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Chapter one





 


The trick to running, Tyler
figured, was in not stopping every ten minutes.


That would have sounded pretty
easy, of course. Most people even knew that about long distance foot travel. It
was kind of a basic, nearly instinctual thing. Not that he wasn't doing it in a
funny fashion at the moment. Really, moving along like he was, being very
careful never to let his lead foot fall in front of where his shoulder was
while moving, wasn't even jogging. It probably looked a bit like he was skating
around the world, his hands sliding almost straight out and back, instead of
moving in arcs. It was really low impact though, and nearly as efficient as
walking, while letting him go a lot faster. Nearly eight miles an hour.


Still, though it wasn't that hard
physically, even having moved up the sidewalk of the hill next to the park,
there were reasons to get sidetracked from what he was doing. Like the girl who
was lying down on the other side of the hill, actually in the street, next to
the community college. She had a cell phone in her hand, and spoke into it
loudly enough that he could hear her, now that he was paying attention. She
sounded really out of it.


"Help." The word was
apathetic, and seemed nearly drugged. It was hard to tell much about her, other
than that she wasn't very big. Well, that, and it seemed she needed some aid.


Probably protection from the five
seedy people that stood over her.


The sun was just coming up, which
the hill and the variety of leafy trees on it had blocked until he went over
the top. There were no cars on the road, thankfully, or at least this portion
of it, since it was only about four-thirty. Tyler liked to get out early, and
get the hard work out of the way for the day. Plus, the way he was running made
him look weird, so this way, being out before anyone else got up, no one would
notice.


One of the men, who was tall, and
had light colored skin, grunted. It was a low, guttural thing that seemed out
of place. He was dressed to go out, which probably meant the girl with the cell
phone was drunk, and had just been out clubbing with the rest of her friends.


She spoke again, her voice tiny,
and scared.


"They'll... Kill me."
That was for whoever was on the phone, he bet, still moving that direction.


The gang of people, who were all
pretty tall, seemed to be mixed as far as gender went. Race too. Three of them
were guys, and two were ladies. As he closed, he understood something else
about them. They were all also Vampires. It was the teeth and the solid blood
red eyes that gave them away.


His stomach clenched tightly in
fear. This gaggle of people weren't regular people, and they had this
girl on the ground. Ready to take her life. That was, from what he's read and
heard, a bit strange. The lady at the library who'd talked to the public about
Vampires, Linda, had mentioned that they all needed to keep their food, animal
or Human, alive. It was a kind of energy based magic that let them live.


Then again, the woman had also
mentioned that the new ones, the very young, weren't always perfect that way,
and would feel a desire to kill when they fed. It was why they were all
supposed to eat the bottled blood now. That way there would be no mistakes.
Really, Linda, who had been cute and harmless looking, had said it was so there
would be fewer. Even the head honchos of the Vamps didn't think it would work
all the time. It was what they others were supposed to be doing. Not
killing women in the streets.


Pulling a pipe from under his
long coat, a thing that was far too warm for late June, even this time of day,
the man in front grinned. He looked nearly normal, but had really did have
those blood red eyes, with no whites, and the requisite protruding fang teeth.
A classic, if Tyler remembered correctly. Like Dracula, except that
wasn't a real thing. In fact Vampires kind of hated that story. The library
Vampire had clued them into that one nearly first thing.


They were fast, and strong. They
didn't have claws though, and while their bites were dangerous, it should only
be a bit worse than fighting a person as far as that went. People could
bite, but the jaw and face shape wasn't really structured for it. Their flat
little faces just weren't up to the task of doing it right. The undead were
built the same way, even with the protruding and sharp looking canines, so they
weren't a lot better off that way than say, he was. It was a thing that he'd
studied, actually. When he was teaching himself how to fight. His mother had
suggested that a man should learn how to protect himself, and being that she'd
raised him alone, he'd sort of had to work that out for himself. Mainly
by using his head, and some books from the library. Not that he hadn't picked
Linda's brain on the topic, too. It was a bit weird maybe, but the kind Vampire
woman had stayed for nearly an hour, giving him tips.


Just to take the doubt out of the
whole thing for Ty, Pipe-Master the Vampire jumped in and hit the downed girl
in the head, making her phone fly away. The poor thing skittered on the ground,
moving off about ten feet. There was a voice on it, that sounded like a girl,
but he couldn't make anything out really. Tyler did notice that the girl
that had been hit was a bit older than he thought. Also a Vampire,
though different than the others there. She was chalk white, for instance, and
while her eyes were also a brilliant red, her teeth were different. There were
rows of fangs, when she was hit again, and her mouth opened as she flew back.
She was also tiny, which had made him think her age was younger than her face
spoke to. The look meant that she was a Manthori, he thought. Though they were
normally taller than this.


The man smiled, wickedly.


"That's right, bitch. We will
kill you." He took a step forward, raising the pipe, a lead colored thing
about two feet long, once again.


Tyler yelled then, closing with
them anyway, very quietly as far as his footfalls went. The way he was running
wasn't that fast, but it was good as far as not making a lot of unneeded sound
went.


"No. You won't. Back
away from her. Now." It sounded pretty bold even, with only a small
fearful tremor to it. At least he could make that out. What these others
thought he had no idea. Probably, if they thought anything at all, it would be
about how their early breakfast had already arrived.


That would have to do though, for
the moment, since he was nearly certain that any of these beings could kill him
in half an instant. The honest truth was that Tyler probably couldn't have
taken them all, even if they were Human. Five to one was too much that way for
almost anyone. Two of them had knives that he hadn't noticed, and one was armed
with a pipe. So even if they'd been middle school kids, they could probably
take him. They weren't. All he was armed with was his charm and good
looks. Since no one had ever praised either of those things very highly, it did
not look good for him.


Not that he could let some woman
be killed in front of him. Not alone, at any rate. It was a cultural thing, but
one that was pretty strong. Otherwise he would have tried to flee for his life,
instead of being a moron.


