to preserve what was left of their owner.
 
   Passing through the front door of my apartment a few moments later I headed for my bedroom placing the evidence bag on the dresser. A shower was definitely in order after the day I had. All I could hope was that dead wraith actually washed off. It took me much longer than normal to feel even remotely clean. I just couldn't seem to wash the ickiness off me with any certainty! My stomach was growling and I knew it was time to get out of the shower, no matter what my feelings were about my current state of hygiene. Grabbing a clean pair of jeans and a tshirt I dressed on the way to the kitchen to find something to eat. I always kept a fully stocked pantry but my refrigerator was a different story entirely. All I could find were boring cold cuts. Before I had a chance to take a bite of anything the front door rattled with a soft knock, which surprised me. I wasn’t exactly expecting guests. It wasn’t as if stranger things hadn’t happened today and having an unannounced visitor was hardly out of the ordinary.  
 
   The tile floor was cold on my bare feet as I made my way across the room. Opening the door I was stunned to find Mir standing there.
 
   “What the hell?” Looking around the hall to ensure he wasn’t seen I quickly ushered him inside. “Did anyone see you?”
 
   “I should think not.” Mir’s face was colored with mirth. “Unless you know someone else in the royal family.”
 
   Understanding flooded through me. Only those who were born with the implants in their optic nerves could see him. “Oh yeah, my bad. So what’s with the door routine?”
 
   “Thought it might be a better idea than just popping in on you unannounced.” He casually strolled across the room taking a seat at the bar. “In time you will be able to sense my presence or even summon me when needed but for now those particular functions are still offline.”
 
   Returning to my sandwich I layered it with more meat than bread, which was the way a sandwich should be in my opinion. “Seems you’ve been quickly updating my system. Some of the recent upgrades have been extremely helpful.”
 
   “Like being able to kill a wraith?” Mir longingly eyed my food. “You should be careful not to overextend yourself.”
 
   Choking down my food I found myself slightly annoyed with Mir. “Like I had a lot of choices at the time!”
 
   “True enough.” He leaned back in his chair as he lost himself in thought. “Your new abilities will need exercising. Think of it as training for a marathon. The more you use them the less they will tax your system.”
 
   “I will keep that in mind when this is all over and no one is trying to kill me.” I grabbed the rest of my food and made my way around the counter to take a seat at the end of the bar. “Seriously though, thanks for the help.”
 
   “It’s what I’m here for.” He stood and stretched as he walked around the room running his hand along the couch and walls as if he were still desperately trying to feel something for the first time in god knew how long. “The nanites are repairing your power reserves so you can maintain your stamina longer.”
 
   “How does all this work?”
 
   “As time goes on you will find new abilities at your disposal, but they will all need to be honed to be of any use.” Mir turned and sat on the couch as he looked at me curiously. “It will take a lot of hard work but I am sure you’re up for the task.”
 
   Returning to the kitchen to make myself another sandwich I suddenly knew how Gregory felt earlier as my mind swam in the possibilities. “Glad to know at least one of us thinks I am. It’s a lot to take in.”
 
   After washing the dishes I joined Mir in the living room and relaxed in one of the recliners. We quickly fell into a deep discussion about my abilities and how they worked. It was due to the ‘Organic Dynamic Intelligence Nexus’ or O.D.I.N., which were a series of crystalline substances both liquid and otherwise distributed through my body to keep me whole.  In time I would be able to use facial recognition in conjunction with unrestricted access to all online information. Tracking software, for lack of a better term, was being upgraded to allow me to see in several different light spectrums. The nearest point of reference I had for most of the virtual overlay of continuous information was ‘Project Glass’ by Google, except on steroids.
 
   Mir flooded my mind with a virtual show and tell of many of the less combat oriented features causing my mind’s eye to blur. I was dizzied by the sheer amount of information. He quickly dialed it back several notches allowing me to breath. Gaining a deeper understanding of how I worked was deeply gratifying after being in the dark for so long. The liquid crystals throughout my body acted not only as a black box to store information but could also transmit and sort it as well. Many of the lower functions were coming back online giving me full access to everything that had ever been put into cyberspace. Walking onto the balcony I looked out at the city with a virtual overlay of information constantly streaming through my cortex.
 
   At first it made me nauseous as I became somewhat woozy, but true to his word it didn’t take long for me to adapt to the new stimulus. When I focused on the church across the street it’s entire history was available for my review and stored for later retrieval. Giving thought to going to the nearest restaurant a virtual map came to mind allowing for traffic conditions as well as several local reviews. While these were fun and interesting features, the floor plans that were made accessible to me were invaluable and could make for several tactical advantages. Looking down I caught sight of my doorman, Jack who stood outside. His entire file popped into my mind, and I quickly learned more about the man than I had ever wished too. Even his internet searches came to me along with many other personal details that were not in his official file. It was disconcerting and I made a mental note to filter only the pertinent information for future occurrences.
 
   I also learned that my shields were actually generated by the latent energy contained within all things which created a solid barrier around me, allowing only the non poisonous gasses to pass through when activated. They could be adapted to create a fire shield as they had earlier into some other element such as electricity, stone or even water. They were limited only by my imagination and energy reserves. Several of these features were out of reach at the moment due to the ongoing repairs but they would be online at some point. In the future I would be able to absorb the latent energy from my surroundings instead of depending upon my personal stores which were currently dangerously low after so many years of use. It was lucky that I hadn’t overextended myself and died from my own ignorance.
 
   The telekinetic abilities I recently inherited worked by displacing the energy surrounding the object in question. It was all very fascinating while incredibly complicated. There were so many things I didn’t quite grasp the concept of, but overall I got the picture. In the years ahead new abilities would turn themselves on as my higher functions were reset. Mir wasn’t sure how long it would take or if they would ever return to one hundred percent but it was a start. Just before the end of the evening I asked about my daughter and the possibility of being born with these abilities. It was a question he too was curious about since there had never been a record of me being able to procreate. He assured me he would look into the matter once he was sure that the repairs I needed were well underway. His goal was to get me up and running at peak performance as soon as possible. My main objective was to make it through the next few days with all my appendages intact while maintaining a pulse. Sleep came easy for the first time in weeks even if my dreams were full of dark, unspeakable things.
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   December 2nd
 
    
 
   A low dark voice echoed through my mind calling for me, tugging at my soul as it cried out for me to obey its summons. Sitting atop of the throne Hlidskialf within the walls of Valaskjalf I looked around the room in the vain hope of catching a glimpse of Jormungandr and its unseen masters. Valaskjalf was the most advanced holographic observation post in all of the kingdom. From where I sat I could see in perfect clarity in every direction. When looking at deep space it was a bit disconcerting. Even now to see the vastness of space in every direction was overwhelming.
 
   Lightning crashed all around me as the giant wyrm swam through space, destroying all within its path. Its heavily armored body protected it from the assault by our fleet lead by my grandfather, the Allfather. They were our last defense against the beast and the darkborn, L. O. K. I. (Logic, Oriented, Kinetic, Initiative). The wyrm would soon be upon our homeworld and we would meet the same fate as the others, to be devoured in the great maw of the beast. We knew it was a battle that could not be won yet we fought them to a standstill several times over the years. Inevitably they would break through our defenses to continue their death march. Through our science we had found an escape to a place that we were confident couldn’t be found. The Allfather covered our desperate evacuation as the last of the Empire’s population fled to our one last hope for salvation.
 
   Due to the perceived sins that my father and the Allfather had birthed the empire in blood they now refused to lead, forcing me to reign in their stead. Looking out at the world I knew it was well past time to leave. Valaskjalf shook violently as the war was finally brought to our doorstep and in the end my home would be nothing more than dust scattered throughout the universe with no one left to tell our story. Lowering my chair the hologram vanished as I touched the floor below.
 
   Quickening my step as I felt the earth move below me from the attack, I hurried through the corridors. All the while the same dark voice called out to me to stop running and give myself over to the nothingness that awaited me after death. Hearing a woman’s voice calling out from the one of the confinement cells where we kept prisoners awaiting sentencing I stopped to see who could have been left behind. I found Gullveig beating against the door begging to be freed. A part of me wanted to leave her but I couldn’t risk her living long enough to give the Darkborn information of our whereabouts.
 
   Punching the code on the keypad to her cell, the door slid open. Her face contorted in rage as she realized that I was her savior and . “You can come with me or I can put a hole in your head now, your choice.”
 
   Her lip twitched as she considered her options before she spoke. “We will pick up our business after our current crisis is avoided.”
 
   “If we have that type of luxury you can bet on it, but until then do we have a truce?”
 
   She silently glared at me, which I took as confirmation. It was the best I was going to get from the ancient crone. Running for the hanger at full speed I took note that no matter what she looked liked she could move when the occasion called for it. The dark voice echoed through the corridors as it called me back to the place of my birth demanding that I stand and face my impending doom.
 
   I awoke, gasping for breath and covered in sweat. I sat up and swung my legs off the bed, hanging my head as I tried to control my breathing. Sweat continued to pour off me as I trembled with fear. Standing slowly I made my way to the shower. The hot water helped wash away the effects of the dream. Once I felt in control I got out of the shower and dressed for the day. Looking out my window I could see that the night still reigned supreme throughout the land as it was only three in the morning. I grabbed a quick bite, then I headed for the office. The sky was clear and the stars shone brightly as the moon hung low in the sky. There was a chill in the air as the wind wrapped itself around me, making me pull my jacket tighter as I shivered.
 
   Passing through the brass doors of my office I caught sight of Justine at her desk. It struck me as odd that she was always at her desk no matter when I came in. “Do you ever get a day off?”
 
   “Of course I do.” She was clearly enjoying herself. “When you’re off, I’m off.”
 
   “Taunting your boss is hardly a way to get a raise.” Her mirth was infectious. She was one of the only employees I had that joked with me. “So you seem to think that not having me here is some type of treat?”
 
   She looked up at me questioningly as she was clearly confused. “Not at all, I mean when you’re not in the office I have a day off, literally.”
 
   Okay what the hell was that supposed to mean? The girl is always at work when I’m here but she can’t be serious. Thinking about it though I couldn’t remember a time since she started working here that she wasn’t at her desk to greet me.“I’m sorry? Please explain your last statement.”
 
   “They don’t tell you much about the day to day operations do they?” Justine leaned back in her chair as she made herself comfortable. She had that look that she was about to tell the slow kids parents that their child wasn’t doing very well. “And by ‘they’ I mean Kira.”
 
   “Perhaps you should enlighten me.” Great! Kira was involved in this crap somehow. This was going to be painful, mostly for me from the looks of things.
 
   “Well, hypothetically speaking,” She laughed as if at some private joke. “Oh to hell with it! I live in a small one room efficiency directly under your office.” She waved in the general direction of a room. “Kira doubled my salary to make sure I was always available whenever you came in.”
 
   That made my head hurt. Why in gods name would she have to do that?“I’m sorry, but I don’t grasp the concept as to why on earth would she do that?” My daughter must have lost her mind making this poor girl be here all hours of the day and night.
 
   Justine leaned forward placing her elbows on the counter as the mirth left her face. “You don’t have a clue do you?”
 
   “Obviously not.” This had officially hit the highly uncomfortable mark and was more than a little painful if not downright embarrassing. I started to develope the nasty little feeling that you sometimes get in the pit of your stomach.
 
   “Wow, ahh, damn.” Sitting back in her chair she crossed her arms as she grimaced. “I don’t know where to start.” She stood and paced in her little cubby until she found the words that she was looking for. “While I don’t mind your personality, others might find you abrasive and I have even heard the term ill tempered tossed around a few times.”
 
   What she said wasn’t exactly hard to believe but it still didn’t explain things. “Okay so who isn’t?”
 
   Justine flashed me one of her trademark smiles as she took her seat. “Well, I think you’re charming and that’s why Kira has me here. I seem to be immune to your idiosyncrasies while other people want to shoot themselves in the head after a week of dealing with you.”
 
   Wow she really knows how to pull her punches. This was now past emotionally painful and now we were in uncharted territory. “I had no idea I was that bad.” The entire concept of it all made my head hurt. “I realized that we’ve had several people in this position over the years, but I assumed that they had moved on to other divisions.”
 
   “Oh they moved on alright. Most of them are field agents who swear that the scary stuff they see out there pale in comparison to Mr. Grouchy. Please understand that they are fiercely loyal to you but don’t want to have to deal with you on a daily basis.”
 
   “I suppose I’m Mr. Grouchy?”
 
   “Oh please, you’re a teddy bear to me, but to some the answer is yes, you are Mr. Grouchy.” She eyed me and gave me a coy smile and wink.
 
   “I think I was happier not knowing this information.”
 
   Justine giggled as she leaned back in her chair. “Its your own fault for asking. You have a strict policy around here. Always make sure you really want to know the answer before asking the question.”
 
   I shook my head and mumbled as I walked toward the stairs. “I hate it when people use my own philosophies against me.”
 
   As I stalked upstairs I didn’t know if I should be amused or offended that my daughter had gone through so much trouble. Justine didn’t seem to mind and it appeared to be common knowledge to everyone except me. What bothered me the most was that she had kept it from me. It would explain why she was so anxious to take the position as my second here at the office after she passed her field tests. It allowed her to shield the others from my grumpiness as well as have a say in how the office was run.
 
   About thirty minutes later Kira walked through the door to my office and quickly closed it behind her. “How are you today?” She was fidgeting as her cheeks glowed crimson.
 
   She used to act this way when she was a child and got caught doing something wrong. Leaning my chair back I waited for her to confess to whatever it was she thought she had done wrong. “Doing well, and you?”
 
   Shrinking back in her chair she glanced nervously around the room. “Do you want to talk about anything?”
 
   Walking around the desk to take a seat next to her I put my hand on her shoulder trying to comfort her. “Is there something you want to tell me?”
 
   Wringing her hands she hung her head as her voice dropped. “You’re going to make me start this conversation, aren’t you?”
 
   She flashed me those big sad eyes and poured on the daddy’s little girl routine. Just for the record no father has a defense against such things, so I started the conversation for her. “Would you like to talk about Justine?”
 
   She shrugged her shoulders in a non committal fashion as she looked at me. “I thought you might want to is all.”
 
   Leaning back in my chair I smiled at her as I thought about the whole situation. “All things considered you did the right thing.” She looked hopeful but waited for the other shoe to drop. “You found a solution to a problem I didn’t even know existed, which is highly commendable.”
 
   Her face lit up like a Christmas Tree. “I did, didn’t I!”
 
   “Don’t get too full of yourself there, but yes you did. Thank you for that.”
 
   “I honestly don’t know how you got by without me all those years.” She leaned back in her chair, clearly more than a little proud of herself.
 
   “It was tough but I made due with what little talent I possessed at the time.”
 
   She screwed up her face in annoyance. “Oh now you’re just making fun of me!”
 
   “No, I’m not.” Maybe a little, but she had done well. “I’m not sure what I would do without you.”
 
   She shrank once more in her chair as her face fell flat and her voice dropped to that of a whisper. “Were you ever going to tell us who you really are?”
 
   It was my turn to shift uncomfortably in my seat as the question burned deep. “Eventually...” My voice was hoarse as my throat seemed much too dry. “I wasn’t sure how to start that conversation.”
 
   Kira shifted in her seat as she tried to contain her emotions. “You could have just told us, we would’ve understood.”
 
   Pushing myself to my feet I started pacing the floor. “So when should I have brought this up?” The dryness in my throat caused me to cough as my emotions tried to free themselves. “I didn’t want to burden you with such a secret.” My legs started to shake, making me unsteady on my feet and forcing me to sit. “It’s more than you should have to bear, either of you.”
 
   Kira took my hand in hers and held it tightly. “It must have been extremely lonely for you. All those years with no one to share them with.”
 
   “It wasn’t as if I didn’t know anyone before you and your mother came along.” Finding strength in the need to comfort her my voice returned to some semblance of normalcy. “But yes at times it was extremely hard and lonely.”
 
   Tears slowly ran down her face, unable to stop herself. “Does it ever get easier to lose those you love?”
 
   My heart ached for her as I didn’t have an easy answer for her, but lying wouldn’t help the situation. “No, no it doesn’t”
 
   She wiped her eyes as she sniffled. “But you loved mom and you had me, so how can you stand it?”
 
   “Stand what?”
 
   “Knowing that one day you will lose us?” Kira sobbed as she hid her face in her hands.
 
   This was the real reason I had never brought it up before. Seeing her in tears was more than I could handle. “I wouldn’t trade the love I have for either of you for anything in the world.”
 
   “Why do you continue to do it?” She sniffled again.
 
   “Do what exactly?”
 
   “Continue to involve yourself in the world around you?” She swept her arms around as she made her way to the bar for a fresh napkin. “How can you stand the pain?”
 
   “Love!” It was the only answer I had. “Without love what’s the point of life?” Walking over to her I put my arm around her shoulder. “Life, no matter how long or short, is full of both wonder and suffering.” Pulling her close she cried into my shoulder. “Life is as hard and unyielding as it is beautiful and tender. Hang onto the joy and let go of the pain. If you can do that you will be able to thrive instead of merely surviving life.” Holding her tightly I whispered in her ear. “So love deeply and often, cry when it hurts and rejoice in the little things.”
 