The voice from the phone went
silent for a bit, so he called out, in case anyone could hear him.


"We're just off Fourth
Plain, by the Burgerville, up the hill to the left!" At the same time he
raised his hands, going extra high with them. His fists were pointed up, which
wasn't normally that good for hitting, and he hunched into himself.


The idea was, if he wasn't an
idiot, that it would make it a little harder for the Vampires to get at his
throat. It meant using hammer blows as a primary weapon, which might throw some
people off. For a bit anyway. People in America were used to seeing boxing and
traditional Japanese martial arts, so when you did something different, it
might just mess with them for a bit. That, using the bottom of his fist like he
was wielding a stick or club, was a harder way to hit, compared to jabs and
straight punches, holding greater power... but it was also slower. Hunching
like he was made all the sweet looking high kicks too hard to do, so he needed
to keep it to low straight and side-kicks, and stomps. Mainly those for the
same reason. No one really knew to consider them as a threat. Until they
landed. In theory.


He really expected the fierce
looking men and women to laugh at him, or perhaps take some time to mock his
strange stance. Tyler wasn't even bigger than any of them, or armed. Regular
street toughs would have probably soiled themselves, seeing a skinny runner in
shorts and a baggy shirt in front of them like that. Not out of fear. The
crippling laughter might have done it.


So it was a bit shocking when
they left the girl on the ground alone, and came for him, all at once. There
had been nearly no pause in what they did, either. They just moved, nearly as
fast as he could comprehend. The first man, the one with the pipe tried to hit
him in the head with it. Ty knew that he wouldn't survive that, if it hit him.
Even taking it on the arm was a risk. That meant jumping in, and trying to get
so close to the guy that he couldn't do that very well.


No one was more surprised when it
worked than he was. It had been in some of the books that he'd read on
fighting, but it seemed so backwards. Everything inside of him screamed
that he needed to run away. To get back. Only, he knew that wouldn't allow him
to live either.


So he started hammering at them,
which really did lack a bit of speed, but actually staggered the man in front
of him when he connected with his nose. That was followed by a low stomp, and a
shuffle to the right, so that he could try and hit the knife guy too. One of them.
That sort of worked, since that man was only about six feet tall, and wiry,
which meant his rapid turn to the side while performing a blow to the neck took
him all the way down. He didn't even manage to cut Tyler at all.


The other knife man, who was probably
the smart one, just walked around behind him and stabbed him in the arm. It
wasn't an elegant, or deadly move really, for all it burned like he was on
fire. It was tempting to jump back and grab himself, but the ladies, who were
both relatively cute, moved at him then. It was harder to hit them, because
chivalry wasn't totally dead. Not inside of his head. It should
have been, because either one of them could have killed him already if they'd
really tried. Still, he managed to batter them in the head a few times, just as
their buddies moved in, surrounding him.


Which meant he was, well and
truly, about to die.


Pulling the hair of the girl in
front of him, who was dressed in a tight skirt and heels that would have had
him looking away normally, being shy like he was, let him push her into the
blade of the smart knife guy, and move in a spinning motion, trading places with
her. Moving back now, even as the others followed.


It hadn't been a long drawn out
epic battle, but Ty noticed that two girls had walked up behind them, and were
standing there, watching the whole thing. One had long black hair, and looked
like she should be modeling someplace, and the other seemed cute, being short,
blonde and having slightly chubby face. Not too much, just enough so she looked
young.


"Run. Vampires!"
There was no need for all of them to die, after all.


That finally got the man with the
pipe to speak again, though he glanced over his shoulder at the women before
turning back. As soon as he did the younger looking girl went to the downed
pale form and started to get her to stand, moving her away.


"What the fuck are
you?" This was addressed to him, and Pipe-Man seemed interested, so Ty grinned,
not feeling it at all. It probably looked scared, if not panicked, but there
was no helping that. After all, he was fighting with five Vampires. At one
time. Fear sounded like a pretty reasonable option at the moment.


He was kind of proud that he hadn't
wet himself yet.


"I'm Batman." He did
the deep movie voice, and got a strange look from the group he was fighting.
Then, one by one, they all started to try and stagger away. It was like they
were really drunk suddenly, and falling all over themselves.


That got him to attack harder,
since it could be a trick, or a ploy to get away from a legendary super
hero. Not that anyone had laughed at his clever use of popular culture. He'd
even done the voice right, too. All rough and gravelly.


There were punches, kicks, a few
hip tosses, and trips, which all suddenly worked really well. It was like they
weren't even trying, for some reason. Still, he forced himself to keep to good
form, even as he bled from his left arm. That hurt, he thought, especially when
he moved, but other than dying, there wasn't a lot he could really do.


Then after a few minutes of this,
they all stopped. Dead.


For the day, anyway.


The hot dark haired girl waved at
him a bit, smiling, which was a bit out of place. He would have been kind of
freaked if he'd witnessed some poor guy being beaten up like that.


"Here... Wait." She
walked to the pipe guy, and stole his shirt, ripping it from his body without
taking his jacket off first. It was a dark blue, and had been pretty nice,
before the total destruction part of things. It was quickly wrapped around his
arm, so that he wouldn't bleed to death.


"Thanks. We... Should call
the police. Or..." He didn't really know, actually. "The Vampires?
These five were going to kill that girl. I tried to fight them, but... Well,
you saw." He'd been about to die, and was saved by the rising sun. Luck
had really been with him in that.


The prettier one, and they were both
better looking than he was really comfortable talking to as a rule, just nodded
and looked at the bodies on the ground, then she bent over, picked up the cell
phone and turned it off.


"Here, help me get them out
of the street? Cars are coming." She moved rapidly, then, and with enough
speed and ease that it was confusing. Particularly when he tried to drag some
of the men out of the way. They were all heavier than they looked, but she
wasn't having any problem with it. Even the smaller girl picked up one of them
by the belt and moved him to the sidewalk.


Then she nodded to him, looking
like a fourteen year old who was trying to seem important.


"I'm Ginger, and this is
Eve. From the Vampire Council? We got your instructions, so ran over."
There was an almost glib bit of lilt to the voice. At first he didn't get it.
It was playful sounding, which was right out of keeping with what had been
going on. Teasing, if he didn't know that no one would do that to him, after
being fucking stabbed.


The rest of the information
trickled into his awareness slowly. These were the people that the
Vampire had been calling. There was no car there either, which meant that
they'd literally run to them. Unless they worked out of the Burgerville, then
that probably meant they weren't normal young women.


That thought, the young part, got
him to shake his head. The one looked about fourteen, but the other seemed
older. In her early twenties or so. He wasn't even turning eighteen for a week
yet, himself. It was a bit rich for him to go around acting like they were kids
or something. He could have dated either of them without getting any comments.
At least if he were smoother with the ladies. His mother had mentioned, more
than once, that he shouldn't let pretty girls turn his head. Lucy was good that
way, trying to make sure he knew what he needed to grow up as a man. That had
to have been hard for her, being a single mom.


"Right. We should call the
police. Or..." Honestly, he didn't know the law on that one. The older
looking girl, the woman, winked at him, and pulled her own cell. It came out of
her slacks pocket. The style was a bit strange, and the whole outfit was tan.
Not a bad look. A bit warm, considering the time of year. The other girl
looked right, being in shorts and a t-shirt that showed off the fact that,
round face or not, she worked out.


The dark haired one tilted her
head at her phone.


"I know the Chief here. I'm
friends with her daughter... Hello? Chief Sims? This is Eve, Benson. We had a
small difficulty, over by Burgerville? You probably don't want to let any of
your men come out for it. A fight." She smiled a bit and started nodding,
looking at the scene. "Five Vampires, Classics, went after Tara the
Manthori. Pipes and knives. A jogger intervened."


There was a swearword from the
phone then, and a woman's voice. Before that it hadn't been loud enough for Tyler
to hear any of it. That probably meant that the local Chief was a woman. He
hadn't known that before, but it didn't seem impossible. After all, being in
charge didn't mean she had to wrestle drunk bikers herself every Saturday night
or anything. Then, for all he knew, she could.


Maybe that was why she'd been
elected. Unless that was an appointed position. The truth was Ty had never
really bothered with that kind of political stuff much.


The girl with the long black hair
laughed and looked at him.


"Fuck no, Chief. If we bury
him now, it will be hard for him to breathe. He kicked their little
Vampire tushes. All of them, at once. On his own. Were talking some
sweet Bruce Lee moves here. True, it was nearly sun up, but still, it was impressive.
He got stabbed once, but I'll cover that. Barely a scratch anyway. I'll get him
in to be healed. I think Lyn is going to be in, over at the Candle shop? That's
better than a doctor for things like this anyway. I doubt they could handle
this one. I need a car." She looked around, for all the world like she was
just going to grab one off the street.


There was a bit of noise making,
with some sounds that indicated she wasn't all that interested in the topic
anymore. At least they were the ones that Tyler used for that kind of thing.
Then she nodded, and hung up.


"Good news! We won't have to
go to court for this." Looking at him directly she explained, getting that
he wouldn't know the real answer. "The truth is, as much as they hate to
admit it, the Police can't keep a Vampire yet. Not even overnight, if they want
to leave. So we handle that kind of thing for them, most of the time. To be
fair, it doesn't really come up very often. Not like this. So, that
means that you're with us, Batman. On the good side, I have a friend that works
over there, and see her car, so you might not have to run to
Westfield."


Why he'd be going there, he didn't
know. Before he could ask, the younger looking one, Ginger, smiled at him.


"We have a friend that's a
mage healer. She does really good work. That way you won't have to go to the
hospital, since you'd need to report this to the cops if you did. It won't take
too long, I don't think. We need to take these people with us too. I... Maggie
only has a hatchback, I don't think that part is going to work." There was
a slightly defeated sound to her words, which got the Eve to seem joyful.


"We'll run them in. Really,
we could do it with you, but that might be uncomfortable. These
folks won't care, and we only have to be careful with one of them. Normally I'd
just get you to run the fifteen miles too, naturally, since you clearly
aren't a pussy, but with that scratch it might be a bit much to ask. So you
understand, I'm doing it this way to make the Vampires look good, not to
say you can't do it. Here, let me jog over and see if I can set something
up?"


Then, without so much as a
whisper of sound, the woman vanished. She was just gone.


Tyler got it, and nodded a bit,
his arm aching and burning the whole time. He thought. It was a bit hard to
tell. The worst of the bleeding seemed to have stopped, so there was that.
There was just a tiny spot of pink on the outside of the makeshift bandage.


"That's impressive.
Invisibility? Or... Was she an energy projection all along?"


Ginger shook her head.


"Nope. Eve is just that
fast, when she wants to be. I mean, I have super speed too, but not like
her. Which is why making three trips to the mall carrying these jerkwads
is going to be a lot less than fun. Oh! Sorry, I didn't get your name?"


"Tyler. Gartner. Call me Ty."
His voice had dropped a bit in volume. It would seem like he was fainting, but
that wasn't it. He just really did not do well around attractive women.


Not that he didn't like
them. That would be silly, they were, as a group, his favorite kind of person.
He just couldn't get himself to talk to them, that was all. Right now he could
though, because it was about business, and fights to the death. It made a
difference. He'd do better as he got to know them, if that happened.


Sighing he smiled at the smaller
woman.


"Well, I suck at running. I
mean, I can cover some distance, using a trick or two, but I'm pretty slow. I
mean, for a regular guy. Eight miles an hour is fast for me, and I normally do six."


That got him patted on the arm.
His good one.


"That's not bad. When I was
alive I could barely make it around the track at school. I think I might have
had asthma, not that I paid much attention to that kind of thing. You practice
fighting too though?" She waved at the downed people, except the all white
one, who was off to the side, not piled together with the others.


Tyler felt blood rise into his
face.