   She hugged me for all she was worth. “You’re so much stronger than I ever dreamt.” She sat down as she wiped more tears from her eyes. “You’re still my hero in so many ways, I don’t know if I could do it if I were in your shoes.”
 
   That made me uncomfortable as I took a seat next to her wringing my hands nervously. “We should talk about that possibility.”
 
   Closing her eyes she turned to me with a sad and confused look on her face. I broke my heart to see her like that. “Oh, so there’s more?”
 
   Shifting uncomfortably in my seat I wasn’t sure how to answer her. “I don’t know if there is or not, but you are my daughter and there is a chance you could be like me.”
 
   Her face contorted between fear and joy. “I don’t know if I want to be like you in that way. I think I do, but I’m scared.”
 
   “You’re a wise woman indeed.”
 
   She leaned back in her chair as she considered the possibilities. There were tests that could be performed to verify my suspicions but that would come in time. For now we talked about life, love and the inevitability of death. It wasn’t as if I couldn’t die but left to my own devices and foregoing anything hazardous I wasn’t sure just how many years I had in front of me, and I already had 2800 behind me. Mir told me that while the aging process was nearly nonexistent at a cellular level, I still aged however slowly it might be. Kira was frightened of the world changing around her and the people she loved dying while she watched helplessly. They were valid fears and ones that still haunt me to this day. The world is always changing and morphing into something altogether more beautiful and horrible at the same time. All we could do was hope for the best and do what we could to keep those around us safe. We spent the next few hours talking before she left to have the tests done. That left me with nothing else to do but worry about the results, and perhaps catch up on some paperwork.
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   It was around eight when I got the message from Gregory asking to meet at his office at nine thirty for a joint task force situation report (SITREP). He also requested that I bring any additional files I might need to ensure the task force was brought up to speed. After pushing everything I needed to cloud storage I grabbed my things before calling for Mir.
 
   “How may I be of help sire?” He made a quick bow as he made one of those disapproving looks you get from your girlfriends mom when she really doesn’t like you.
 
   Looking around the room to see what could have caused such a reaction I plopped back in my seat. “What is it?”
 
   He scrunched up his nose as he considered the room. “It’s nothing really.”
 
   Wow he was a worse liar than I was. “I’d like to call bullshit!”
 
   Mir shook his head as he leaned back. “Fine have it your way.” He gave the office one more hard look before turning his attention back to me. “Isn’t this place a bit archaic and more than a little moldy? It’s such a change from your residence, which isn’t exactly modern but... Hell there are still soot stains from old gas lamps that used to hang on the walls. For god’s sake, you really need to step into the industrial age and we can work our way up from there.”
 
   That would have hurt my feelings if I hadn’t heard the same argument from my daughter. I had to admit it still kind of sucked to hear it from someone else. Moldy was a bit of a stretch... sort of. Everything in New Orleans was at least a little moldy. Damn! I really was going to have to talk to Kira about her plans for a more modern building in the near future.
 
   I wasn’t about to give up without at least trying to defend myself. “Such is the way of things here in the Crescent City. We seem to cling to tradition.”
 
   “Tradition?” He said incredulously. “So black mold and toxins are the reason nothing ever gets done in this city! That’s one hell of a tradition.”
 
   Oh for Christ’s sake! “Let’s just table this discussion for now and move on to the reason why I called you.”
 
   He straightened himself in his chair as he continued to look around the room disapprovingly. “By all means let’s get a move on! I’m an illusion in your minds eye and even I feel a chest infection coming on.”
 
   I never thought of Mir to be a hypochondriac before, and if I had to guess he was just trying to prove a point. “Someone is feeding information to Gullveig pertaining to our investigation.”
 
   He smiled as he understood his task. “So you would like me to find them?”
 
   “Immediately if not sooner.”
 
   “Consider it already taken care of, I’ll be in touch.” As quickly as he appeared he vanished into the aether to chase down our mole and perhaps to escape the toxic fumes.
 
   Gathering a few personal items I left my office soon after heading for the Hale Boggs Federal Building, named so after the Senate Majority Leader who died in a plane crash in 1972. Considering how close our two buildings were it only took me ten minutes even with heavy morning traffic to arrive at the underground parking garage. Flashing my ID to the Court Security Officer, or CSO, on duty he waved me through unimpeded. As I made my way to the elevators another CSO stopped me to check my ID before escorting me to the sixth floor, leaving me at the security checkpoint just outside the Marshal’s office before returning to his duties.
 
   At this point I was greeted by two young deputy Marshals who looked as if they just stepped out of a photoshoot for GQ magazine. They escorted me to the conference room which surprisingly was filled to capacity. I looked around the room to find that the members of the SOG were forced to stand against the back wall while a veritable of who’s who in Louisiana’s Judicial system took center stage. At the far end of the table sat the Clerk of Court and her assistant stood behind her. As head of the Marshal’s service Gregory sat next to her. The Chief Judge and her staff took up the remainder of the far side of the table. Gregory gestured for me to take the only open seat, which was conspicuously at the head of the table. Taking my seat I looked to my right and saw the rank and file of the FBI.
 
   Gregory stood as he shook my hand. “As you can see we have a few guests today.” Making myself comfortable I nodded at the head magistrate. “It would appear that many of my esteemed colleagues wanted to meet you.”
 
   The Head Magistrate stood and smiled in my direction. “What Mr. Aaron meant to say was most of the people in this room are left to clean up your messes.” With a smile she waved me back in my seat as I started to stand. “It’s not as if we mind usually, we just wanted a chance to meet and thank you for your service to our community.” She sat back in her chair relaxing slightly. “I for one am very happy to take credit for all your hard work, especially if all I have to do is push a little paperwork around to hide certain things from the public, its a small price to pay.”
 
   Smith couldn’t help himself as he feigned a cough trying to hid the fuck you he muttered under his breath. The agent next to Smith glared at him as his voice took a hard edge. “My name is Special Agent in Charge Michael Anderson, it's a pleasure to meet you.” He gave Smith one of the deadliest looks I’d ever been witness too before he gave me his full attention. “It would appear that Agent Smith has yet to learn his place. I’ll make sure I rectify that personally.”
 
   “Fuck you!” Smith screamed as he jumped to his feet. “I can’t believe you would allow this menace to roam the streets to do whatever he pleases!”
 
   Anderson got to his feet slowly as he turned to Smith, grabbed him by the elbow and escorted him forcefully from the room. Normally I don’t care to bare witness to someone getting their ass chewed out but in Smith’s case I was more than willing to make an exception. Anderson quickly relieved Smith of his badge and service weapon before dismissing him from the premises.
 
   Anderson tried to compose himself as he stepped back in the room. “Mr. Smith will be unable to continue his duties during the course of this investigation.” He placed the weapon and badge inside his briefcase and snapped it closed. “I would like to offer my support in this matter from here on out. Whatever resources you need are at the SOG’s disposal.”
 
   Smith’s outburst and subsequent removal dampened the overall mood as Mr. Letten stood to speak. “It would seem that the SOG with the assistance of the FBI have much to discuss with you Mr. Warden, but I too would like to take a moment to thank you for all you have done to keep our city safe.”
 
   “It’s been a pleasure to serve the community.” Standing I shook the hands of all the visiting VIPS as they filed out to return to their daily routine. Anderson issued orders to his fellow agents and quickly followed the VIP’s out of the room to run down what few leads we had. Soon all that remained was me, the SOG, Anderson, and Gregory, allowing room for the SOG to sit in comfort for the remainder of our little gathering.  
 
   “For those of you who may not know Special Agent in Charge Anderson, he’s the head of the New Orleans FBI Field Office.” Gregory looked unsure if he were happy about the new wrinkle in the room. “Now that the dog and pony show is over we can get down to business. Deputy Jones would you please bring us up to speed on the case.”
 
   Jones stood and grabbed a remote which dimmed the lights and lowered the projection screen. He began with the standard background information, starting with the purchase of the farm by Creepy George ten years ago, during which time it had been cited on several occasions by the local authorities for building code violations until the entire farm was condemned six months ago. CSI recovered a laptop in the upstairs bath that had been encrypted in layers, the first of which their techs already penetrated allowing them access to emails and other files. The second layer of encryption was military grade software and protected a partitioned section of the hard drive which Jones assured us would be penetrated soon.
 
   There were two emails in particular that were of interest which revealed official FBI files and photos of the two previous crime scenes in New Orleans. What made them of particular importance were the threats of violence in the body of each of the emails. The SOG had already secured a warrant to track the IP address of the person who created the now defunct email, but there was little hope they would find whoever did this in time to stop Gullveig. Unfortunately it was all we had at the moment. Jones concluded his part of the presentation and handed the remote to Pete who quickly delved into the details of the latest victim before turning the room over to yours truly.
 
   “Deputy Jones if you could please have someone access this address.” Handing him a piece of paper with the web address and password for the cloud drive we waited until the file opened. Unfortunately for me I didn’t have a clue on how to work this particular clicker so I faked it with the O.D.I.N. interface and opened the files at the speed of thought. “We’ll backtrack a little to lay the groundwork for where we are today.”
 
   Photos from Maine came into view as we discussed some of the basics of how we came in contact with the Fenrir or ‘the wolf’ Cult. I had the unpleasant task of informing them that one of the five missing leaders of the cult had been Helena. Disbelief and anger could be felt throughout the room. No one likes to be used and the Marshals as a whole were no different. With Helena, Dr. Galvez and Creepy George dead it left two unknowns still walking free, which meant that Gullveig only had two henchmen left at her disposal. The sooner we were able to discover their identities the quicker we would be able to track down her whereabouts.
 
   Confirming what many in the room were beginning to suspect I revealed that it appeared that we had someone inside our investigation feeding her information. The room was surprisingly quiet at the revelation allowing me to theorize that it was the same person who leaked them information twenty years ago. Though she could have recruited someone new during the past 20 years I didn’t think it likely. Suddenly my phone alerted me to a new message, which surprised the hell out of me since I was forced to turn it off before entering the building. Excusing myself, I opened the phone to find a message from Mir.
 
    
 
   ‘Sire, I was able to access the files on the laptop recovered from the farm. Please review these photo’s to see if you recognize anyone.’
 
    
 
   The first photo was of Helena, Galvez, Creepy George and Smith all posing for a group photo as they held Gullveig’s cane in the air like it was a trophy. Swallowing hard I closed the screen. “Exces me, Agent Anderson, can I have a moment of your time before we continue?”
 
   “Is it important?” Anderson was surprised at my request. “If it’s something to do with the case go ahead and share with the room.” Stepping over to him I clicked the screen open on my phone to privately reveal the photo.
 
   “If you will excuse me for a moment I need to make a call. Please continue in my absence.” Anderson stormed out into the hall to make his call.
 
   I continued, pretending to click the pointer and displayed the photo on the big screen to the entire room. Anger erupted from everyone in the room except Gregory, who turned several shades of gray. He picked up his phone and quickly dialed. A phone rang under the conference table. Gregory dropped out of site for a moment and returned with a phone in hand. “That son of a bitch!”
 
   “Smith?” Anderson asked as he returned to the room. “If he shows up at the office they have orders to arrest him on sight.”
 
   “He had to know we would find out or he wouldn’t have left this.” Gregory tossed the phone across the table at me. “Any idea’s where to start?”
 
   “Same as any other criminal!” Anderson seethed. “Only we need to keep it out of the press, for the safety of everyone involved as well as the public.”
 
   “Agreed,” Gregory nodded at Jones who quickly left the room presumably to issue a bolo for Smiths’ car and an APB for the man himself. Anderson made a call to activate the GPS tracker for his vehicle which was quickly found abandoned on the side of the road in the East. Smith had years of training on how the FBI or any other governmental agency would try to hunt him down and he could hide from them indefinitely if the need arose.
 
   It was time I played my trump card as I focused on what I needed from Mir, who was able to access all available cameras, whether it was cellphones or traffic cams throughout the city to track Smith’s movements. While the Marshals and the FBI could legally access these options they lacked the resources needed to view them in real time. Mir however could. The fact that Smith would never make it to trial was left unspoken yet understood throughout the room. He had far too many strikes against him, starting with the fact he was in bed with a homicidal body jumper and ending with the fact he had betrayed his fellow law enforcement brethren. It was only a matter of time before we found him, and once that occurred someone was going to have a really shitty day.
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   It was nearly noon by the time I was able to extricate myself from the hornets nest I created with Smith’s photo. The Marshals, FBI and the Local Law Enforcement (LEO’s) had quietly launched a massive manhunt for Smith who was, for the moment at least, eluding detection. I was offering two hundred and fifty thousand dollars for information which lead to his capture. That should help any reluctant CI to step forward with any helpful details. It didn’t take long for word to spread through the city. Hell, this place is known for its gossip. The most intriguing side effect was the fact that nearly all criminal activity came to a screeching halt as they reluctantly joined forces with law enforcement. Smith had little hope of finding safe harbor and the odds continued to stack against him with each passing hour.
 
   Stepping out of the elevator into the garage I found that there weren’t any CSO’s present. They were possibly tightening security around the perimeter of the building. One less thing for the Marshals to worry about as they focused their search for Captain Douche. Unlocking the car door I let my mind wonder as I absently left the garage, headed for the office. It would appear that Smith left his cell on purpose, using it as a listening device to ensure a head start if he were discovered.
 
   The lack of traffic this time of day made my rather short commute pass even faster. As I turned into the drive I quickly discovered that traffic hadn’t been light they were just all jammed into my parking lot. Kira’s pink Hummer was at the far corner, Katherine’s Mercedes was next to it, and Rex’s SUV was across the lot along with a few other vehicles I recognized. My security teams were visibly making their presence known as they patrolled the area. Something told me that whatever the issues were inside the building, it had little to do with Smith.
 
   I barely made it through the brass doors before Justine frantically waved me over, forcing me to ignore the shifting crowd on the second floor for the moment. “Good afternoon Justine.” I gave the crowd above us a hard look before turning my attention back to Justine who appeared to be highly stressed. “I take it we have visitors.”
 
   Her face was strained. None of the usual levity touched her delicate features. “You could say that.” she snapped. She glared upstairs as she pointed at my office. “Katherine and Kira are waiting for you. It would seem they’re at the center of this whole mess!” She was clearly angry about the current state of things.
 
   “Any clue what’s going on?”
 
   “Not really.” She pushed the sign in sheets to one side in a huff. “Its the entire MCC.” She waved her hand at the banister. “Every single one of them are here, waiting to see you, Kira and your ‘EX’-wife.”
 
   I guess I was having one of those days that just kept piling shit onto my plate. As if I didn’t have enough to handle at the moment the two of them had to go and add to it! “I guess there’s nothing left to do but see what’s behind door number one.”
 
   “I’m sorry?”
 
   She seemed confused by the expression. Granted I’m old but I know that this was at least a semi recent reference. “You’ve never heard of Monty Hall and ‘Let’s Make a Deal’?”
 
   “Before my time, I would imagine.”
 
   Of course it was. “Right then, off to see the wizard.” She rolled her eyes at yet another old man reference. Making my way up the stairs and through the throng of waiting Kings and Queens I was finally able to squeeze into the office, closing the door behind me. Rex and Zulu filled the two chairs in front of the desk while Katharine and Kira stood on either side of my desk chair, silently waiting for me to take a seat.
 
   No one was willing to start the conversation which was really starting to piss me off. “I must have forgotten we had a meeting today, please forgive my tardiness.”
 
   Rex was more than a little amused at the situation as he glowed with excitement. Zulu on the other hand was much more subdued, almost contrite. My daughter wore an expression devoid of any emotion which meant she was desperately trying to hide something. Katharine however looked to be thoroughly enjoying her new found power and prestige as she thrived on the attention being heaped upon her.
 
   Rex leaned forward giving me a sly wink. “We have come due to our need for a new Gatekeeper.” He paused as he gave a sideways glance at Zulu before continuing. “Several members would like to violate the laws of Comus by having, the ‘Progenitor’, you, serve in such a capacity.”
 
   Zulu was quick to take over as he got to his feet. “Many of us would like to see you take over in a more active manner.”
 
   And there it was! Damn! “Have you ever considered there might be a reason that particular rule was created?” I’d always thought it obvious that no one should be entrusted with absolute authority. That’s why I’d created a system with checks and balances. “We need to maintain the balance to ensure that no one, not even me abuses their position.”
 
   Zulu’s voice was full of reverence as he spoke. “You could at least consider it for a moment, think of all the things you could accomplish.”
 
   Zulu’s reaction to the news I was Comus was the real reason I’d never wanted to take control of any of the organizations. As I was unique among men people always had the same reaction. I was either an angel or a devil and either way I lost what I valued most which was the relationship between men. Not the relationship one has between what they perceived as divine or evil incarnate for that matter. Either way those around me would stop looking for answers for themselves and rely solely on my judgement.
 
   Standing up I walked around to the front of my desk where I leaned hard against the heavy oak frame. “While I appreciate the offer, I honestly do, there is just no way I could accept. There is too much that could go wrong.” Pushing myself off, I paced around the front of my desk. “For all that you think I am... I make mistakes.” I watched as Zulu’s face sank and I suddenly felt like the guy who kicked his dog for no reason. “The Gatekeeper is there to temper the will of Comus, to guide the courts and show them the way.”
 