"I... Kind of. I try, you
know, out of books? On my own?"


The girl with the dark hair was
back then, suddenly, standing there and nodding her head like she'd been part
of the conversation the whole time.


"Seems to work! We need to
clean up the bodies here first, then I can drive you over to Lyn? The healer?
It won't take too long, I don't think. Even if we have to wait for her to show
up. She won't be in until around ten. Are you cool with that, Batman?"


Before he could nod, both girls,
and two of the bad guys, since he was going to call them that, Ty decided, were
gone. Nothing happened for a while, a few minutes, so he moved over toward the
Vampires that were on the ground, standing a bit closer to the all white one.
He tried to look more like a guard and less like a nervous jogger that had
found a collection of bodies on the street.


It was mainly true, since he
hadn't really found them all that way. Explaining that they were Vampires
wasn't going to work too well though, for most of them. His Vampire friend,
well, she looked that part. The others just seemed like slightly seedy drunks
that had passed out from partying too hard. Which, when the cops pulled up, in
several cars, he nearly said.


"Trouble here?" The
first man out looked normal enough for a Saturday morning at this time. Awake,
since he'd probably had the night shift, and alert enough that he noticed the
white girl first thing. His eyes widened, and he seemed pretty scared, which
got the rest of the men, and the one woman with them, to stiffen up.


"Um, hi? Uh, these Vampires,
I know they don't look like it right now, but the man and two women in that
pile? They were trying to kill this one here. They're being transported by the
Vampire, er, Council, someplace safe. It might be a while before they get back.
I'm supposed to wait here?" It was a question, and sounded weak, but no
one pulled a gun on him. Just on the others. The downed people.


That got him to roll his eyes a
little, since they were all aiming at his new friend. The obvious looking one.


"No, she's the
victim. It happened at sunup, so they all went down. I-" He jumped a
little, since the girls were back. Given that they'd run, while carrying
people on their shoulders, and covered about thirty miles, it was freaking
impressive.


It meant that one of the officers
started shooting, since he was startled. Aimed at the downed girl still, too.
The pale, sleeping one. Ty didn't see it happen really, but Ginger was in front
of her, and took the bullets that came. Once one of them fired, they all did.
They also figured out that it was just a reflexive thing on their own.


"Cease fire! Cease
fire!" The woman was the one calling that out, her very short, almost
butch looking blonde hair shining a bit in the early morning sun. It was a good
look for a female cop. Efficient.


Ginger frowned at the men cutely,
her hands by her sides.


"Ow! Really? Hello is too
hard for you? I'm going to be healing from that for, like, maybe half an
hour."


Eve, who was over to the side
still, cleared her throat a bit awkwardly.


"I take it that Chief Sims
hasn't gotten in touch with you, yet? I called this in. Really, you shouldn't
have responded. Mainly because of this kind of thing, given the time of
day. Just thank god you shot Ginger and not Tyler here. He's... Um...
Human." She looked over at him, and then shrugged her shoulders, the tan
fabric rising smoothly. "True, an awesome one, but asking him to
soak bullets after fighting five Vampires single handedly like that is a bit
much to ask of a man that was just out for his morning exercise, don't you
think? Anyway. Why don't you go call this in and get your orders? I'll keep
moving the prisoners." She didn't wait, or ask if it was all right, and
two of the remaining people vanished with her.


That got the police looking
panicked again.


Finally Ty rolled his eyes.


"This is under control. The
Vampires are taken care of it. Why not do what Eve suggested? Call it in and
make sure that it's all cleared already?" If it wasn't they were probably
going to have some trouble. Ginger was hurt, and so was he. True, her body was
pushing bullets out onto the street, but that didn't mean she could fight all
of these armed people if it came to that. Not that he could either. Unlike the
Vampires, these men and women weren't half asleep. Worse, they were actually
scared. Thankfully that was of the dead people on the ground and not him, but
still, nervous people with guns couldn't be a good thing.


Thankfully the female officer,
who looked cute in her uniform he noticed, did make the needed calls, over the
radio in her car. Within a minute there was a reply, which got her to come out,
her face a bit embarrassed looking.


"Looks like these folks have
it right. The Chief put out a memo on it just as we pulled up. We're dumping it
on the Vamps, since this is all their own people. Except..." She looked
over at Tyler, her face worried suddenly.


Ginger waved his way though, and lied,
as if it wasn't a problem at all.


"Mr. Gartner is one of our
employees. That's why he was able to take on all those Vampires like that. He's
special. We'll handle that part of things. He's one of us. The one that made
sure we got here in time to clean up the mess." Then as if to accentuate
the point a bit of lead popped from a wound near her left hip. She glanced down
at it and let a small grin play on over her face. "So, unless you all want
to hang out? These people aren't going anywhere until the sun goes down. We
should have them off the street inside an hour. The top of this next one I
mean, so about five minutes. Before dogs come and pee on them or anything like
that."


That was enough to get the men
and women in blue to leave. It meant standing there, while the Vampire girl,
and that had to be what she was, given the powers she'd shown, healed up.
Enough so that when Eve popped back into existence, her first words were
predictable.


To Tyler at least.


"Good. You can run the last
woman back and wait there. We'll tuck Tara in the car with us. Make sure to jar
that bitch around a little bit as you run. Really dig a shoulder into her
middle. Freaking morons. Ruining my weekend like this. Come on, Batman."


He didn't correct her, but kind
of wished he'd said something else now. As the woman picked up the all white
form from the ground like a baby cradled in her arms, her double rows of teeth
showed through her gaping maw of death. Ty shook his head, but started walking
anyway, even though it would be a lot quicker for him to just go home. He didn't
know if the promised healing thing would do much, but he wasn't going to say no
to it either. After all, until that day he'd only ever met one Vampire that he
knew about for certain. The one that had spoken at the library. Linda, the tiny
and attractive one that he'd forced himself to chat with. No Mages or Shifters
at all. It also wasn't like he had to be at work or anything, having not
managed to get a job yet.