   Zulu wanted to object but I laid a hand on his shoulder to stop him. “Sometimes the Gatekeeper is an ass or just wrong, but that is why Comus exists, to bring in new leadership.” This was probably the most frustrating part of being discovered. “Usually this is taken care of in the natural order of things, as power structures evolve over time. The courts have governed themselves for nearly two hundred years and giving me the role as Gatekeeper my voice would hold too much influence.”
 
   Bowing my head I felt the weight of my actions over the years bear down upon me. “I live to serve others and not to rule over them. It’s my duty to fight along side the brave men and women who stand in harms way. Please allow me to remain as an advisor and a soldier to continue to serve those under our protection.” Returning to my seat Kira placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder as she squeezed, letting me know she was proud to be my daughter.
 
   Silence reigned throughout the room as everyone considered what I had said, Rex leaned back in his chair as he chose his words carefully. “While none of us believe you would abuse your power, the fact of the matter is that you are uncomfortable with the situation, and we should respect that.”
 
   Zulu’s shoulders slumped as he hung his head in defeat. “If you don’t wish to be Gatekeeper would you help us choose a new one?”
 
   I felt Kira’s grip tighten as she tensed, letting me know she had been waiting for this moment. “While I’m sure Viktor would be happy to assist the courts in their quest, my mother and I would like to go on record as wishing to forego such consideration since it might be seen as favoritism.”
 
   Zulu’s face contorted as he saw his chance of getting me by proxy slip through his fingers. “That would be acceptable.” He looked over to Rex as they obviously had a backup plan. “If you would excuse us while we retrieve our candidate?”
 
   “Take your time. I need a few minutes with my family if you wouldn’t mind.”
 
   “Of course. We will let you know when the candidate arrive.” Rex bowed slightly as he hobbled from the room.
 
   Crossing the room while Rex and Zulu made their way out of my office I poured myself a drink and I waited for Kira or Katharine to clue me in as to what was actually going on. As soon as Rex closed the door behind him Kira’s body visibly relaxed whereas Katharine seemed to be abuzz with energy. Kira made her way around to the front of the desk and planted herself heavily in her usual spot.
 
   “That was fantastic.” Katharine glowed as she nearly floated across the room to fix herself a drink. “You actually sounded sincere when you said you didn’t want to ‘rule’ over them!” She grabbed a bottle of bourbon and poured herself a double before slamming it back.
 
   “Couldn’t have been the fact he was sincere, could it mother?” Kira growled as she shifted in her seat to glare at her mother.
 
   Obviously I had missed something. Katharine was at her core highly manipulative, devious, at times mean spirited as well as downright angry somewhere deep inside. She was of the opinion that everyone had ulterior motives which was one of the many reasons we were divorced. Don’t think that she is always a bad person because she isn’t. There are many traits about her that are truly endearing. Unfortunately they were often offset by her less attractive qualities.
 
   Katharine rolled her eyes at her daughter as she filled her glass once more. “You are naive my dear, there is always more to the story.” Sipping at her drink, she sashayed by to take a seat. “Isn’t there, Viktor?”
 
   Setting my drink down I turned to face them as I considered my next words carefully. “I’m sorry that after all this time you still don’t understand who I am.”
 
   Katharine nearly spit out her drink as she choked back a laugh. “Don’t tell me you really believe that crap you just fed them!”
 
   “That ‘crap’ as you call it, is who I am and who I’ve always been.” Chewing my lip as I leaned back against the counter I wondered how I had lasted so many years being married to her. “You understand that giving anyone that much power to control the fate of others is a bad idea.” Blood flooded my cheeks as anger welled up inside me. “It’s times like this that remind me why we are divorced.”
 
   “If you will recall we’re divorced because I moved out.” She was quick to anger and always felt she had to go for the jugular in every fight.
 
   “Fair enough.” While what she said was true it wasn’t as if I chased after her, but I just didn’t want to fight. “The thing is, I meant every word.”
 
   “Of course you did.” Katharine chuckled as she took yet another drink.
 
   Kira glared at her mother as she stood and came to stand next to me as she poured herself a coke. “You two can hash your issues out later but for now we’ve got guests.”
 
   Katharine wanted to say something more but knew the conversation was at an end and she hadn’t won the day which meant she was going to sulk and make those around her miserable, which was something she was good at. This was going to make for a long drawn out afternoon. Nodding at Kira I proceeded to the business side of the desk while she opened the door.
 
   Zulu poked his head in to make sure safe before before entering. Rex hobbled in next pulling an oxygen tank, followed by Nathan who closed the door. Nathan stood between Zulu and Rex. “You wanted to see me?” Nathan looked nervous as he tried to maintain a stoic demeanor.
 
   Looking at Rex and Zulu for some sort of assistance, both were quick to avoid giving any help as they pretended not to know why they were here.
 
   “I think you have been misled.” I told Nathan.
 
   Nathan looked to his sides as Rex and Zulu sank into the waiting chairs, as the vein on the side of Nathan’s temple bulged as his pulse quickened. “What’s going on?”
 
   Grimacing I leaned back in my chair. I hated being put on the spot like this. “If I had to guess you have been hoodwinked into taking the Gatekeepers position.”
 
   It took a moment for Nathan to realize what had happened and he suddenly looked a little unsteady on his feet. “I can’t be the Gatekeeper! I’m not the King of Orpheus, Leonard still holds that title.”
 
   “On the contrary young man.” Rex inhaled deeply with each spurt of oxygen from the tank. “The Krewe of Orpheus met late last night and unanimously voted for you to take over as King.” The machine clicked and spurted more air into his nostrils, as he gestured at the seated Zulu. “We are of the old guard and so was Leonard for that matter. It is time that someone young and vibrant took over as Gatekeeper.”
 
   Nathan gripped the back of Rex’s chair to steady himself as his face went chalk white. “I don’t ... I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Yes would be a good place to start.” Raising my glass in his direction I saluted him. “After that, I am sure Rex, Zulu and the others will be glad to help you find your footing.”
 
   Zulu stood placing a reassuring hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “Its for the best that you take over.” He looked at Rex and myself as he finally understood what I was talking about. “You have never sought power, yet it has been thrust upon you, which means you are the most worthy among us.”
 
   With a little help from Zulu Nathan took the now vacant seat as he tried to absorb all that transpired over the last few minutes. Kira stood next to me as she smiled at the new Gatekeeper. Katharine raised her glass as she chewed on her lip, her sullen attitude clear for all to see. Like I said she was really good at being a royal bitch some days. Unfortunately as she grew older those days were coming more often than before. Anger and bitterness were making her hollow and if she were not careful I feared that one day it would consume her.
 
   Walking around to the front of the desk Kira and I both took a knee followed by the others. “May the will of the Gatekeeper always be tempered with temperance.”
 
   Nathan’s eyes grew wide with terror. “I haven’t agreed to anything yet.”
 
   “Oh but you have!” Chuckling more to myself than anyone else. “We took your silence as consent. Not to worry! We will make everything official on Kings Day after the first of the year.”
 
   “Oh for gods sake will you guys stand and tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “By your command.” Rex intoned as he flopped into his seat breathing heavily. “You are the new Gatekeeper, may you guide us wisely.”
 
   “I will do my best.” he answered sheepishly.
 
   “Care for a drink?” I asked as I patted him on the shoulder. “I have an excellent bottle of rye whiskey I picked up just a few days ago.”
 
   “Can you make it a double?” Nathan rubbed his head furiously.
 
   Pouring a fresh drink for everyone we all toasted the new Gatekeeper. Rex and Zulu were quick to explain his duties, which made him pale as they got to some of the nastier bits. It wasn’t long before everyone from my office stepped into the lobby to announce the new Gatekeeper to the waiting throng. Kings Day this year would be something to remember. The courts would be in full regalia lead by Comus through the streets of New Orleans as the Gatekeeper’s title would be officially cemented in ceremony, something that hadn’t happened in nearly a hundred years.
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: h.m4cq8vltyxne]Chapter 23
 
    
 
   It was just after dusk when the last of the court’s delegates left the building. Still angry over our earlier conversation Katherine had taken the first opportunity to vacate the premises several hours earlier. Kira hated such gatherings and had excused herself to return to her duties, which meant she was willing to suffer through taking a second look at her new best friend Owen to escape the revelry. This gave me an opportunity to speak with Nicholas to see how he was holding up. He seemed like a good kid and the past couple days had to have been extremely hard on him. He entered my office door and nervously took a seat.
 
   Each time his nerves got the better of him his foot to tap as he waited to see what might happen next. To his credit he tried to force himself still. “You wanted to see me?”
 
   His voice trembled as he spoke. I just couldn’t tell if it was from anger or sadness. I didn’t blame him for either emotion. He had been forced to watch his mother being butchered in front of him, and now was forced to deal with strangers as he tried to figure out his next step.
 
   “I know it’s hard but try and relax.” God that sounded weak and stupid even to me. How the hell was he supposed to relax especially after the last few days. It wasn’t as if he were on vacation.
 
   He gave me one of those you have to be kidding looks. “Yeah that’s a lot easier said than done at this point.” He cracked his knuckles. “I’d really like to get my hands on Smith truth be known.”
 
   “That’s a good sign...” Getting up I crossed the room and poured us both a glass of whiskey.
 
   “What’s a good sign?” He growled.
 
   “Your pissed!” Handing him his glass I took the seat opposite him as I relaxed. “You should be. Thing is you want to do something about it and not wallow in self pity.”
 
   He sniffed the tumbler before taking a swig. “This is some good stuff.”
 
   “It ought to be.” Raising my glass in toast. “To vengeance! It isn’t just for the lord anymore.”
 
   That nearly made him laugh before he polished off the glass. It was a good thing I’d brought the bottle. “So is that why I’m here? Vengeance?”
 
   Pouring us both another glass I just didn’t know where to start. “Kira said you were pretty cut up...”
 
   That made him smile as he grabbed his glass. “So much for HIPPA laws I suppose...” He took a drought before sitting his glass aside and pulling up his shirt. He’d almost healed from his wounds. “As I said before, I heal up quickly.”
 
   Yeah too quickly to be anything natural! Unless he were more like me than I’d guessed. “Has that always been the case?” Maybe Gullveig had succeeded in passing along the nanites to the triplets somehow or maybe they’d been implanted with more of the infamous cane.  
 
   “I suppose it has. I’d always healed quickly but when I hit puberty it seemed to hit overdrive.”
 
   Pouring a third round I sat back and thought of the possibilities. “Did anything other than puberty happen around then?”
 
   He pondered that as he sipped his drink and I practically saw the light bulb go off over his head. “When I was twelve I went in for wrist surgery after I broke it playing ball.” Taking another long drink he nodded his head. “Yeah it was after that things really kicked into high gear. I’d always attributed it to puberty, but I’m betting you think the surgery had something to do with it.”
 
   Standing I made my way back around the desk, opening the bottom drawer to pull out the evidence bag Pete had given me. “I don’t know what to think but he surgery may have sped things along.” Tossing the bag to Nicholas I asked. “Ever seen anything like that before?”
 
   He examined the bag closely. “Do you mind if I take a closer look?”
 
   “Knock yourself out.” Coming around I watched his face as he opened the bag, longingly looking at the bone. “Have you seen this before?”
 
   He shook his head slowly as if he were mesmerized by it. “No, but there is something about it that calls to me. What is it?”
 
   “Before I answer that we need to talk about your mother.”
 
   He forced himself to put the bag in his lap as he tore his eyes off the small bone and tried to give me his full attention. “What about her? Did you find the woman who murdered her?”
 
   “Not yet but we’re working on that even as we speak.”
 
   Pulling my tablet off my desk I opened the file with several personal photo’s we discovered on Creepy George’s computer. Handing it to him, he gingerly took it and scanned through the photos. The two he seemed focused on were of Helena, Galvez, Smith and Creepy George all standing around holding Gullveig’s cane, looking like the best of friends. The second one was a photo of his mother and Galvez holding both he and his brother as babies for a family photo. I felt bad for destroying the image he’d had of his mother but in this case it couldn’t be helped. He took the news exceptionally well all things considered which made be a be concerned. If I’d thought he was angry before he was well beyond that petty emotion and was now numb. It barely phased him when he learned he was actually a triplet. I knew that at some point he would need to process this information and I could only hope he wouldn’t break.
 
   To make matters more complicated his brother was two floors below in the medical facility undergoing a second examination. Nicholas seemed torn between wanting to meet his brother and coming to terms with the fact his mother wasn’t the woman he thought she was. He was surprisingly quick to connect the dots and figure out the woman who’d tortured him and killed his mother was his long lost sister. Honestly that last bit of information more than anything else seemed to turn his all consuming fury up to eleven. As he shifted in his chair the bone rolled out of the open bag which he quickly caught before it hit the floor.
 
   The effect was nearly instantaneous. The long inactive nanites sprung to life as they melted into the palm of his hand. Within seconds nothing remained but his flesh of his palm. Nicholas grasped his arm as he fell to the floor convulsing. Rushing to his side I held him still as I called for help. Kira was through the door almost instantly. “What happened?”
 
   Nicholas suddenly stopped thrashing as he fell unconscious. “Long story short, that bone we recovered from Creepy George liquified and crawled inside of him!” I told Kira
 
   “How the hell can that even be possible?”
 
   “I have a sneaking suspicion but I need you to examine him immediately, and yourself for that matter, and look for an implant like mine in the ear canals.” Making him as comfortable as possible I called for a gurney to take him downstairs. “It would seem that you two might have more in common that it would appear.”
 
   “We need to talk about this after we get things settled.” Kira commanded as she waved in the nurse and two men carrying the stretcher. “Also, Owen has asked to speak with you. Are you up for it after this?”
 
   “Sure why not.” I answered. Watching Nicholas’s unconscious form being loaded onto the stretcher I caught sight of my daughter eyeing him closely. “Are you looking for something in particular?”
 
   “Just trying to figure this whole thing out is all.” Her frustration at the situation was evident.
 
   She told the nurse to keep an eye on Nicholas's vitals until she arrived, and waited for them to leave the room. Closing the door she wanted to know how it could be that he might have the same implants. It was only a theory but I told her what I knew, that both his parents were forced to insert the bones of a fallen royal that were covered in nanites under their flesh. Due to their exposure for several years prior to the birth of the children it was only a presumption that they too would inherit the nanites. Kira on the other hand would have inherited these traits from me but we wouldn’t know if any of this was true until she completed the tests.
 
   “Good luck with Owen. Maybe he will promise to sperm you too.” Kira rolled her eyes as she left the office.
 
   My office door swung open a few minutes later as Owen slinked in before kicking my door shut behind him. His demeanor was more than a little insulting and presumptuous and downright arrogant. He eyed me with contempt as he oozed into the chair before kicking his feet up on my desk. He was a few inches shorter and several shades darker than Nicholas. They had similar features that would have been more pronounced when they were younger, but as adults those features were muted with age.
 
   “Would you mind taking your feet off my desk? I would really appreciate it.”
 
   In response to my request he kicked off one of his penny loafers which skidded to a halt by my right hand. His cheeks flushed crimson as he sneered at me. “Actually I do mind.” He leaned over and blew a snot rocket on my floor. “What the hell is this place? Are you in charge of this circus?”
 
   “I suppose I am.” Eyeing his shoe that rested near my hand I had to resist the urge to return it to him hard and fast across his face. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “When can I go home?” He wiped his nose across his sleeve. “I am tired of that dike poking and prodding me all hours of the day and night.”
 
   “As soon as this current crisis is over we can find you a way back home.” The urge to plant the shoe across his face grew with each passing moment. Maybe Kira really did deserve the extra pay for having to put up with this boys antics.
 
   “You should really consider firing that bitch. Her sexual orientation is against the natural order of things.” His southern drawl dragged out a few of the words and even made bitch into a two syllable word. “Or perhaps we should pray over her and have the Lord fix her for you.”
 
   “You do realize that you are speaking about my daughter.”
 
   “If I were you I wouldn’t be at all proud of that fact!” He scratched his chest like he had fleas, fumbling with his shirt as he did so. “You must have been a poor father figure for her to turn out that way. Good thing my church back home has a program that can fix her given enough prayer, time and money of course.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile at the boy’s attempt to provoke me. God knows why he would want to, but it was as if he couldn’t help himself. Galvez had gone through a lot of trouble to get him here with me... alone. Oh crap! At times I become so focused that I miss things are directly under my nose, and unfortunately this was one of those times. Things were about to get bad. I didn’t know how bad but something in my gut had been bothering me about this little shit since I talked with Nicholas earlier. “You know I’ve heard suggestions on how to ‘fix’ my daughter a million times before, and while I am sure you could go on and on for days, I’m sure that isn’t the reason you asked to speak with me.”
 
   His eyes opened wide as a stupid crazy smile spread across his face. “Oh, do tell me why do you think I asked to come up here?”
 
   Something about his tone caused my shields to wrap around me unbidden and my senses went on high alert. Something was transpiring but I just couldn’t put my finger on the stimuli running through my minds eye. My mouth opened but nothing came out and he started laughing.
 
   “You don’t have a clue do you?” Reaching inside his jacket he ripped the lining and pulled out a push button trigger connected to god only knows what with a thin wire. “My father prepared me for this day and now you’re going to die!”
 