That... He was dragging his feet
there, he knew. The thing was, he could get on at someplace like
Burgerville, and knew it. They were hiring, according to the big sign
out front, and it was honest work, if fast food. It was mainly that he'd just
graduated, and while going to Europe for the summer was out, so was going to
college in the fall. His grades had been good enough, but he hadn't
managed a big full ride scholarship or anything. Since the other road in that
direction meant going into the job market with a vast debt hanging over his
head, he'd figured out that his best option was to skip that, and just start
working. The thing there was that, while he didn't look down on anyone
that worked, he really didn't want to start out in the food industry. Not that
low down in it at any rate.


So, he'd been a bit selective
that way, which meant no call backs yet, as far as employment. Ty needed to
find something though, since making his mother keep supporting him after he
turned eighteen was just wrong. She'd done the single mom thing,
and now it was time for her to be free of him. Not that she'd ever say that. It
was just really clear to him.


With a nod, he waited for the
girls to get underway before speaking. It was important not to be rude, though,
on the good side, if he did that with Eve it would almost certainly be about
him not talking to her, rather than saying the wrong thing.


"Call me Ty?"


That got the woman to bob her
head a little, the light blonde hair of the very white Vampire on her shoulder
contrasting with hers nicely.


"Right. Though that Batman
thing... Incredible timing. It would have looked bad if it had been
later, unless they ran then too. Not that I blame them. Given everything, and
the time of day... Well, they were all so out of it by then that they probably
thought you were the real deal. Fresh off the movie screen just to kick their
asses. We should mock them with that later. You know, really rub it in? If
we don't kill them, I mean."


Thinking about it, he let himself
smile. His nerves weren't totally settled yet, but it was hard to tell if that
was about the girl or not. It could have been the nearly dying part of the
morning's events, come to think about it.


The walk wasn't too far for him,
since he wasn't carrying anyone. About a block. Eve seemed not to mind, and had
them all loaded up into a tiny Japanese car that looked a bit the worse for
wear, about five minutes later. It occurred to him that she was going very
slowly, so that he wouldn't have to push himself too hard.


Really, that seemed pretty fair.












Chapter two





 


Tyler had heard about the place
that they ended up in. Not all of the once secret embassies were in
shopping malls, but in the ones that were, the Vampires all ran Yoghurt Worlds.
It was a tiny chain, with only twenty or thirty stores in it. If they were all
like this one, they were nice. The place was clean, when they walked in, on a
level that he'd never seen in a food place before. Not even the occasional nice
restaurant he'd been to.


Every surface that could shine
did. The stone countertop was immaculate, and the glass and chrome edging
gleamed. Even the gaudy orange and yellow topped tables and booths were
perfect. Eve walked in with Tara, the Manthori, over her shoulder again, and
waved with one hand at the black man behind the counter. He was a lot better
looking than Tyler, had more muscle, and a nice suit on. With a green
and white apron over that.


"Hello! Did you come for
breakfast? We have a new donut parfait that I hear isn't too bad." The
voice that came out was rich, mellow and relaxed. He was looking right at him
though, so Tyler shook his head.


"No thanks. I kind of
left the house without any money. Besides, I try to only eat fruits and
vegetables." Before he could add in that he didn't mean any offense, and
that it was just a fitness thing, the man smiled at him.


"I can make you a fruit salad?
You aren't allergic to anything, are you?"


"Shellfish? If you put that
on a fruit salad though, then no one should eat it."


It got a polite chuckle at least.


"Good point. Now, why not
take a seat. I notice you have a wound there? Do you need some help with
that?"


Eve and Ginger both popped out of
the back, and the younger girl explained it for him, which was nice of her. He
just wasn't great with new people. He liked them, he just didn't have an easy
time knowing what to say about it.


"Tara was attacked by a
group of Vampires near sunrise. Tyler saw it happening and fought them all. By himself.
One of them stabbed him in the arm. Then they tried to escape, once they
realized they couldn't win, but he caught them all. I was going to help,
but Eve and I got there just in time to see that he wasn't going to lose. We
didn't want to insult him by jumping in when he was doing so well. He might
have taken it the wrong way, and beaten us up too." It didn't make a lot
of sense, but Eve joined in, her fresh face happier now, for some reason.


"No shit, Edom. Then the
cops came and started giving us crap, even though the whole thing had already
been called in. It was a timing issue, I think. You know, instead of Althea
Sims trying to jerk us around? They shot Ginger, and then-"


The girl, the youthful looking
one, though who knew how old she really was, waved at Tyler.


"Then we told them that Ty
here works for us. I did. Just to stop the hassles."


That got a bowl of fruit salad
pushed across the counter. More to the point it was a really large wax paper
half cup thing. Filled to the brim with fresh things. No oysters or anything,
so using his good hand he took it, and then tried to find the forks. They
actually had them, on each table, next to the spoons and knives. All of them
were plastic, but it was kind of handy.


The man behind the counter seemed
impressed for some reason.


"That's not bad. There are
five back there, you fought them all?"


He nodded as he tucked a half
strawberry in his mouth. It let him stall for time for a few seconds while he
thought.


"If we can call that
fighting. I should have died, but I got lucky. The time of day,
mainly."


That got the man, Edom, to stare
at him for a bit, then look over at Eve. Something passed between them, but it
was hard to tell just what that might be.


The Vampire woman made a bit of a
face, then shook her head, ever so slightly.


"He's what he seems.
Understood? Delicious and sexy. We should see if he wants to go down to Zack's
for a bit. Having him look out for Tyler might keep these bozos off his
back. They aren't going to like the fact that he spanked them like little kids.
Not that he can't do it again. It was skill, not just luck. Still, day
after day of endless fights might wear him down. Or, possibly, annoy him enough
that he blames all of us for it. We should stop that train before it
starts."


That got the good looking man,
probably also a Vampire, though there was no way to tell from the outside, to
look away for a bit, like he was thinking.


"Not a horrible plan. You
mentioned that Zack needs help anyway? Especially on nights. Maybe you should
take our new friend over and see if that's a thing that can happen?" The
man shrugged. "Zack's a great guy. No one wants to mess with him. So if he
agrees, that might prevent you from becoming... Annoyed, as Eve
mentioned."


She watched him eat then, and no
one spoke for a long time, until the last bite, a piece of fresh banana, was in
his mouth. Then the long haired girl, who looked a bit like she had something
slightly darker than Norwegians in her ancestry, flowed to her feet, and took
his little paper bowl thing, along with the fork he'd been using, and tossed
them both. Then she wiped down the table quickly as he stood, and was at the
door when he got there. Ahead of him, even though that really shouldn't have
been physically possible.


Not for a Human.


"This way!" The girl
walked quickly, but didn't vanish, which meant something. That she didn't want
him to have time to think, but also wasn't trying to show off really, he guessed.
It was his first time there, at Westfield. His mom had never really had the
kind of money that going to a mall location for anything implied. She worked as
a waitress, and had his entire life, as far as he knew. It was kind of
miserable for her, but she never complained about it. She just worked,
six days a week. Long hours too, since rent wasn't cheap.


There were some strange places
there. A knife and sword shop, which he could kind of see being there, since
people liked shiny things. Also an herb shop. It was Washington State,
but that didn't mean they were allowed to sell weed openly. It was probably
simple remedies and that kind of thing then, since there were no grow lights
being displayed in the window.


They had a place called Brand
Village, which they stopped at, as they passed.


It didn't seem to be the
destination though, just because a rather dorky looking redheaded girl with
thick glasses came out. She was dressed too nicely to work at a place like
that, with a professional looking skirt on, as well as a jacket over a bright
white shirt. The thing was, she also looked adorable. It was enough that he
blushed a bit when Eve put her hand out to stop him from walking.


"Calley! This is Tyler. You
heard about the thing earlier?"


How that could have happened, he
didn't understand, but the friendly seeming woman, who looked to be about
twenty-something, in the small numbers, nodded violently.


"I sure did. Great
story. We should all get together later. You eat food, right? You had that
fruit salad." This was addressed to him, and since she was cute, but not
going to be a model in the next few days, Ty was able to actually not feel too
bad, chatting with her.


"Mainly fruits and veggies.
I know it's a weird diet, but-" He was about to go into the health benefits,
and how he did eat eggs too, but the woman just reached out and took his
right arm, and held it, at the elbow.


Her hand was very warm.


"Great. So, let's do that?
We can meet for lunch, if you aren't busy?"


Eve waved at his other arm,
"healing then, I bet. Dinner? I won't be there, but you two should hook
up. It never hurts to have friends. Right now I'm trying to get him on over at
the bookstore. There are things, and reasons. Don't mention anything. Spread
the word?"


As if that was just the normal thing
to do with slightly sweaty people in running gear, she moved him along with a
hand on his back, leaving the adorable woman behind. He actually looked back,
and blushed when he noticed Calley was still there, watching them.


He whispered to Eve, forgetting
to feel awkward about it.


"Is she single?" It
was, he realized, the second time he'd ever asked that about anyone in his
life. The other time the girl had turned out to be the girlfriend of the guy he
was talking to, so that hadn't gone over too well at all.


He winced, doing it so clearly
that Eve got it. She glanced back and then looked at him as they kept moving.


"Seems so, since she's
nodding about it. You should totally get with her then. I mean, you're both
incredible people, so it makes sense. Before you ask, no, she isn't my
girlfriend. My girlfriend works at the place I'm taking you. My
boyfriend too... But you know, if you can get them into bed, fair game.
Actually, if you can get Ben to go for it, I'll record the whole thing. That
sounds kind of hot."


He nodded, but couldn't make
himself speak. He wasn't exactly a homosexual or anything. He didn't
think so. If that was the case he wouldn't have that much trouble talking to
women in particular. Then, it had been hard to speak to Edom, and really,
if he was going to be honest about it, if the man had his dick out, he probably
would suck it. That was kind of gay. On the great side, he didn't
have a problem with that.


Just as they got to the front of
the place, he managed to take a deep breath, and nod.


"All right. I'm not sure I'm
into that. Being online, I mean. If it comes up I'll let you know though? I
could use a tape like that in case I ever get famous. That's a thing now,
right? All the cool kids get one?" He meant it, even if it was a very strange
thing to be saying to someone he'd just met.


Without removing her hand, she
moved closer, and pressed her cool body against his. He thought it should be
cool. To be honest, it just felt right. About the same as him, really.


"Perfect. I'll set it up.
Don't worry. I..." She looked around the place, which was the size of two
decent bookstores. It also had a full cafe, one with people in it, even though
it was still pretty early in the day, in the back on the left. There was a cute
guy sitting at one of the tables, leaning over a tray that was filled with more
food than seemed possible for a football team to eat at once. Still, skinny or
not, he seemed game to try.


He looked a bit Asian, around the
eyes, and seemed lean. Hard, from the way his muscle was playing under his
shirt. It was clear that he knew Eve at least, since he waved at her, and kept
a smile on his face as she came over.


"Zack? This is my new buddy,
Ty. I was wondering if-" Before she could finish, the man leaned over and
held his hand out to shake, taking in the blood spotted blue bandage as he half
stood. Then he searched his face for a bit. After a moment, one that seemed a
bit like the man was trying to come on to him, which produced much blushing, he
sank back down, very gracefully, and nodded.


"Nice to meet you! Are you
looking for work?" It was a simple enough thing to ask, and while a bookstore
wasn't his first pick to get a job at, it also wasn't fast food, or
waiting tables.


Unless, and he looked around at
the place they were in, it was. That still wasn't fast food. It was the
one thing he was really holding out for. Something other than that.