   He pushed his thumb hard on the button as I tried to duck under my desk. Time slowed as I watched his body disintegrate as the explosion filled the room. The blast wave shattered the heavy glass that protected the top of my desk, sending shards like missiles at me as the wave threw me against the wall. Several of the larger glass remnants pinned me to the wall as they slipped through my shields. They had protected me from the blastwave, heat and most of the smaller projectiles but they have their limits and this had far surpassed them.
 
   As soon as I tried to moved the glass shards broke and I fell to the floor. Smoke filled the room as the fire tried to take hold. As I lay on the floor I saw my office door was blocked by part of the ceiling that had caved in from the blast and several of my office windows were shattered or missing. I knew that if I didn’t move the smoke and fire would kill me. Crawling through the scalding water leaking from the bathroom, I screamed as my arms and legs began to blister. Alarms sounded throughout the building and I heard people pounding on my door. It was only a matter of time before the room would be engulfed in flames. I couldn’t wait for them to break through the rubble. The windows or the lack thereof were my only escape if I wanted to live.
 
   Forcing myself to my feet I grabbed hold of the window sill and mostly fell through the opening. Rolling across the pitched roof, gravity took control of the situation and I landed hard on the asphalt driveway below. Two or three ribs broke on impact knocking the wind out of me. I used what precious little oxygen I had left to cough up blood and my vision started to go black. Two of my men standing at the side entrance rushed over. Hualing me roughly to my feet they quickly carried me inside and down the stairs before I finally lost consciousness.
 
   The next thing I saw was a blinding light, causing me more than a little trepidation about experiencing a near death experience. I was still in so much pain and it had always been my hope that when we die it would alleviate the pain not make it worse. Kira was barking orders at someone but the ringing in my ears was too loud to understand anything she was saying. Finally darkness came to me again and wrapped me in her warm embrace as the pain faded like a distant memory.
 
   Suddenly I was running through the halls of Valaskjalf with Gullveig close behind. Fear, gut wrenching fear, gripped me for the first time as my body grew weary, knowing that if I stopped even for a moment any chance of survival would be ripped away. She was still keeping pace with me even though her breathing was ragged and with each step she became less steady on her feet. She was just too dangerous to be left behind. She knew how we would escape the wrath of the L.O.K.I and Jormungandr. Long ago she had once been an ally of the Allfather during the war against the Jotnar (Ice Giants), and it was with her help our forces were able to subdue the creatures.
 
   She had possessed the Queen of the Jotnar, only to be changed by the experience forever, making her into the creature she was today. She had eluded capture for centuries only to be captured by me a few days before L.O.K.I’s final attack on our homeworld. Their only objective was to exterminate life throughout the universe. Their forces were nearly unstoppable, numbering in the billions and as they conquered each new world they infected the population enslaving them into willing soldiers in their eternal cause. This was our enemy that Gullveig had sold us out to. She gave them access to our defense grid, allowing them their first foothold in our empire. After that it was just a matter of time before they would march through our kingdom leaving broken worlds filled with the dead and dying in their wake. When I brought her before the council we discovered she knew of our plan to escape our fate. The only hope we had was to let her die alone in The Pit. The L.O.K.I. had no hope of extracting her without killing her as well. There was no way we would risk bringing her with us to the New World for fear they might track her there.
 
   The L.O.K.I. wanted the information of our escape we carried and would stop at nothing to get it. Gullveig realized too late that they couldn’t be trusted and her will to survive was currently overriding her desire to kill us all. Her only hope of survival was to escape in transit and that was something I couldn’t allow to happen.
 
   The sound of my own screams woke me as snapped the restraints meant to hold me securely in bed. Kira put a steady hand on my shoulder forcing me back down. “You need to lay back, everythings alright but if you keep moving around you’re going to rip out your stitches.” Her voice was calming and I complied with her request.
 
   The tube in my throat prevented me from speaking. Nicholas put a hand on my other shoulder to hold me down as Kira examined me. Fear crept into my soul as I slipped into unconsciousness once more. This time however nothing was there to hunt me down like an animal. The bliss that was sleep took hold allowing me to start the healing process.
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   December 3rd
 
    
 
   The incessant humming of the overhead fluorescent lighting woke me. Opening my eyes were the first of many mistakes I would make today as the stark white light seared my retinas as I tried to blink away the pain. It took a few moments for my eyes to adjust to being open once again and taking in stimuli. My throat was dry and I croaked as I tried to use my strained vocal cords. Trying to sit up I found myself pinned down by one of Nicholas’s massive paws on my chest.
 
   Kira leaned over me, shining a bright light in each of my pupils which was exactly what I didn’t need at that very moment. She seemed satisfied, nodding at Nicholas who released me. “What’s your name?”
 
   The electric hospital bed shook and hummed as someone moved me into a sitting position. “We are really going to play this game again?”
 
   “Just answer the question!” She gave me one of those don’t make me slap you looks before flicking the pen light on once more. “It will just go faster if you cooperated.”
 
   “Fine... My name is Viktor Engel Warden or at least it has been this time around for about seventy years or so.”
 
   “This time?” Kira was curious but bit her lip as she changed the subject. “Do you know today’s date?”
 
   “How long have I been out?”
 
   “Do you have short term memory loss? I just told you if you cooperated this would go along much faster.”
 
   I rubbed my forehead gingerly as a headache started to sink in with a vengeance. “You should be more specific because on December second, Owen was kind enough to vaporize in front of me taking most of my office along with it.” Stretching I felt pain radiate through my body from what I could only imagine were several impact sites or burns, probably both. “Depending on how long I have been out will determine today’s date!”
 
   “Good to know you’re still a wiseass.” Kira’s face relaxed as she allowed a small smile to slide across her face. “You were out for the better part of the night and most of the morning. I will have someone bring you some food in a few minutes if you think you could eat something.”
 
   Now that she mentioned it I was starving but there were things I needed to know before we satiated my appetite. “How bad are things upstairs? Was anyone hurt?”
 
   “Other than you?” Kira waved a hand in my direction. “It seems that the blast was contained in your office... mostly, but structurally the building took a beating. Justine’s place is ruined and the building will probably be condemned later today, so we’re moving.”
 
   I tried to adjust myself to a more comfortable position but my body objected painfully to each movement. “Moving? Where the hell are we going to go?”
 
   “You should probably sit still.” Nicholas pushed me back against the upright bed as he looked to Kira. “He’s going to pull out the stitches again.”
 
   Kira pulled back one of my bandages revealing blood leaking from one of the wounds on my chest. She grabbed a nearby tray that held a needle and thread. Pushing me back she plunged it through the flesh of my chest without warning and pulled it through a few times to prove a point, and just for meanness I think.
 
   Pushing the tray back she glared at me. “You should have more respect for all the hard work I put into sewing you back together last night!” She walked across the room and washed her hands. “That is six hours of my handy work keeping you together. Your system is working overtime on your burns which are fading away at an impressive rate, even for you. Until it finishes with that I wouldn’t rip out any more stitches unless you want to bleed to death.”
 
   Nothing like righteous anger of a child to make you feel ashamed of yourself and put you in your place. I stopped struggling to move around and sat there as quietly as possible before changing the subject. “You said something about moving the office?”
 
   “We can get to that.” She looked at Nicholas who seemed to understand he wasn’t needed at the moment and left the room.
 
   “Is everything alright?”
 
   “No, not really.” Tears came to her eyes as she sat on the bed next to me holding my hand. The look on her face tore my heart to pieces as sadness nearly overwhelmed her. “I almost lost you last night, and I thought of all the stupid things I’ve done over the years and realized that I don’t tell you often enough how much you mean to me.”
 
   Carefully I slowly reached over and put my hand on her shoulder. “You’re not going to lose me anytime soon...” Those were the exact wrong words to come out of my mouth. She bawled even harder than before and I felt helpless.
 
   “You can’t promise that, not after last night.” She held my hand tight and for the first time she realized that I was truly mortal and I might not always be there for her. “You flatlined in the middle of surgery and there was nothing I could do but watch as your heart failed to respond after pulling glass shards from your right ventricle.”
 
   Opening my mouth to speak I quickly thought better of it and to just let her get it out of her system. There was nothing I could say that would change what had happened and nothing I could do would bring her comfort. So I shut my mouth and listened.
 
   “No matter what I did I couldn’t save you, but those little nanites did their job and sealed the hole and your heart started on its own accord.” Tears flowed like a river down her cheeks dropping heavily on my hand. She told me how she did her best to patch me back together and if it hadn’t been for the nanites I would have died well before she was able to finish.
 
   She wanted to shout at me to stop going out in the field so I wouldn’t get hurt again but she knew that she couldn’t do that. There were too many other families who depended on me. Families whose fathers didn’t have my abilities or such an amazing daughter to put them back together again. One day though she knew my luck would run out and she would have to deal with the fact that I would die what would be most likely a very hard and painful death. Until that day she would be the best daughter she could be and I promised I would try to be a better father.
 
   In light of our new arrangement she made a startling confession. The tacky furnished home she kept in the French Quarter was only there for her mother's and my benefit. Same thing with her car. She had another home on the North Shore which was much more tastefully decorated and the Audi R8 5.2 sports car she drove was an amazing piece of refined machinery. She only kept the garish house in the Quarter because I had bought it for her on her eighteenth birthday, and the obnoxious Hummer was to mess with me mostly. The fact that it bugged her mom was just a bonus. She admitted she loved to see me squirm and when we bought the place. She realized how horrified I was by the previous owners taste, so she adopted it as her own just to mess with us. Also to my great surprise she had actually been dating Nora for the last four years and was in a serious long term committed relationship with her. After a while though she didn’t know how to get out of the web of half truths and flat out lies without embarrassing herself so she had maintained the whole garish and flamboyant lifestyle all the while living across the lake in near wedded bliss.
 
   “I’ll tell mom when things aren’t so crazy around here alright?”
 
   “Your secret is safe with me.” Honestly who would believe me? “Besides I don’t think I am in any shape to deal with your mother just now.”
 
   “God no, she would kill us both.”
 
   “Who all knows what happened last night?” Concerned at how others would react to me being injured wasn’t always at the top of my priority list but with the current situation I needed to save face in public. People were depending on me to keep the city safe. “This is just a really bad time for me to be hurt.”
 
   “Don’t worry no one except our two men who brought you in, Nicholas, Justine, and mom really know how bad things got last night.” She grabbed a tissue and wiped away her tears,  gaining control of her emotions. “Everyone outside the office thinks it was a gas explosion in the boiler room above your office, which is convenient if you think about it.”
 
   “So are you ready to tell me about the move to the new office building?”
 
   Kira chewed her lip as she stood nervously pacing the room. “Remember last year when I had you sign off on some land purchases?”
 
   “Sure, you bought a place on the North...” It dawned on me that I had bought her new house. I really should pay more attention when she puts stuff in front me me to sign. “At least I know where you live.”
 
   Kira blushed as she tried not to laugh. “I was going to tell you... eventually.”
 
   “And there was that failed condo venture you bought dirt cheap on St. Charles.”
 
   “That’s the one!” She beamed with pride suddenly losing all embarrassment of tricking me into buying her new home. “It’s been under construction since the day we took it over and it’s only six months from completion.” She busied herself, going around the room and putting things away as she quickly spoke. “The fifteenth floor had already been converted into very nice apartments before we acquired the property so they were left untouched. The other fourteen floors were retrofitted to house Warden Industries well into the twenty first century instead of the nineteenth like this one.”
 
   Though feeling slightly offended I still had to admit she had a point but it still hurt, even if it was just a little. “I can’t wait to see the place.”
 
   She smiled as she beamed at me. “That will be later today but for now I need to go upstairs and make some calls and wake mother. She’s been worried to death about you.” Opening the door Kira called for Justine who appeared almost instantly. “Justine will see to your needs for now so play nice, both of you!”
 
   Justine smiled sweetly as she entered the room stopping long enough to check my chart before moving over to one of the shelves where she started filling one of the trays with very specific items.
 
   “You might want to wait for the nurse or Kira to return if you need something.” She acted like she knew where everything was and what she was doing as she continued to take bandages, surgical scissors and clamps from the shelf placing them neatly on the waiting tray. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   Justine smirked as she shook her head. “You never read my resume, did you?”
 
   “You were one of Kira’s new hires, so she took care of all that.” She was making me tense as she checked the items on the tray only to pull a few more bandages from the shelf.
 
   Pushing the tray toward the bed she grumbled. “She is such a bitch!”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Your daughter! She told me you were the one who recruited me.” She was obviously irritated with the situation and she was coming my way with several sharp objects. “If you had recruited me or even read my resume you would know I was a surgical nurse at Charity Hospital before the storm and I was very good at my job!”
 
   Talk about overqualified to be a receptionist! “How the hell did she convince you to join us?”
 
   “Well that’s a funny story.” She pulled the sheet back as she looked at my bandages. “Please hold still. I need to remove your IV and dress some of your wounds so we can transport you.”
 
   True to her word she quickly removed the IV placing a cotton ball in its place and wrapping it with a stretch bandage. She leaned me forward as she assessed the dressings on my back. The burns on my forearms were nearly indecipherable. It looked like I had a bad case of rug burn, which was something I didn’t want to have to explain to anyone anytime soon. She cut away several of the bandages to find my wounds healed and the stitches looking completely out of place. She quickly removed them causing me only minor discomfort. There were only four wounds on my chest which still needed the silk stitching, which I was sure corresponded to the wounds on my back where I had been impaled by the larger shards of glass from my desk. Content with her work she pulled a white mesh shirt down over my head and around my body to hold the bandages in place while also applying pressure to keep me from tearing the stitches out as I moved around.
 
   Grunting a little through the discomfort I was able to swing my legs off the bed as she helped me into a pair of jeans. “You promised me a funny story.” All things considered I wasn’t exactly embarrassed to have her helping me get dressed but I was a little uncomfortable with the situation. “Does this feel a little awkward to you?”
 
   “It wasn’t exactly how I imagined I would get you out of your clothes, but things never go as planned.” She pushed me back onto the bed to keep me from falling over at her comment. “You really are slow aren’t you?”
 
   “I’m sorry?” It had been a while since anyone had been that forward with me and it took me by surprise. “You what?”
 
   She knelt down to help me with my socks, smiling all the while. “I guess we should get to that funny story.”
 
   “I don’t think that will help...”
 
   As she continued helping me dress she told me we had actually met during Hurricane Katrina when I brought in one of the surviving victims of the Kappa. She was working at the makeshift hospital the Army National guard setup near the Superdome where she had helped the young woman who had nearly bled out due to her wounds. It had taken twelve hours for me to get there through the aftermath. She had been impressed with the lengths that I had gone to to help save this woman’s life and she wanted to be a part of something that mattered in the end. She had heard rumors over the years about Warden Industries but that day was her first actual encounter with anyone associated with the company. It wasn’t until she was halfway through boot camp that she found out who I was. Justine was a little embarrassed to admit the fact that she had always had what amounted to a crush on me since then.
 
   “I find going out and facing god knows what and saving lives in the process is sexy as hell!” As soon as she said this she blushed so hard I thought she might pass out from lack of blood. “But that’s a story for another time.?”
 
   “I suspect it is.” As the drugs continued affecting me my mind swam through the information. “Does Kira know?”
 
   “I would have to guess she does.” Justine helped me to my feet as I leaned heavily on her to stay upright. “I told her the story before I knew who either of you were.”
 
   “Great, my daughter is playing matchmaker.”
 
   “You could do worse.”
 
   “Oh honey there isn’t anything wrong with you. Hell you're damn near perfect. It’s me that’s the problem.” We hobbled through the door as we made our way slowly toward the stairs. “The thing is I’m not exactly normal.”
 
   “You don’t say!”
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: h.f9iko866xppb]Chapter 25
 
    
 
                 The new headquarters of Warden Industries was located just off Hwy 90 on the corner of Clio and St. Charles. It was an L shaped fifteen story building that was several times larger than my old building. The facade of the place was definitely lacking in the style department with all primer gray paint covering the masonry. A we arrived we were ushered through the manned security gate to a private lot for VIP’s and visitors. Beyond that lay a multilevel parking structure at the properties extreme northern edge. The security presence was impressive as armed guards patrolled the perimeter which encompassed the entire block from St. Charles Ave to Carondelet St. and from Clio to Erato.
 
   Making our way through the rear entrance from the garage I finally understood the scope of the undertaking Kira had started here. The place reminded me of a cross between an upscale hotel lobby, nature retreat and a law office reception area. The wide expanse was covered in gray black slate flooring with brushed nickel fixtures. The centerpiece of the room was a large fountain and throughout the sprawling lobby were these amazing green gardens giving the place a very zen-like feeling. A freshness hung in the air as I felt at peace for the first time in more years than I would have cared to think about.
 
   Stopping for just a moment at the front desk the solid marble circular reception area, Justine handed me a keycard and temporary pin. Kira guided me through the first floor she pointed out things like the new cafeteria and armory along the way before reaching the stairwell. Scanning the card and entering the pin number the door popped open allowing me access. Everything above the main floor required special access cards.
 
   My office was on the third floor overlooking St. Charles Ave. She’d taken the time to ensure that my office had the best view by installing floor to ceiling windows. The office itself was several times larger than my previous one with all the amenities of home such as a kitchenette on the far side of the room and a well rounded library on the western wall. The oversized bar was centrically located nearest the full living room set. Hell I could live here without having to miss any of the comforts of home. I hated to admit it but the more modern sleek looking furniture was actually... I can’t believe I’m even thinking this... appealing.
 