"I am. Not to sound goofy,
but I do like books. I read a lot. Mainly free ones from the library.
Um..." He glanced around and then shrugged. "I have no experience at
all, but if they go up alphabetically, I can learn how to do it." That put
him as being almost out of things to say, but the cute guy made a considering
face, and then ate a filled croissant thing. When he was done, he nodded.
"It isn't really that hard here, most of the time. Most of the people that
work here are different. You know about the embassies, but there are some
things that haven't made the news yet. Different groups that aren't out. We
need to keep it that way, until they're ready. Almost every place here is
an embassy, so being diplomatic is part of the job."


Eve seemed pleased enough as she
settled into her chair.


"Yeah. This isn't one of
those. Zack, well..."


There was more eating and no
talking for a bit, until the good looking man finished that. Then he just
looked around, and pointed toward the front.


"The big draw here is that
we have several Alede. Succubi, and Incubi. They spend most of their time
entertaining people in the rooms to the right. It's safe. They only harvest
spent life energy, so you get the idea, they spend a lot of time getting people
to produce it. All of them are nice. Horrible workers. Or, to be more
fair, so-so workers, who get distracted really easily. Try not to do
that during working hours. Really, if you can muster the fortitude, try to ignore
them as far as sex goes. Our Manager, Hiram, is a Mage and will show you the
ropes here, as far as the store goes. Palma, back there?" He waved to a
slightly heavy looking woman with curly hair, who smiled at the use of her
name.


Then she waved and went right
back to work.


"She's a Hsreth. One of two
that work this place now. Right now we're closing at night while Carla is on
vacation. Wonderful cooks, bakers, homemakers and pretty much the best
around at anything domestic. If anything comes up that's food related at all
here, she's in charge of it. Do what she says, even if it doesn't seem like
your job at the moment. I know you don't love the idea of being in food
service, but there's two levels to that. The kind you're worried about, and the
kind that people pay a lot of money for. Guess which kind she's into?"
There was a smile, but Zack's eyes locked with his.


It was a bit intimidating.


"Ben is a regular Human,
like you. He does the role playing game guides, science-fiction and fantasy.
Everything else too, but he specializes in those areas. What kind of thing do
you like to read?"


The question was sudden, but he
was being interviewed, so answering a few things wasn't unexpected. The whole
thing kind of was, and he felt really underdressed, but that was survivable.
Almost as if reading his mind, the man across from him gave a small nod.


"Mainstream fiction, action
adventure, survival guides. Martial arts. I read a little mystery?" It
felt dumb, making that a question, but it got a smile.


"Great! Like I said,
everyone does all of it, but let's face it, the girls aren't going to get that
much done, most days. Hiram won't be in until noon. Can you come back
then?" There was a glance at his arm, but Eve waved at it.


"I'm going to see if Lyn can
heal him for us? I think that will work best. Also, there might be a small
issue with some Vampires he roughed up a bit. Actually he kicked their
collected asses pretty hard. Can we tell them that he works for you now?"


That got the slightly muscular
guy to give a faint smile and a one shouldered shrug as he started to eat
again.


"Sure? Or you could
both go back, and kill them all? I've met Tara before. That makes her one of my
people. We need to stop being so kind to everyone that tries to kill our
people."


That seemed to be the end of the
conversation, but Ty had a few questions, so sat, even as Zack went back to
eating, and Eve stood, to get on with whatever she had planned.


"Um..." He felt red
faced, and a bit like he was going to pass out, but said the words anyway.
"Two things. First, how much do I get paid? Second, what are you? You said
everyone here is something, but then didn't add yourself to the Human
list. Just Ben and me. I think."


The guy didn't seem annoyed. In
fact, he looked almost relieved, as if it were the right thing to do. Stand up
for himself and ask uncomfortable questions.


"Fifteen dollars an hour to
start with. This really isn't a bookstore, though you do need to try and
sell stuff. That means we can pay more. You have to do more work for it though,
so it's fair. I run the node travel business, next door. Through the door with
the owl carvings over there? You can tour it later. Um... Node travel...
basically it's long distance teleportation? I take people to and from places
that are very far away. Alternate realities too, not just Asia and Europe. It's
in demand, since I'm the only one really doing it. As for what I am..."


He stopped and started to eat
another pastry. Tyler got the dramatic tension building part, so just watched
him patiently, and waited. Finally the guy smiled around a bit of flaky crust,
and rolled his eyes a little.


"Fine, be that way
then. All in control of yourself and cool like that. I'm a Greater Demon. We
can go into what that means later, but for the time being, it just means that
I'm not a horrible person to work for, as far as scaring off would be Vampire
assassins. Still, and I'm not joking here, you should go and kill them
all. We can't let this kind of thing happen in public. They were trying to kill
her on a street. What would have happened if some poor regular jogger came
along just then, instead of Tyler here?"


Eve snorted, which got Ty to
stand, and not answer at all. He didn't know what would have happened, to be
honest. Probably death for whoever was there. Possibly nothing. For all he
knew, those Vampires would have let him go, if he'd just moved on past.


They would have all been busy
watching Tara be murdered, or helping with it.


That got a nod from Zack.


"Exactly. That's the best
case too. I should probably get down there and check it out myself, but if I do
that too often everyone will think I run the place. I don't. Really, I
don't even get to have an opinion on the matter. You two both do. Please,
consider what I've said."


It sounded really polite, but Ty
sighed.


"I'm not going to kill
people for a job at a bookstore. Not even a cool one like this. Not that I
disagree with you. Shouldn't we try to find out why they were going for her
first? If it was something stupid, or that can't be fixed, we can kill them
then?" Which made him tighten his face. "Of course, if I go in right
now and chop their heads off, then even I can do it without a fight."


Not that it wouldn't be gross to
do that. Messy too.


Eve shook her head then.


"We should take them out
into the woods first, if we're doing that. Less bother on the clean up and
carrying. I'll need to borrow a truck, and have someone else drive. Ginger
doesn't have her license yet. She's twenty, but it's hard, looking so
young."