   It was all very impressive except my new desk chair was beyond which was incredibly uncomfortable. “I see you have been busy.” The old mahogany desk seemed to barely work with the rest of the decor. I guess she was trying to break me in slowly.
 
   Kira eyed me closely before she smiled slightly. “You like it don’t you!”
 
   Damn, I was never going to hear the end of this but she’d worked so hard so lying was out of the question. “I’ll deny it if you tell anyone!”
 
   She giggled before plopping down in one of the chairs in front of my desk. “If you slide your hand across the top of the desk you will find the surface intriguing.”
 
   Shaking my head I did as I was told. The entire surface lit up. The far left corner contained continuous security feeds from throughout the building. The text nearest me kept me updated on ongoing projects and well hell there was just so much going on that I could hardly believe it. Everything could be moved around with a simple touch of my hand. “Wow...” That was about all I was able to say about the whole thing.
 
   “So from your expression I take I’ve done well?”
 
   Done well? Holy shit this was beyond anything I’d ever dreamt of. Don’t get me wrong I knew the technology was there but I’d never thought to apply it like this. “That’s an understatement if I’ve ever heard one.”
 
   Kira glowed with pride as she took it all in. “So it’ll be our little secret that you like this sort of thing!”
 
   Like I said I’ll never hear the end of this. “God forbid I actually develop some taste!”
 
   “Absolutely!” Kira agreed.
 
   It was good to see her so very happy. This project had been a tough one for her. She’d taken a gutted building and turned it into the modern headquarters we so desperately needed, which I hadn’t realized just how much until it was forced upon me. The fact that we were now able to use the more advanced research and development teams on the premises and have a small manufacturing plant on the far side of the building was not only convenient but ingenious. I’m sure every father feels this way but I was sure that I had the most wonderful daughter ever.
 
   “I have to ask. When are you going to have that talk with your mother?” I must have I hit my head harder than I thought because that’s the second time in less than twelve hours I’d said the exact wrong thing.
 
   Her face went blank and she slumped in her seat. “Damn, and things were going so well!” Leaning back in her seat she smiled weakly. “I dunno... Soon I suppose but god can’t we just keep her in the dark? She’s such a bitch sometimes! How in the hell did you ever get hooked up with her in the first place.”
 
   She knew just how to push my buttons. “Well the one good thing about being with your mother was you, so the rest of it was a trade off.”
 
   Kira laughed. “That’s right, deflect while complimenting me. Seriously though I got a feeling there’s more to it than that.”
 
   Now we were entering dangerous territory about who her mother really is, and I had no intentions of filling her in. That was Katherine’s job “Why don’t we let that dog sleep till this whole thing is over. That way she can tell you her side of things.” Now that I thought about it I knew a way she could fess up and not feel like the bad guy. “Why don’t you wait to break the news about your alternative lifestyle until we have that discussion.”
 
   Kira nearly fell out of her chair laughing. “OMG, you’re the only person I know that would call having good taste, a steady girlfriend and a nice car an ‘alternative’ lifestyle!”
 
   She pulled herself together and came over to give me a quick peck on the cheek. “Get settled in here and I’ll be just down the hall. Call me if you need anything alright?”
 
   “Sure thing. Hey is there anything else in here I need to know about... You know like the desk?”
 
   She giggled. “Boys and their toys!” Giving me a wink to let me know she hadn’t told me everything before she walked out the door leaving me alone to explore the place.
 
   My stomach had been rumbling since breakfast which consisted of a chewy bagel and orange juice. YUM! It was nearly noon and I needed something decent to eat. I pulled my new cell I’d received from Justine when I picked up my keycard and other pertinent items out of my pocket. Opening the screen with a swipe of my finger and hit the quick dial for Gregory’s number. “I’m glad you called.” He sounded tired.
 
   “Yeah? You got something new?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing substantial yet but I would like to meet you for lunch.” He hesitated for a moment. “I heard you moved into your new office today. Everything alright?”
 
   I stood up and slowly walked the length of the room trying to take in all the details as I went along. The shelves were lined with ancient leather tomes which I couldn’t have fit into my old office. The bar was stocked with every high end whiskey currently being produced meaning Kira had really taken the time to think of the smallest details. Don’t get me wrong there were a few other types of alcohol on the shelves but mostly for show or maybe guests.
 
   “Yeah it would seem my old building had a gas leak.” I hated lying to him but if he knew the truth there would be too many questions to answer. “We were planning on moving in a few months anyway.” Trying to dismiss the situation. “This just helped us make the decision to move a little earlier than anticipated.”
 
   Pulling the phone away from my ear I checked to make sure that I was still connected as the utter silence was more than a little disturbing. “I see... You were out of the office when it happened?” Damn he was way too smart for his own good. He clearly suspected something else was going on. “I heard that the explosion was centered somewhere near your office.”
 
   “If I weren’t I doubt seriously we’d be talking right now.” I forced a laugh as I tried to downplay the whole situation. “Besides what does it matter anyway?” I said trying to get to the heart of the matter. “The only thing that got hurt was my wallet.”
 
   He made one of those noises that meant he clearly didn’t believe a word I was saying. “There was a witness that spotted a man who was badly wounded falling out of your office window.” He cleared his throat and excused himself. “I’d hate to think that someone was trying to kill you right in the middle of our investigation. That’d be bad for business.”
 
   Stopping at the refridgerator I opened it to find it fully stocked with everything I didn’t want. “So you’re concerned about me. How sweet!”
 
   “Bite me! I need you around to help me put this thing to bed once and for all! I am out of my depth here and so is everyone else.” He hesitated. “I found some files at Smith’s I think may be important and I’d like you to review them before they get tied up in the chain of custody.”
 
   It occurred to me suddenly that I was just a few blocks away from several of the cities more interesting restaurants. “I see. How about meeting me at Miyako’s for lunch?”
 
   “I don’t know the place.” Gregory noted. “But I can find it. When do you want to meet?”
 
   “It’s easy enough to find, about a block away from my new building and right across the street from the Irish House in the same parking lot as that ugly Office Depot.” I explained. “I can walk down there shortly... let’s say thirty minutes?”
 
   “Sounds good, meet you there.” Gregory hung up the phone.
 
   I stuck my head out the office door and saw Kira at her desk. “Is it alright if I go out and play?” I smirked as she glared at me. “You have had me under constant supervision since yesterday so I was wondering if it was alright if I went out to get some lunch?”
 
   “Where are you going?” She asked with annoyance creeping up in her voice.
 
   “Miyako’s! Do you want to join me and Gregory?” I asked. Miyako’s was one of her favorite places to eat and I already knew the answer would be yes.
 
   She looked at me straight faced. “I think you will need to remain under a doctor’s supervision for at least another couple of hours.” She stood up grabbing her purse out of one of the lower desk drawers. “What time is lunch?” She stepped forward and looked at me curiously. “Yeah, you’re not looking so good. As your doctor I will have to go with you.”
 
   “I see, its a good thing that you’re a qualified medical doctor, as well as my daughter.” I waved my hand at her as if demonstrating her magnanimousness. “I am so fortunate to have a daughter willing to sacrifice her time to eat lunch with her father and his friend.”
 
   “I am glad you are finally understanding how much I do for you!” She gave me a smile before pulling out a compact to put on some lip gloss. “You should consider showing your gratitude in a more substantial way.” She put her hand on her hip as she gave it some considerable thought. “Perhaps a shopping spree?”
 
   “If I said yes to that we would both know I was still suffering a head injury.” I laughed. “Try and be happy with your new house, amazing car and lunch.”
 
   “Damn, I was hoping you were still a little groggy from the anesthesia.” She turned crimson while shifting uncomfortably. “Maybe next time I will just use your credit cards while you’re unconscious.”
 
   “Maybe next time they won’t be burned to a crisp.” I snickered. “Otherwise I am sure you would’ve already tried.”
 
   “I was a little preoccupied taking care of you to worry about checking your pockets!” She said indignantly. “Besides they were a bit of a mess, melted like they were and lets not mention all the blood.”
 
   Wow, I couldn’t tell if she was kidding or not! “I suppose those two things would put a damper on things.”
 
   Reaching inside the desk drawer she produced one of the companies plumb American Express credit cards and handed it to me. “You’re going to need this.”
 
   Pocketing the card quickly I smiled. “Thanks.”
 
   Taking the stairs down was a little tougher than they were coming up as each step coupled with gravity gave me a reminder that my wounds were still fresh.
 
   “When were you going to tell me.” I casually nodded at Justine as we passed her smiling face. Opening the door for Kira to pass through first may have been a mistake. I felt the stitches in my chest pull tight. “It is a little embarrassing to have mini Kylie Minogue there eying me like I was candy.”
 
   “Oh that...” Kira nearly laughed herself to tears before we made it to the gate. “That’s something I have been meaning to tell you about for a while now.” Her laughter was attracting attention from passersby. They probably thought she’d already had a few cocktails in her.
 
   “She’s the only one who is willing to put up with your shit for more than a month without demanding combat pay!” She tried to explain between giggling fits. “She is so your type! So I hired her for the job. Considering she had the highest scores in her tests for the last several years it was hard to believe she had a crush on you of all people!”
 
   “First of all, what the shit Kira?” Yeah I watch too much Archer but seriously he has a point when he said things like that. “Secondly is it that hard for you to believe someone would find me attractive?” I was almost as embarrassed as I was offended by the whole conversation. “Besides I don’t need my daughter of all people meddling in my love life!”
 
   “So you’re going to go with ‘love life’ and not ‘sex life’!” She said indignantly.
 
   “Oh for christ’s sake!” I was feeling a little light headed at this point as the blood rushed to my face.
 
   “Fine! When’s the last time you were on a date?” She growled as she stabbed her high heeled shoe into the concrete as she turned on me. “That wasn’t with mother?”
 
   “That’s none of your business!” I said trying to defend myself. “I go out!” My indignant attitude was quickly fading away as words were failing me. “Well, I could go out if I wanted!”
 
   “Exactly my point!” Kira looked as if she’d just won the county fair as she continued on to our destination. “For gods sake dad, I am twenty eight years old!” She threw up her hands while trying to make a point. “Your random booty call with mom doesn’t exactly take the edge off of your attitude for long.”
 
   That was a slap to the face. Damn she’d learned to fight way too well from her mother. “What the hell? Seriously? Holy shit, I don’t want to discuss this with you!”
 
   “What? You don’t want to hear from your doctor that you need to get laid once in awhile?” Kira blushed as she said it but continued. “Look I am not exactly comfortable with this subject either. The fact is you need a girlfriend!” She shook her head as she continued. “Justine’s a good girl and maybe you should see what happens.”
 
   “Oh dear god please stop! I already set up a date with the girl.” I felt my cheeks burning as my head swam. Lesson here is don’t get all emotionally riled up after serious blood loss. “I will see what happens, but please let’s do us both a favor and never have this conversation again!”
 
   Kira shrugged as she turned the corner and up the sidewalk to Miyako’s. As I stepped ahead of her and opened the doors she leaned down and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “This isn’t any easier for me than it is for you! I just want you to be happy.” She shrugged as she went by. “You haven’t been happy in a long time. Not completely anyway.”
 
   Handing the elderly hostess a hundred dollar bill and asking for the hibachi table furthest away from the other patrons would ensure our conversation didn’t make the other customers too uncomfortable. Pulling out my company credit card I asked her to charge me for a dozen plates of surf and turf to go for the office personnel, which she kindly offered to deliver while we had our meeting at the table. Gregory showed up twenty minutes later carrying several files confiscated from Smith’s home, which would thankfully end any chance of my earlier conversation with Kira to come back and haunt me for at least an hour or two.
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   Shifting my weight from side to side as I tried to make myself comfortable in the new chair I found myself longing for the comfort of my old one that Kira had described as lumpy. I thought of it more akin to well positioned padding in all the right places. The discomfort made it hard to concentrate on the files Gregory left me at our lunch meeting, and I was still waiting for the remaining files to be uploaded to one of the cloud drives. This was going to be a very long and drawn out process having to go through the mountains of paperwork.
 
   Several of the files contained land deeds all across the nation. Gregory and Agent Anderson were working in conjunction with other field offices to search and seize these properties. As the reports rolled in most were abandoned warehouses but there were a few interesting blips on the radar. Several small tech firms received much of their startup capital from a shell corporation, sufficiently hiding Smith’s involvement. It made me wonder where he had gotten the money but that answer could wait until we ended this nasty little affair. Once that was over we could focus on finding out what these firms were developing and tracing back the money trail to finally put an end to the ‘Church of Fenrir’.
 
   An alert sounded letting me know that a file was currently available on the cloud drive. Opening the drive I saw that Gregory had marked the file urgent. After reading it I understood why. It was the final paperwork on a piece of property on Michoud Blvd. in New Orleans East, that they finalized just two weeks before Helena’s murder. Several attached photos revealed two large cement slabs which had at one time been the site of an apartment complex. There was also a festering cesspool that used to be an olympic size swimming pool and two tennis courts that nature was quickly reclaiming.
 
   The likelihood of finding Smith at the bottom of the pool was more than we could hope for. His car had been found in the East so I suppose it wasn’t that much of a stretch to think he could still be in the area. There was something out in the East that made seemed to make him feel safe and it would be in our best interest to find out what it was, if for no other reason than to ruin that particular fantasy of his. A soft rap came as Kira pushed her head through the opening as she slowly pushed the door fully open.  
 
   “Come.” I said waving her in.
 
   She was quickly followed by Nicholas as he whispered his objection to being dragged into my office like this. She sternly ignored him until he became frustrated and waved one of his plate sized hands in my direction. “Fine, you start the conversation off since he’s your father!”
 
   Kira gave him dirty look before taking a seat leaving Nicholas to pace a few moments longer. Shifting my weight again as I tried to make myself comfortable I waited for the show to begin. They obviously had something important on their minds but Nicholas wasn’t exactly in the mood to share just yet and was clearly unhappy Kira had overrode his objections.
 
   “I took your advice the other day and ran a few tests on the two of us before the lab got blown to bits.” Pushing her tablet across the desk to me she pointed at it. “As you can see you were right, we have the same growths in our ear canals and at the base of our retinas as you.”
 
   Looking at the image on the screen closely I was able to discern that they were both ‘gifted’ with the genetic enhancements. Nicholas looked as if someone had run over his favorite pet as he wrung his hands nervously while pacing the length of the office. Now that it was no longer a fantasy Kira was much more somber that she had when she discovered I was Comus.  “It would appear that you both have concerns...” Kind of a silly thing to say but how else was I supposed to start this conversation? “Is there anything either of you would like to talk about?”
 
   Kira leaned across my desk taking the tablet and reexamining the MRI. “Can you please explain to Nicholas how it is possible that we both have these ‘enhancements’?”
 
   Pushing my chair back I stood as I joined Nicholas in traversing the room forcing Kira to follow. “I’m sure you understand it was just a matter of genetics with you.” Stopping suddenly Kira nearly ran into me as we both looked at Nicholas. “As for our friend here, well it would seem that Gullveig found a way to cheat the system.”
 
   “With the implants?” Kira asked to help the conversation along. “But she hadn’t counted on there being triplets.”
 
   Nodding my approval. “That’s my best guess.”
 
   “So I’m a ‘one off’ or test tube baby, is what you’re saying?” Nicholas growled.
 
   “Well that’s hard to say with any certainty but essentially yes.” Thinking about how to best proceed I thought of Mir. Concentrating I called out for him. A few seconds later he appeared a few feet away giving me a quick bow as both Kira and Nicholas jumped in surprise. “Well now that’s promising!”
 
   Mir’s face turned to stone as he studied the two of them.
 
   “Who the hell is that?” Kira demanded as she and Nicholas took a few steps back.
 
   Nicholas however was curious as he took a wide path around the man. “Something about him seems familiar.” Looking back at me and then to Mir. “Have we met before?”
 
   Putting a reassuring hand on Kira’s shoulder I nodded to Mir who still hadn’t moved. “This my dear is Mir.” Bowing slightly I gave Mir a proud smile. “Mir this is my daughter Kira and that young man next to you is Nicholas.”
 
   The office door slammed shut as Mir began to transform his image, returning to the size I had first encountered. Silence reigned throughout the room until he finally saw fit to break it as his voice rumbled through the air like a shockwave. “Interesting.” He took a tentative step towards Kira with warmth and tenderness flooding his normally granitelike features. “It’s a pleasure to meet your acquaintance Lady Kira.”
 
   Kira trembled beside me, transfixed by the man before us, before she gave a slight curtsy. “Pleased to make your acquaintance Master Mir.”
 
   The two of them stared at each other for several moments longer before Mir bowed low and started circling the room.
 
   Trying to explain things to them I grasped for the words. “Our good friend Mir is a part of someone in the royal family called the Allfather and he manages the ‘Organic Dynamic Intelligence Nexus’ (O.D.I.N.) enhancements that we have been blessed with.”
 
   Both Kira and Nicholas were intrigued at the mention of the O.D.I.N. finally having a name for the potential that resided within their bodies. Mir seemed content studying the situation instead of helping, so I marched on clumsily doing my best to make them understand. Trying to find a starting point I reminded Kira of the clear blue stone I had kept under lock and key, and I tried to explain that it was much like the ‘bone’ Nicholas had encountered. Neither one was what they appeared to be. Both were representations of what they had once been and made up entirely of billions of nanites. The man before us wasn’t actually a physical being no matter what our sense might tell us. Since we were all a part of the Nexus he was able to appear to us whenever he wished.
 
   Nicholas eyed Mir curiously. “So he isn’t real?”
 
   “Flesh and blood, he is not but I wouldn’t go so far as to say he isn’t real.”
 
   Nicholas approached Mir as he studied him carefully. “He sort of looks familiar but I can’t put my finger on it.”
 
   Kira continued to study our guest at a distance before suddenly looking back at me. “He looks a little like you.”
 
   She was stretching things a bit far in my opinion but I wasn’t about to divert their attention at the moment. “I don’t see it but that isn’t the point. The point is Mir is an important resource that we can use.”
 
   Kira turned to me questioningly. “How so?”
 
   “Mir is sentient...” He could feel free to jump in at any moment now and save me a lot of trouble but he seemed content to just stare at us while he paced around the room. He stopped suddenly as his image wavered slightly, then faded away. Running my hand down my face in disbelief I stalked back to my seat. “It would appear that our sentient hologram has left the building.”
 
   “I’m lost here. Anyone care to fill me in?” Nicholas threw up his hands in defeat.
 
   “The two of you should have similar abilities to mine.” My head hurt as I tried to explain the basics. “I can only guess that the two of you have nanites which will prevent you from aging, allow you to access data networks with thought, and possibly even have similar shielding technology as I do.”
 
   As it dawned on Kira about the possibilities she was both overjoyed at the prospects of a very interesting future yet frightened at the reality. The corner of her left eye twitched as it always did whenever she got nervous. She gave me one of those pitiful sad looks as a tear ran down her cheek. “All I need to do is grow another three and a half feet and then I would really be ten feet tall and bulletproof.” It was meant to be a joke to lighten the situation but it just sounded sad and hollow. Plopping herself into the nearest chair she mumbled to herself weakly. “It was supposed to be cool...”
 
   My heart ached for her as the reality of who we were rolled over her like a freight train. “I’m so sorry honey... I didn’t know.” If you’ve ever hurt your child's feelings without intending to, multiply that times a thousand and you would start to know how I felt just now. Nothing I could say would ever make up for the innocence she had lost here today. As a parent I had failed miserably by not preparing her for this possibility.
 
   Nicholas seemed to understand as he put a gentle hand on her shoulder. Both of them were now burdened with the curse and the blessing of being a part of a very unique family. “Where do we go from here?” He asked.
 
   Exhausted I nearly collapsed into my chair. “First we have to deal with the fourth member of our wayward little family here.”
 
   “Four of us?” Kira looked around the room as she made a show of counting the three of us. “I only count three. How do you get four?”
 
   Nicholas’s face sunk as he spoke. “You’re missing my sister.”
 
   Kira’s confusion suddenly faded to be replaced once more with the heaviness of what had to be done. “Oh, her...”
 
   “What are we going to do about my dear little sister?”
 
   “We only have the one choice.” My voice felt weak as the words left my mouth. “Gullveig destroyed the person your sister could have been moments after her birth.” Nicholas stared at the floor, his shoulders slumped as the world weighed heavily upon him. “I know it isn’t fair that you lost a brother and will soon lose a sister so shortly after discovering them.”
 
   Nicholas’s face sunk, yet he remained resolved. “It has to be done.”
 
   He was right. It was something that had to be done yet it was hard to accept, especially in one so young. Without warning the electric storm shutters stuttered as they slowly rolled closed. The lights dimmed slightly while hundreds of thousands of runes sprung to life coursing along the walls, ceiling and floor like tiny rivers. It took me a moment to realize that the runes appeared to be a giant living circuit pulsing and humming to a distant rhythm that felt like home.
 
   Mir appeared once again in the center of the room wearing the living armor I had first met him in as he slowly advanced on the three of us. My shields instinctively wrapped themselves around me and I watched as shields enveloped Kira and Nicholas. Their bodies tensed at first not realizing what was happening to them, and they fell back leaving me to face Mir’s imminent arrival.
 
   He cocked his head to one side as a ragged smile chiseled itself across his granit features. “Good.”
 
   Stepping forward to challenge him I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up as lightning arced between my hands as the smell of ozone filled the air. “You can stop there!” I commanded.
 
   Mir’s helm sprung to life covering his face as he rushed me. Forcing the energy through my right hand I caught him fully in the chest, throwing him across the room and pinning him to the wall with a loud crash. Slowly forcing himself forward he peeled himself from the wall he as he pushed his will against my own. Rocking back I firmly planted my feet to stop from being toppled and discarded. Kira was first to come to my aid as she saw me struggling against Mir’s might. Blue flames danced in my daughters eyes as her body glowed a bluish-green. Cupping her hands and slowly pushing forward I heard the howl of hurricane force winds as they slammed into Mir, sending him sprawling across the room, slamming him against the far wall. Yet he wasn’t finished with us as he forced himself to his feet once more and fought his way through the swirling winds while covered in shining currents of power. Nicholas growled as he stepped forward, his eyes alight with the same fire I saw in Kira. He poured white hot fire across the void at Mir who suddenly vanished and the room returned to normal. The three of us fell to our knees, panting from the exertion. My body felt like it was on fire as it screamed its objection to me loud and clear.
 
   “This is your idea of useful?” Kira panted.
 
   She had a point. If he came at us again in the near future we were spent and death would soon follow. Rolling over and leaning back against my desk I wiped the sweat from my brow. “I don’t understand what happened to him.”
 
   “Nothing happened to me.” Mir’s voice boomed through the office as I rolled to my feet to see him sitting in my chair, or at least appeared to be sitting there. “I just had to be sure we were alone before we went any further.”
 
   “Alone?” Kira growled as her eyes glowed.
 
   Mir stood slowly as his armor morphed into a pair of jeans and t-shirt. “Be calm child and I’ll explain.” Kira grimaced as she looked at me. “While you inherited your gifts rightfully your friend here is an anomaly.” Mir waved at Nicholas who looked more than a little offended at the comment but remained quiet. “I had to make sure that his sibling couldn’t hear us.”
 
   It dawned on me then that he was afraid Gullveig might be able to spy on us through Nicholas. “And?”
 
   Mir shook his head sadly. “Her code is so corrupted that she isn’t even on the same wavelength as we are.”
 
   “But she will have similar abilities won’t she?” Nicholas asked.
 
   “Yes she will.” Mir continued to look pensive as he lost himself in thought.
 
   “How did attacking us ensure she couldn’t hear us?” Kira stalked across the room toward Mir.
 
   “The two things had nothing to do with one another. I was sure she wasn’t on our network with a simple diagnostic.” Mir responded absently. “The ‘attack’ as you call it was to test your abilities.”
 
   Catching up with Kira I placed my hand on her shoulder as I guided her back to her chair and gestured for Nicholas to join her. Giving Mir another minute before I interrupted his thoughts I finally asked, “You seem to have something on your mind, care to share it with the class?”
 
   Mir looked at the three of us for a few seconds as he thought about my request. “No.. no I don’t having anything solid yet but give me a day or two and I might have something then.”
 
   He continued to pace the room, lost in thought and leaving us to wonder what was supposed to happen next. “Could you at least give them a crash course in what to expect?” I asked.
 
   Mir was obviously irritated by our continued interruptions but reluctantly gave in. He flooded our minds with images and information like he had done with me before vanishing back to the aether. The two of them sat there quietly as their minds wrapped around the information. Another set of tears streamed down my daughters face as she began to realize who I really was.
 
   She looked at me sadly as she closed the distance between us, hugging me tightly. “I didn’t understand, but now I do.” Nicholas was on his feet with tears in his eyes as he held a hand out. She looked at him and nodded as they seemed to convey something telepathically as she hugged me tighter.
 
   Shaking Nicholas’s hand I looked down at my daughter as I grew concerned about their reaction to what they had learned. “What’s wrong with you two?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong with us!” Kira pushed herself off me.
 
   “He didn’t share the information with him that he shared with us, is all I can guess.” Nicholas spoke mystified.
 
   Nothing like being left out of whatever was going on yet being the center of attention to quickly piss you off. “What the hell are you two going on about?”
 
   Kira looked as if she were suddenly burdened with more than she could handle as she tried to explain what Mir had shared with them. He had not only given them a crash course in nanotechnology but felt a need to share my entire life story with them. Apparently they had found my life compelling as she spoke of the highs and lows of what I’d been through.
 
   The worst fate to befall a parent was forced upon me today as my daughter’s opinion of me forever changed. When she was given the knowledge of what I had done during my life she would never look at me the same way again. Whatever innocence I hadn’t already robbed her of earlier Mir had crushed under the weight of a lifetime of hard choices, loneliness and the will to survive at any cost.
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   December 4th
 
    
 
   Waking with a start on the sofa in my new office I felt better than I had in a long time. I checked the wounds on my chest to observe that they had closed on their own accord. The nanites it would seem had taken the liberty of cutting the stitches free as they fell away at the slightest touch. Tossing the bandages in the trash as I passed my desk I headed to my private bath. To my surprise someone had left a change of cloths on the counter along with travel size toiletries to get me through till I could buy proper bath supplies. After a quick shower I was hopefully ready for whatever the day held for me.
 
   Opening the door to the office I found Mir sitting on the couch shoulders slumped with his head hung low. Part of me was still angry with him. Correction. Not angry but hurt and wounded by what he had done yesterday. A part me knew that it was necessary even though it caused me pain. Trying to keep my voice even I greeted him as cheerfully as I could.
 
   “Good morning.” Strolling past my desk to the little kitchenette I grabbed a bottle of water.
 
   “We should talk...” His voice was weak and shaky as he stood and faced me. “I found Smith for you.”
 
   Something told me he was dodging the heart of the matter but finding Smith was higher on my priority list than throwing a temper tantrum. “Was that all you wanted to talk about?”
 
   “Yes... and no, but for now we should concentrate on the problem at hand which are Smith and his mistress Gullveig.” He stepped around the chair in front of the desk and appeared to take a seat. “The other can wait till we have more time to sift through things.”
 
   As in nearly turning me into a villainous monster in my daughters eyes I thought?! ‘Yep still pretty pissed off about that, but he was right about needing to shelve it at least for now. After this mess was all tied up we were going to hash some shit out and set some ground rules!’ “Where can I find the pencil dick?”
 
   “I was able to track him to the abandoned theme park in New Orleans East, but we should talk about what makes him dangerous.” Now was a great time for him to suddenly become concerned with my safety and general wellbeing. “The bones that were implanted in Helena, George, Galvez and Smith imbued them with muted abilities similar to your own.”
 
   “Muted?” How could their abilities be muted? They either had them or they didn’t! I thought. Of course I didn’t open my big mouth and say that, but as it turned out I didn’t have to sine Mir was reading my thoughts. This was going to be very uncomfortable if I weren’t able to have a private thought ever again.
 
   Mir gave up trying to communicate verbally and entered my thoughts flooding my mind with the knowledge of what he was trying to convey. During the time that Helena, Creepy George, Galvez and Smith each had held a piece of Gullveig’s cane they were gifted with certain abilities which left them at the time of their death or removal of the foreign object. Mir theorized that when the bones were removed they most probably would have died without the extra help that the nanites had provided. Their bodies would have become reliant upon the nanites to function. While each of them developed a unique set of abilities as a direct result of the symbiotic relationship with the nanites they were hardly comparable to a fully functional model such as myself, Kira, Nicholas or even our good buddy Gullveig.
 
   For instance Creepy George had developed extraordinary strength and agility as a direct result of the nanites. On the flip side he had been unable to create shields of any type or even manipulate the elements into any sort of viable threat. That explained quite a lot considering how easily he had thrown me around during our encounter. While it had hurt my pride at the time I had otherwise been unharmed.
 
   Thanks to Nicholas Mir was able to use a sophisticated scanner to zero in on the frequency emitted by the nanites contained within Nicholas, the cane and even Smith. There was a bit of good news to go along with all the creepiness. The mysterious fifth member of the cult was in Mir’s words ‘offline’, which was a very nice way of saying terminated, dead, worm meat... Sorry got a little carried away there for a moment. It did put the odds more in our favor than I’d dared hope. He didn’t know for how long he’d been ‘offline’ but I didn’t care. It didn’t change the fact that he was no longer in the picture or a threat, which meant that when we faced them there wouldn’t be any sudden arrival to save the day on their behalf. One way or another when Smith and Gullveig were put down this whole nasty little scenario would be finally put to rest.
 
   Mir released me suddenly from our psychic connection and stood there before me with a troubled look on his face. “There’s more to it than that.” Mir confessed.
 
   Son of a bitch! One day I was going to learn to stop thinking in such absolutes! Just when I thought there was going to be an end to this crap I had a feeling that Mir was about to disappoint me. “Like what?”
 
   “While there are only two entities emitting on that particular frequency I found another frequency, corrupted as it may be, a few miles away from their location..” Mir looked more and more confused as he spoke. “It’s a weak signal but there are thousands of them!” Fear gripped him as he suddenly looked weary. “They don’t seem strong enough currently to be a threat but there’s something about them I find familiar. I just can’t place it.”
 
   Seeing that look on his face tied knots in my stomach, making me highly uneasy. “Is it something I should be concerned with while hunting down these two?”
 
   He stomped across the office as he threw his hands up irritated.  “I just don’t know for sure.” He growled as he turned around with equal amounts of anger and fear mixed across his face. “If I could only find the memory I could tell you with more assurance but since I can’t I ask that you proceed with caution.”
 
   Falling back into my chair I let out a huff as I considered this new wrinkle. “Do what you can to keep an eye on whatever ‘they’ may be. For now let’s focus on dealing with Smith and his mistress.”
 
   According to the readings that Mir compiled Smith was emitting up as a very strong signal implied that he most likely had at least two implants. This meant that he would be blessed with double the abilities of his little creepy buddies. Boy was my day shaping up nicely! We surmised it was Smith who created the firestorm that took the lives of several people during our raid on the compound twenty years ago. He was clever, powerful and nursed a pretty big hatred of all things me! Mir was able to track his movements over the last twelve hours and noticed that he patrolled the perimeter every two hours while Gullveig stayed back in one of the dilapidated administrative buildings. My best bet was to catch him alone on the far side of the park during one of his regular patrols.
 
   About an hour later I gave Gregory a call and gave him the scoop as we quickly finalized the plan. Getting up to grab my gear I quickly remembered that it was mostly burned up or buried in my old office. Over the years I had grown to dislike fire! While it purified an area it was one of the more destructive elements, destroying a part of your soul as it took your home. Guess it was a good thing that I wasn’t sure someone like me even had a soul after all the things I’d done in my life.
 
   Grabbing my coat I headed for the stairs taking them two at a time. According to the records Mir provided, we had an armory on the main floor in the restricted sector. Hitting the last step I opened the heavy metal door only to be greeted by Justine who stood there waiting for me.
 
   “You do realize there are stalking laws these days right?” Her smile was breathtaking. Hell even at my advanced age I can appreciate beauty when I see it. For the record after the first hundred years of celibacy you get over the whole age difference debacle that your mind gets caught up in. Normally I had a rule about dating anyone under thirty five but there are always exceptions.
 
   Giving me a sly wink as she seemed to know what I was thinking she looped her arm in mine as she guided me across the lobby. “You spent the night in your office didn’t you?” It was a rhetorical question as she already knew the answer. “Look, you can go to the armory in a minute. First you will join me for breakfast, it's the least you could do.”
 
   Okay that’s just creepy. How the fuck did she know where I was headed? Then it hit me and I stopped short causing her to nearly trip. “Least I could do?”
 
   “Exactly!” She tugged my arm turning me toward the cafeteria. “I was hired under false pretenses!” Smirking as she pulled me along. “Besides who wants to hunt bad guys on an empty stomach?”
 
   She had a point and I was hungry. Smith would still be there in an hour, and if not thankfully Mir could track his movements. “It’s a date then?” I aksed
 
   She giggled as she blushed crimson. “Breakfast hardly rates as a date. How about we call this a preliminary date?”
 
   “Seriously?” Stopping to open the door and letting her pass through before following. “There are preliminary dates these days? Things have really gotten complicated.”
 
   It was nice to sit for a few minutes and forget about the outside world as we ate our breakfast. She was an interesting woman both inside and out. She was older than I thought but at my age a decade really didn’t make that much of a difference in the scheme of things. She served in Afghanistan for two years before leaving the armed forces and returning home to take a job at Charity Hospital and eventually ended up in my employment. Time slowed for me whenever she smiled. While I didn’t like to admit it I was captivated by her sense of humor, intelligence and beauty. This was the furthest thing from the right time she could have picked for a preliminary date but when I thought about it when was there ever a good time? I was always on the hunt for something and if it wasn’t Gullveig it would be something else.
 
   This was also hardly the time to be hypocritical after the advice I had given Kira about seizing the moment and such. The hour passed and our time together was over more quickly than I would have liked but there was work to be done. She assured me I had passed the preliminary qualifications for an actual date and when I got back from the days work we could finalize our plans. It was hardly the time for semantics and use of the word ‘if’ instead of ‘when’, so I excused myself and headed for the armory in a far better frame of mind.
 
   The armory officer was exceedingly helpful as I retrieved six new PX4’s, flash bangs, as well as several actual grenades. It didn’t take more than fifteen minutes to compile the items but it took a further forty to fill out the paperwork involved. Returning to my office I changed into the body armor I picked up and stowed my gear in a duffle bag. As I was checking the last few items to make sure they were secure I heard the door swing open. I didn’t even have to turn around to know it was Nicholas and Kira chomping at the bit to be included in the mission.
 
   They were coming along, but they weren’t going to like what I had to say. “You two can calm down you’re both coming.”
 
   “Damn right we are!” Nicholas grumbled as he marched across the office. “She killed my mother and I want my pound of flesh.”
 
   Digging in the bag I pulled four pistols out of the side compartment handing two to Nicholas and placing the others to my left for Kira. “You do know how to use those right?”
 
   Nicholas dropped the clip and cleared the chamber before I got the words out of my mouth. Eyeing the weapon closely he demonstrated his comfort level with the weapon. “I’m familiar.”
 
   Kira and Nicholas were dressed in similar body armor to my own. Surprisingly Kira picked up her weapons in silence holstering them as she waited for the catch. “You two will be coordinating with the SOG ensuring no one escapes the park.”
 
   “Like hell we will!” Nicholas bellowed.
 
   Kira put a hand on his shoulder as she gently pulled him back. She fondled the handle of her pistol as she made one of her mother’s highly disapproving looks. “So you plan on going in alone against them?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   Nicholas tried to take a step forward but Kira held him in place. “Let’s hear what he has to say.” Giving me a stern look she kept Nicholas in check. “Who knows, he might actually have a plan.”
 
   They would coordinate their efforts with Gregory and the SOG to secure the area. While they handled the perimeter I would already be inside the park hunting Smith. The goal was to catch Smith at the building nearest the merry-go-round. Hopefully I could catch him by surprise and end the situation quickly without raising Gullveig’s suspicions. If I failed in that option they were to enter the park immediately through the main gates to keep her busy till I arrived.
 
   If things went smoothly we could initiate phase two of the plan by using our O.D.I.N. implants to keep in constant communication to coordinate our arrival. Once Smith was down we would proceed to Gullveig location as a unit and terminate her physical form. According to Mir the three of us were incompatible hosts for her but Gregory and his team were not. This was the main reason to keep Gregory and the SOG as far away as possible. The only reason she was able to inhabit her current body was due to the fact she took it within the first few hours of birth before the O.D.I.N system could reject the invasion. With The Staff of Gungnir we would be able to terminate her even in her ethereal form or such was the working theory.
 
   While they had their reservations they agreed that there weren’t a lot of other options. Kira and Nicholas headed out to meet Gregory who had been even less receptive of the plan. It was only the fact Gullveig could escape while destroying one or more of his men that he finally agreed. Everything had been set in motion, but something continued to tug at my memory as I headed for the door. Mir seemed to know more that he had divulged to me but there was no time to deal with that now. It was something we discuss later. Closing the door I headed for the stairs once more as the hand of fate weighed heavily on my soul.
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: h.txfdkgxd2hzi]Chapter 28
 
    
 
   The day was warm even as the skies above turned charcoal gray as a thunderstorm rolled in off the lake. It wouldn’t be long before the sky opened up to cleanse the land of its impurities. Justine slowed the car to a near crawl as I rolled out onto a barren stretch of Paris Road near the rear entrance of the park. Using my shields to camouflage my arrival I blended into the background as I entered and cut through the park. Mir was taking the continuous communications a little too literal as the three of us shared visual and auditory feed. It didn’t take as long as I thought to adjust to the extraneous input but it was still a bit disconcerting to see through their eyes.
 
   What had once been a joyous place to bring children had turned into something much more sinister. A suffocating blanket of dread accompanied the unnatural silence that enveloped the park. Nature, neglect and the elements had taken a toll on the once vibrant theme park which now lay in a creepy, crumbling, hollowed out hulk of what it had once been. The atmosphere here twisted itself into the eerie mirror image of what it once was. The stench of rot and decay permeated the area as if searching for something new to corrupt. The aging behemoth of a roller coaster that once marked the highlight of the park now barely stood as its supports rusted and fell away. I couldn’t help but shiver at the sheer perversion as nature and man fought for supremacy. The park refused to give up the ghost as nature had long ago won the battle leaving this dismal reminder of how helpless man was against the awesome power of the elements.
 
   Mir’s alert pulled me from my revelry letting me know that Smith was slightly ahead of schedule forcing me to adjust my plan on the fly. Given the fact I couldn’t make the original point of interception, ‘Barb’s Ice Cream Shop’, I fell back on plan B. This meant that I would need to take my chances of being crushed if the supports for the coaster gave way as I passed under the crippled beast to the ‘Funhouse’.
 
   Given the state of decay and the creepy jester that lay broken and slumped over the opening as it desperately clung to its prized Mardi Gras beads, the place was closer akin to a haunted house. From what I saw there wasn’t anything fun left to the entire park let alone the rotting building that had once brought such joy to its visitors. Quietly I made my way through the broken door crouching in the darkness as I waited for Smith to pass.  
 
   Focusing on the feed Mir was streaming in my minds eye I was able to watch his progress through the virtual reality overlaid in real time with the world around me. It was the longest five minutes of my life as Ryker took his time strolling through the devastated theme park with hardly a care in the world. As he approached he slowed, seeming to sense my presence.
 
   “I can feel you...” Smith taunted. “Come out and play, I’ve been waiting a long time for this.” He made a show of pulling off his jacket and hanging it on the broken ticket stand just a few feet from where I stood. “I always wanted to know which of us was better.”
 
   Stepping out of the shadow I shimmered back into reality with my shields in tact as I closed the distance between us then hammering his jaw with a hard right hook. “Considering I’m not a pedifile the answer is simple really.”
 
   Even though he rolled with the punch he still hit the ground hard enough to draw blood from several scrapes. Pushing himself to his feet he wiped the blood from his cheek as he gave me an appraising look. “Cheap shot, on both accounts.” Spitting blood as he gave me a wicked smile. “I like girls of all ages. Hell, your daughter is a pretty little thing!”
 
   Now that’s a just good way to piss me off! In response to his smartass remark I threw a kick to his midsection doubling him over as I grabbed the back of his head and slamming it into my knee. His nose bloomed crimson as blood ran freely. As he staggered back and fell on his ass I slowly took a step forward.
 
   Wiping his nose he chuckled. “I hope that’s not the best you got to offer.”
 
   He swept his long legs out quickly catching me at the knee as he took my legs out from under me. Landing hard against the pavement I felt him scramble atop me as he pummeled my face and chest with quick heavy blows.
 
   Throwing my weight to one side I pushed him off of me. Getting to my feet first I kicked him hard in the ribs and cracking a couple of them, though unfortunately the propulsion of the kick helped him to his feet. He was stronger and tougher than he looked which meant I was in for a long hard fight.
 
   He went on the offensive as he launched himself at me, catching me in the throat with an elbow, causing my shields to give slightly under the pressure of the blow. He quickly followed with a knee to the midsection lifting me off the ground as he pushed me away, causing me to skid across the asphalt.
 
   “You’re what’s she’s afraid of?” He advanced on me kicking hard against my midsection. “Pathetic! Your shields won't last forever and when their down, I’m going to enjoy making you bleed.”
 
   Rolling to my knees I blocked his next kick using its force to help me up. Wrapping fire around my right fist I slammed it hard against his jaw causing it to blister as the skin burned away.
 
   His amusement was suddenly gone as he grimaced in pain. He kicked me hard in the midsection throwing me back a few feet, allowing him room to work. Spreading his fingers on his left hand darkness filled the empty space until his whole hand was shrouded in an inky residue. Diving to the side as he flung the ichor toward me, it landed on the metal door frame where it became animated. The darkness oozed around the frame, disintegrating everything it touched including several inches of the cinderblock wall before winking out of existence. Quickly making a mental note for future reference, the black, inky, whatever the hell you call it, was something I should probably avoid.
 
   From the stunned look on his face I suspected most people were not quick enough to avoid his inky little friend. I got to my feet as he stumbled back a few steps trying to call forth more of the darkness. Luckily it didn’t appear he had the ability to repeat the action again so quickly. Closing the gap between us I threw an elbow at his throat. Even though he was obviously taxed from the effort of calling forth the darkness he was able to move to one side causing me to only catch him in the shoulder.
 
   He fell back against the wall of the ‘funhouse’ and his hands suddenly glowed. The blue paint of the wall behind him turned black from the heat of his body. The sudden lack of oxygen burned my lungs as the air superheated around me. Forcing more of my will into my shields I pulled a knife from its sheath and drove it through his right shoulder and was rewarded as he screamed out in pain.
 
   He caught me hard in the face with his elbow, throwing me to one side as he quickly pulled the blade from his flesh. “You’re going to pay for that!” He grunted as he threw the knife to the side. “When I finish with you I’m going to find that pretty little daughter of yours, Kira I think her name is, and she and I are going to have some fun!” Licking his lips he lost himself to the thought. “She will beg for death before its all over, and who knows, you might wind up with a grandchild out of the deal! What do you think of that? She’ll like...”
 
   He didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence as I slammed my will against his chest sending him through the weakened cinderblock wall.
 
   Rage rolled over me as it washed away the pain, leaving only the burning desire to ensure the man wouldn’t be a threat to anyone ever again. “You should’ve kept your mouth shut!”
 
   The biggest mistake people make during a fight is talking instead of finishing the job. Second biggest mistake is saying something to piss the other guy off and Smith just made both. Allowing my anger to fuel my abilities I stalked through the broken wall. Smith was on all fours, trying to get to his feet when I put all my strength in a hard right kick to his ribs spinning him in the air and landing hard on his back. Holding out my right hand I summoned the discarded blade and caught it by the hilt a half second later. Two or three of Smith’s ribs were broken and at least one of them punctured his lung, causing him to cough blood as he tried to right himself.
 
   He tried to summon fire once more as I swatted his hands aside and slid my blade through the nook of his elbow making him to scream in agony. My fury had fully taken hold of me. I slammed my knee against his face knocking out a couple of teeth in the process. Blood ran freely across his burned and blistered face as I continued to advance on him. He crab walked away from me but it was of no use. I slammed my boot into his left knee shattering it.
 
   He screamed again as he flailed uselessly on the floor. His sharp intake of breath caused him to choke on his own fluids. He was slowly drowning to death but I didn’t care. I wanted to make him pay for his sins.
 
   “You’re not supposed to do this, you’re one of the good guys.” He pleaded.
 
   Slamming my boot against his right ankle I felt it give way under the pressure. “That’s a matter of perspective...” I sent a hard kick to his groin causing him to choke as he got the dry heaves. “I lose perspective when you start talking about my daughter.”
 
   Kneeling beside him I slowly slipped my blade through the iliacus, which is that soft spot between your pubic bone and hip. His lungs refused him enough air to scream so he mostly gurgled and choked as the blood frothed on his lips.
 
   “You’re going to die here, in this god awful place, very shortly.” Twisting the blade as I yanked it free his body tensed in pain. “We have a few minutes.” I slammed my fist into his already broken ribs sending another one through his already ragged lung. “Make peace with whatever god you believe in.”
 
   “That’s the man I remember.” A smile crossed his lips before another wave of pain hit him. “I remember that look when you killed my father during your raid twenty years ago.”
 
   The thought of him destroying Gregory’s daughter filled my mind. “Is that why you molested Gregory’s daughter?”
 
   “That’s such an ugly term.” He coughed again as I slowly forced my blade through the palm of his right hand. “She liked it!”
 
   Turning the blade I pulled it towards me splitting his hand in two as it exited between the ring and middle finger. “You shouldn’t threaten a man’s daughter.”
 
   Slamming the hilt into his wrist it shattered. “Just kill me!”
 
   That was too simple and much too easy for a man such as he! He had threatened to harm Kira and that was more than I could bear. “Not yet.” Moving around his prone form I dropped to my right knee, quickly breaking two more ribs on his uninjured side. “You have yet to pay for the sins I know about, let alone the ones that I don’t.”
 
   His eyes glazed over as he convulsed as his body continued to starve from oxygen deprivation.
 
   “Dad, please!” Kira’s voice broken as I could see her wipe tears from her eyes. “Please stop.”
 
   Anger continued to course through me but I pulled it back as I spun the knife in my hand before driving it through Smith’s left eye. He convulsed as his body objected to this last grievous insult before going still.  
 
   “Thank you.” Kira whimpered.
 
   “He deserved worse.” Nicholas growled as he opened the car door. “Let’s move.”
 
   Nicholas was angry and he had every right to be, Smith had cut his mother open and Gullveig had made him watch. Kira was confused and angry. She had never been baptized in the heat of battle and as such didn’t realize that to fight monsters you sometimes had to become one. She was a healer not a warrior and it showed through her mercy toward a man who threatened her harm. I could only hope that she would one day gain a balance between the two.
 
   Nicholas looked back at Kira who was still sitting in the drivers seat. “We need to go!” His voice was hard and reserved. “We have a job to do.”
 
   Kira looked back at him. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
 
   “You can stay back if you need to.” It was a lot to ask of someone to force them into a situation they weren’t ready for. “Nicholas and I can handle this alone. Make sure the others stay put till we're done.”
 
   “Thank you.” Kira whispered as she adjusted herself before getting out of the car to meet with Gregory.
 
   “I’m coming through the gate now.” Nicholas strode through the turnstiles breaking the arms off one as he passed through. “We end this today!”
 
   With barely a thought I faded into the background as I hurried through the haunting remains of the park to catch up with the wrathful young man intent on finding justice for the wrongs heaped upon him. Justice doesn’t always fall in line with the law of the land. For example O. J. Simpson was able to buy a not guilty verdict. What I did to Smith was more akin to justice even though it went against the letter of the law. He was owed a very long and painful death which he was denied. My daughter had granted the man a small mercy which was more than he deserved.
 
   Nicholas paused as he entered the park reading a heavily graffitied welcome sign which read, ‘Welcome to Zombieland Kids’. Shaking his head he continued through the eerily empty streets. Kicking a half rotted teddybear out of his way as he passed the Cosmopolitan Hotel and Metropolitan building to the pathetic inoperable fountain.
 
   Cutting through the grass I was forced to jump over one of the fallen bungee swing arms. From there I took the long way around the broken parachute ride which littered the ground with several rusted chains and broken plastic seats. Shimmering into view a few feet away from Nicholas I slowed my pace to an easy walk as he turned to greet me with hardened steel in his eyes. His resolve to see this to its end was clearly seen in his demeanour. He was hardly at peace with it but understood what had to be done. I had to admire his tenacious nature in one so young.
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: h.uahlmufnucsx]Chapter 29
 
    
 
   A strong north wind churned the gray skies above as thunder rolled in the distance. The chill in the air had less to do with the temperature and more to do with a deep foreboding sense of an impending doom. I could smell the muddy waters of the lake as Mother Nature put on a spectacular display of her powers as a steady wind seemed to push us toward our destiny. Shivering as the adrenaline rush subsided from my encounter with Smith I studied the virtual overlay of the Metropolitan Building.
 
   Communicating with Nicholas via the Nexus we formulated our plan of attack. Once inside we would split up and attack Gullveig from different directions in the hopes of gaining the upperhand. Even now I was able to feel her power through the broken building before us. Her anger and hatred rolled through the land in waves like some sort of perverted heartbeat. Nicholas could feel it whether or not he realized it as he swayed in time with its rhythm.
 
   As we entered the building through the side entrance we kept a close eye on the glowing figure of Gullveig at the heart of the dilapidated structure’s virtual overlay. My senses were nearly overwhelmed as the scent of rotting meat, mold and feces hung heavily in the air. For a moment I thought Nicholas would pass out, but he quickly regained control of his body.
 
   Without Mir's visual guidance we would have been hopelessly lost. The place was barely recognizable. The flood waters of Katrina had collapsed walls, filling the hallways with debris. Add to that the fact that the trespassers had been less than kind as they vandalized what little remained. Piles of trash, broken sheetrock and left over mud made our progress tedious. As we approached the first intersection Nicholas found his path blocked by part of the roof that had collapsed. He was forced to backtrack through one of the broken offices, cutting through one of the many gaping holes.
 
   Officially on my own I steadied my nerves, focusing on the task at hand. Allowing my senses to stretch out before me the only life force I could detect was Gullveig’s. As a side note, when even the rodents have left the building you might want to reconsider your destination. I however didn't have that particular luxury. Keeping an eye on Nicholas I was able to monitor his progress, what little there was. He was being forced to take alternate routes due to the copious amount of debris.
 
   Considering my history with Gullveig I wasn’t sure she would expect me to bring anyone along for the ride. I was really hoping that would be all the extra edge we'd need to put her down once and for all. If she were expecting me to try and take her alive to be brought to some type of justice... Well she was sadly mistaken. Things had gone much too far and she was too dangerous for anything but her eminent demise to be an option.
 
   I couldn't wait all day for Nicholas to get in position so I proceeded on my own. Quickly able to traverse the path she and Smith probably used during their tenure here, I was soon at one of the last working doors. The filth covered rusty door was all that stood between my ancient enemy and myself. Taking one last deep breath to steady my nerves, I pulled the door from its hinges. This had once been a overly large room for private parties but now the bare cement floors were covered in dried mud from the lake and recently discarded food containers. Obviously she had been living here for sometime now.
 
   Gullveig on the other hand looked as if she had taken a bath or three since she'd kidnapped Galvez. Someone had trimmed her hair, applied makeup and dressed her in the latest tactical gear. If it weren't for the fact she was a remorseless killer I could have appreciated her supermodel beauty. Damn, I had to give Helena extra credit for birthing such attractive children. She stood there in middle of the room smiling at me. It was the type of smile that sent shivers up your spine. Pulling off her jacket she tossed it to the side.
 
   "You haven’t changed in all these years!" Giving me a wide berth she slowly started to circle the room. "However do you do it?"
 
   Dropping my coat I fell in sync with her movements. "I dunno, good living, eating right and not being a total douchebag psycho killer?"
 
   She gave me a quick smile while cracking her knuckles. "Oh don't be like that. I remember when you couldn't get enough of me!"
 
   My mind was flooded with clouded thoughts and strong lust filled emotions. What the fuck was that? Shaking free of the carnal fog I gave her the finger. "Cute trick, but let's try to stay out of the fiction section."
 
   She moved so quickly that it barely registered that she was behind me before she tenderly kissed my neck. "I'm hurt that you don't remember." I felt a sharp pain on my face as her blade dug into the soft flesh of my right cheek before she returned to her position opposite me.
 
   I was definitely feeling out classed and I was clearly fighting out of my league. She held the advantage since she seemed fully aware of her abilities and I was only just now beginning to see my potential.
 
   She adopted a condescending tone as she gave me a less than sincere frown. "Ahh, honey don't be like that."
 
   "Be like what?" I growled.
 
   "You always had that sour little look when you were worried about something."
 
   Before I could blink she sped towards me as she produced her signature weapon. She planted the cane's blunted surface into my abdomen like a speeding truck. Doubling over I flew across the room, landing in a heap as pain coursed through me.
 
   "You needn't worry too much just yet." She added
 
   Picking myself up off the ground, I grunted in pain from the freshly broken rib. "Yeah? Why's that?"
 
   "You have a few things I would like returned." Holding up her cane as if I should know what she was on about.
 
   It suddenly occurred to me that she wanted the nanites Nicholas now claimed as his own. I couldn't help myself as a smile danced its way across my mouth. "About that..." Forcing my will through Gungnir it took its true shape, hungering to be wielded in battle. It pulsed with a life of its own healing my wounds. "I think I'm going to have to refuse your oh so subtle request."
 
   This time when she bolted across the room at me I was able to keep up blocking the blow meant for my skull. Sparks rained down between us as our weapons clashed against one another.
 
   Suddenly I felt an explosion rock the building as she quickly retreated several yards away. It didn’t take me long to understand what had happened. Nicholas, though still alive, lay several rooms away and buried under newly fallen debris from an exploded landmine. Who the hell uses landmines inside a building?
 
   She sneered as she spoke. "How unlike you to bring a guest along. You know, that was very rude of you as the invitation was for you alone!" Shrugging she made a hmmp noise as confusion set in. "I guess Smith was right about you after all, but this isn’t the way it's supposed to happen."
 
   I hadn't a clue as to what she meant but guessed that this was about the only opportunity I would have in the way of a surprise attack. Swiping Gungnir through the air an arch of pure white energy slammed across her chest lifting her off the floor before slapping her against the exposed metal I beams.
 
   Even running at top speed I felt clumsy and slow compared to Gullveig, though it was fast enough to get me to her before she had time to recover. Holding Gungnir lengthwise in both hands I slammed her hard enough against the beam for it to groan as it gave ever so slightly.
 
   I followed it with a vicious uppercut with the glowing green counterweight. A nasty cut bloomed to life just under her eye. Blood flowed freely from the cut down her left cheek and for the first time I saw fear in her eyes.
 
   “I guess that wasn’t supposed to happen either.”
 
   Time slowed to a crawl for me as our bodies sped across the room at each other. Part of me registered the fact that we were moving faster that what should’ve been possible, but the part of me that was connected to Gungnir told me this was my natural state. Spinning Gungnir I slashed across her midsection with the glowing sapphire tip in the hopes of ending this quickly but she was faster than I’d anticipated. Sidestepping my attack I was only able to graze her right ribs with barely a flesh wound.
 
   She gave me a hard sidekick to the chest lifting me several feet off the ground, but with my heightened senses and added agility I kept myself righted and landed on my feet none the worse for wear. Forcing my will through the spear as I built up momentum I slammed the hilt into the floor sending a shockwave through the room, knocking her off her feet. Things were finally evening out or so I thought.
 
   Gullveig rolled to her feet and sent a wave of the same inky darkness I’d seen Smith use earlier across room at just about chest level. I dove to the side allowing her precious seconds to right herself while I scrambled out of harms way. She continued to press her advantage, hitting me with a beachball sized fireball. Slammed against my shields it carried me across the room and through the weakened wall.
 
   And there it was again! That nagging feeling I was fighting out of my depth. So yippee for me! Dragging myself back to my feet and pissed off as hell, I now wanted my pound of flesh. Gungnir pulsed, urging me back into battle as it hungered to be used for the purpose for which it was created. O.D.I.N. was working overtime as I calculated the percentage of success of various attacks, all of which were less than dismal. I quickly checked on Nicholas who was still immobile and apparently unconscious. The only promising news was the fact he would probably live to see another day. I wasn’t as confident about that as far as I was concerned. Even with the nitrous Gungnir supplied I was clearly out of practice and Gullveig knew it.
 
   “It’s hard to believe you were once the most feared being in the known universe.” She sneered. She stalked around the room waiting for that perfect moment to put me down. “It’s a shame really!”
 
   “What’s that?” I couldn’t help myself. She clearly knew something I didn’t.
 
   She stopped as joy crossed her face. “You really don’t remember do you?” She bit her lip as she eyed me closely. Something about the gesture was familiar to me but I couldn’t place why with my jumbled memories.
 
   “That wasn’t an answer!” I growled.
 
   “No, I guess it wasn’t. It’s a shame you will never realize your potential.” Her expression softened as she let her guard down just for a moment. “We could change things, you and I.”
 
   Confusion set in as I wondered what she was talking about. “How’s that?”
 
   “We could work together and rule this world. The power is well within our grasp.”
 
   Holy shit she actually sounded serious. “I think we have very different views on how we live our lives.”
 
   Sadness seemed to embrace her suddenly as her face bespoke of ancient pains. “It wasn’t always that way you know.”
 
   What the hell was she talking about? “That’s the second time you’ve referred to the fact that we were once close.”
 
   She stood there with sorrow in her eyes and her voice trembled with old hurts. “I’m like you now! With this body I won’t age and we can be together again.”
 
   Ever have that creep factor set into your bones? You know when you’ve met crazy and its gone way off the deep end. Well I was feeling like I passed that mark several miles ago and now I was in a whole new fully developed world of insanity.
 
   “So... You think because you won’t age now that we can just pick up wherever it was that we left off?” I really needed to sit down and do some hard thinking because if I ever dated this type of crazy I sure as hell didn’t remember it. “You might want to jog my memory a little because you’re just not ringing a bell!”
 
   Okay that pissed her off.
 
   She sped across the room and even with the additional speed I was barely able to deflect her attack as she raked the cane across my right cheek leaving deep gouges from my forehead to my jawline, blinding me in the process. I felt pain as she drove her fist into my throat causing me to sputter as I gasped for air. Struggling to keep conscious I swung Gungnir catching Gullveig hard on the left arm, hearing a very satisfactory snap of breaking bone. She fell to the floor grasping at her broken limb before taking her revenge.
 
   She kicked out with her left foot and caught me in my ribs, snapping three of them like twigs. She rolled atop me driving her knee into my broken rib cage, forcing broken bones through my lung. Gungnir shrunk to the size of a short sword as I drove it through her shields and deep into her abdomen. Grabbing Gungnir she twisted it free of my grip and carelessly flung it aside.
 
   “You haven’t won anything by destroying this body!” Each word cost her as she struggled with the pain. “Thanks to you there are several viable hosts just outside.” She spit in my face before driving one of the talon-like claws of the cane through my shoulder. “But you... You will die here today and I will build an empire with the L.O.K.I.”
 
   No matter how much I wanted to object, I couldn’t even breath. Between her weight on my chest and my lungs filling with fluids I was dying. I had failed and there was nothing I could do to stop her and her master plan. My god she had involved the L.O.K.I. and it wouldn't be long before Jormungandr would devour this world and there was nothing I could do to stop the beast. I finally managed one word but it cost me as I choked on my own blood. “Why?”
 
   “You really don’t remember... even now you are clueless.” She leaned forward licking the blood off my chin and giving me a sly wink. “It’s your own fault you know. I was dying and you refused to help so I went in search of a cure so we could be together.” She coughed as she gasped for air. “The L.O.K.I. were so anxious to help me and until just a few years ago I had no idea why, but now, now I know!”
 
   The last part came out just a little deranged. As I lay there drowning in my own blood and very near death I wasn’t terrified but could only feel concern for the safety of my daughter. I’d lost contact with her via the Nexus and I feared she’d never know how much I loved her.
 
   Gullveig slapped the butt of her cane against my jaw breaking it in several places as she sneered. “All hail the Allfath...”
 
   Suddenly I watched the glowing sapphire tip of Gungnir protrude through Gullveig’s forehead creating a third gruesome eye showering me in her blood.
 
   “Get the hell off my father you twisted psychotic bitch!” Kira screamed flinging Gullveig’s corpse to one side with barely a twitch. She kept her focus on the broken form of Gullveig waiting for the noxious true form of the witch to appear as she tried to escape her fate. Kira was too fast for her as she slashed through the blackness destroying the creature once and for all.
 
   More than a small part of me was proud of her for destroying the beast but another part of me knew that the price she would ultimately pay was high. Kira had never killed anyone before. She had always managed to bring her targets to justice alive. Now she was safe and sound and there was nothing left to threaten her. I could now go in peace. Perhaps the L.O.K.I. would move on now that their interloper had been terminated.
 
   Kira knelt beside me with tears running down her face. “Please, you’ve got to stay with me!”
 
   It hurt me more than I’d expected to see her in such distress. For the first time in her life I wasn’t able to give her what she wanted most. Darkness closed in on me no matter how much I fought against it. Finally I resigned myself to the will of the gods and left my fate in their hands. Suddenly there was mostly silence except in the distance I could hear a group of men arguing. I couldn’t make out what they we saying but they all sounded angry about something. Their voices rolled over me with the power of many oceans in a language I couldn’t comprehend. For the first time in nearly three thousand years I felt insignificant by comparison. Theirs was the power to create worlds or to turn the universe inside out on a whim. These were the Gods, with a capital G!
 
   Taking a knee I awaited their judgement for the man I’d been. I didn’t hold out much hope that I was going anywhere nice.
 
   “Oh, and why is that?” Turning around I found Hustahli standing there. He wasn’t the same being I’d encountered two hundred years ago let alone two days ago. Today he was a being of pure energy, power radiating from him like warmth from the sun.
 
   Ashamed I bowed my head as my life replayed itself before my eyes. “I’ve fought, killed, and in general have not been a very nice person.”
 
   The glowing form of Hustahli faded, replaced by the familiar avatar I’d come to know. “And you’ve done this to save those around you from a fate sometimes worse than death.” He stepped before me and put a gentle hand under my chin, lifting my eyes to meet his. “Isn't it about time someone stood between you and the darkness?”
 
   My body ached as I drew a ragged breath. Kira fell back from me with relief as Hustahli stood over us. His power filled the room, healing my wounds and destroying the broken form of Gullveig. “All is as it should be my child!”
 
   I rolled over and took a knee. “Thank you my Lord!”
 
   A gentle smile crossed his face as he looked at me kindly. “Calling me father will do...”
 
   Father? What? “I’m sorry what?”
 
   “There isn’t time my child, but know this Starborn, your time is coming.” And just like that he was gone.
 
   The far door burst open as Nicholas stumbled through looking a little worse for wear but would survive. Kira contacted Gregory giving him the all clear. Nicholas grabbed Gullveig’s cane in frustration. That was probably not wise as the nanites worked their magic instantly turning themselves into a liquid form and being absorbed by their long lost master. He fell clutching his skull, convulsing. Kira dropped her phone as she rushed over to help, though there was little that she could do at this point. His vitals returned to normal shortly thereafter and he went still. Hopefully he’d recover given time. I could hear Gregory and his men trudging their way through the battered hallway. I didn’t even try to fight the darkness as it overtook me once more.
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   The next few days passed quickly as I healed. I’d suffered multiple injuries during my encounter with Gullveig, the nastiest of which were the wounds to the right side of my face. Whatever Hustahli had done saved my eye, even though it was turning an interesting shade of translucent blue with a single dot of polished hardened steel. The powers she had possessed prevented the Nexus from performing its regular duties, which meant I would be left with some pretty nasty scars.
 
   Kira and I were speaking about everything except what had transpired that day between myself and Smith, or her and Gullveig for that matter. As I have said there is no hope for redemption for those who live as I do. My only concern is that my daughter will find a better way. It is my duty to ensure that she is never forced to make the choices I have, and I feel that I have already failed her in that respect when she killed Gullveig. It is a hard lesson to learn that sometimes you are forced to become the monster to save those you love.
 
   Kira had taken the liberty of scheduling an appointment with the architect and construction company to refurbish four of the condos on the fifteenth floor which would soon be my new residence. After the recent events involving the L.O.K.I. I had given up hope of calling anyplace home. I feared things were going to get hairy sooner than later. But Kira did not. Whatever Mir had detected at the dilapidated grounds just northeast of the park were now gone. The festering septic tank that had once been a pool was now empty and whatever it contained had left. I knew that it was only a matter of time before whatever it was came back around.
 
   With all that was happening I thought it would be best for me to move into the apartment early to be closer to work and to keep an eye on some of the more sensitive projects. Standing there looking out the window of my new unfinished apartment I let my mind wonder to what Gullveig had meant about why the L.O.K.I. had helped her. The real question was why the L.O.K.I. had saved her and turned her into the monster she’d become.
 
   Mir’s reflection suddenly appeared in the window but I remained silent. “A penny for your thoughts, sire?”
 
   That made me smile until I studied his reflection a little harder. His expression never changed as he stood there waiting for me to put the pieces together. The scars across the right side of his face matched my new scars almost exactly and our eyes...
 
   “What the hell?” Turning I tried to catch Mir by the arm forgetting for a moment he was merely a projection in my minds eye. “Mir?”
 
   Mir sighed as he stalked away from me as he hung his head. “I wasn’t sure until after your encounter with the witch.”
 
   “How in the hell can’t you be sure?” Anger rose in me as the realization came to me that Gullveig had been right about some things after all. “You have all my memories! You are me!”
 
   “You don’t understand.” He paced around the empty apartment. “There’s so much that was and still is concealed from me.”
 
   Anger boiled up inside of me as my mind raced. “Concealed by who?”
 
   “You, or perhaps some force greater than us.” His answer was simple and so powerful it caused me to rock backwards as if hit by gale force winds. “You hid this and so much more away.” Mir’s cheeks burned crimson as he stormed towards me. “But I can piece parts of it together and so can you!”
 
   Nicholas’s face flashed before my eyes and I realized that it was his hand on the end of Gullveig’s cane, and that one day she would kill him and sever his right hand as a trophy. My anger evaporated almost instantly as I stammered. “We can change the course of things if we can foresee our mistakes.”
 
   “Have you given it any thought that this isn’t the first time we have tried the manipulate the time and that’s why you’ve blocked those memories?” Mir looked about as confused as I felt. “The real question should be how did we get lost in time?”
 
   Thinking about it made my head hurt but Mir, or should I say I, was right. How had we gotten lost in time 2800 years ago? Did we travel from the past or the future, or both? Why here and now? Was this a second chance or was this how it all started in the first place? My soul felt empty, and for the first time I didn’t know how or where to begin but I knew someone who did. Hustahli had saved me for a reason. He had said I had much to do and miles to go before I could rest, but no matter how often I called out for Hustahli he had yet to show.
 
   Tony Costa announced to the city that through the diligent work of the NOPD they were able to capture the serial killer known as Creepy George. If Tony kept this up he would one day be in line for the job of police commissioner but I was sure that would be several years down the road. Gregory in conjunction with Special Agent in Charge Anderson made a joint announcement that Agent Smith was killed in a shootout involving the persons responsible for the death of Helena Summers and Dr. Galvez. It was all tied up in a nice neat little package with only one downside. Smith was hailed as a hero to the general public. Anderson was conerned of a public relations nightmare, and with all the unrest over the last few weeks it was best to just let it go.
 
   In the days that followed I found myself spending more and more time with Mir as we tried to formulate a plan to best deal with the L.O.K.I.. We now knew that it wasn’t a matter of ‘if’ the L.O.K.I. would come but rather ‘when’ they would come for us. We found traces of their presence in the old pool in New Orleans East and armed with new information we were able to devise a tracking system. In time we would hopefully be able to track and destroy them before they became a threat.
 
   For now I will continue my fight as I always have. To stand somewhere between the light and dark to shield those under my protection. I am Viktor Engle Warden and if you have darkness in your heart you should make peace with whatever god you believe because I’m coming for you...
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