"I have mine? Not on me, but
I can get it, if someone will take me back to my place?" Then huffing a
bit of air out, he fixed Zack with what he hoped was a stern look. "Not
that I'm doing it to get a job. I can see that it might be needed."


Eve walked away, and Zack started
eating again, but smiled up at him like he was being cute.


"You know, you really should
get with Calley. She's a total love. Here, let me get you a card. Call
in if you're going to be late?" He didn't have one in his pocket, but
moved to the front desk with him, as Eve got out through the front. It was a
wide open space, with no specific door, just paths made by rows of book
displays. The whole thing was done so smoothly that Tyler had the thing in his
right hand, and was moving out before he'd even had to break stride.


It was like they'd worked
together for years or something.


Demons were a thing, of course.
Everyone had seen the one that had been on television, but Zack didn't look
like that. At least not that Ty had noticed. That one had been something like
ten feet tall, vastly muscled, red in color with gleaming white horns on its
head.


Zack was just sort of attractive
for a guy. Fit, but a bit smaller than he was, actually. Or, well, he didn't
know that for certain, having never seen him standing up, but at a guess that
seemed right.


Looking to his left, he saw Eve
entering her store. That meant jogging to catch up with her. Slowly, and
without jostling his arm too much. It took a bit to get there, but he moved
quietly. Enough so that Edom looked up at him from behind the counter he was
manning.


"Um... I think we're just
going to kill those bad Vampires, if that's all right? For trying to take out
Tara. I... I'll go do that, if we can get a big enough vehicle for it? Um,
Ginger can come too?"


That got a small, slightly
irritated look, but it wasn't about saving the innocent Vampires like he
figured it would be at first. Not that at all.


"That means I need to call
someone in. Is Eve going. too?"


The question was firm, but asked
of him, like he knew the answer?


"I don't know. I can drive,
but I probably can't bury anyone really. Not quickly. Unless we burn the
bodies? I can douse them with gas as well as anyone." It was probably
true, anyway. There might be some sloshing around, but the idea of making the
young looking woman do it wasn't a thing he could really consider.


Which was, no doubt, silly of
him. She'd probably killed a thousand people in the last six months. Not that
Vampires needed to do that kind of thing, but at least a few of them
were pretty violent.


Then, he was planning to
kill some of them. It really wasn't much better. Zack was right though, if they
did it right, then these five weren't going to come after him again, even if
the new job thing didn't work out. He hoped it would. Fifteen dollars an hour
might not be a lot, but it was a good start, just having graduated like
he had.


The Vampire Edom gave a single,
rather somber, nod.


"We have a spot for that.
Several, really. Ginger can get you there directions wise, and do the digging.
I was planning to keep them alive, given that there's a Human involved. I can
see you aren't going to have massive issues on this one however. That's good.
Useful. Did the thing with Zack not go through?" He seemed ready to
commiserate if that was the case.


"I got the job, actually.
Uh, he didn't give it a name, but I guess I'm supposed to do everything? Like a
clerk, I guess?"


"That's the best kind of
job, if you can swing it. Make yourself indispensible and move up the ranks.
It's a great place to meet people and make contacts too. Just don't let
yourself get too sidetracked with the girls there. Wonderful people, but
the whole reason they need you is because it's so hard for them to find
help that won't just go and have sex all day long."


He hadn't seen anyone that would
have gotten him to do that. Maybe once or twice? He wasn't dead below the waist
or anything, but the man standing in front of him seemed to have a good idea
about what would be needed. Not having sex at work was just kind of normal. If
he was at Burgerville, or Mickey-D's, that would be enforced too, so it wasn't
unfair or anything. Everyone kept mentioning it however.


Even though he hadn't seen it, he
kind of started to imagine the place being staffed by Swedish swimsuit models.
That could be distracting.


"I'll do my best. Especially
since if they're really that great my natural shyness will protect me by
putting me into a coma every time one of them comes around. As it is I can just
barely stand to talk to Ginger and Eve."


With a very serious look, the
dark man moved to go back to his real job, whatever that was.


"Cultivate that, young man.
Succubi can be addicting, but regular people aren't meant to have that kind of
thing all the time. After a while it will make most people kind of useless. By
a while I mean far sooner than a body might think."


With a cell phone to her ear, Eve
moved out of the back and waved at him.


"Good! We'll have it back,
with a full tank of gas, before six. I promise." Then she pulled the small
silver and black thing from her face, and grinned. "Lars, from the power
lifting gym heard how you handled those thugs, so is lending us his truck. I
promised gas, which will take some funds." She glanced around, then pulled
a card from her pocket. "Use this. The PIN is three-three-two-six. That's
for gas, and maybe snacks. If you need more than that, you have to ask. Don't
lose it. It would be a pain in the rump to get a new one."


He took the thing, and wondered
if that meant they were dating now. It wouldn't of course, but who told you
their PIN number and handed you their card like that? Either someone with
almost no money, or a person that knew that there was no way in the world you'd
steal from them. Given that she'd been one of the people that Tara had called
for help, and that she could run very fast, with bodies on her
shoulders, Ty had to figure on that second one.


"Right, so gas, snacks, and
the down payment on my new house?" For once he managed to say the words in
a totally deadpanned fashion.


Eve made a sound that was between
a snort and a chuckle. A snuckle. It was cute, but her words were just nice.
Like he didn't really mean it.


Which he didn't, wanting to live
like he did.


"You can't do that on my
card, silly. If you want to buy a house, there's a whole process you need to go
through. Do you though? I have some friends that can help you find a
place."


"Not really. I do need to
leave home soon. I have a personal goal of letting my mom off the hook by the
time I turn eighteen. That's in eight days. I don't think I'm going to make it.
Maybe if I find a roommate?"


Those just didn't grow on trees
and he didn't have even a single friend in the whole world that would be
willing to go in on a place with him like that. Eve gave him a fairly blank
stare, but Edom grinned.


"You should talk to Ginger.
She makes enough, and has been looking to get out on her own. Her mother is the
regional manager, which also means the Chief Ambassador for the Western
States. She's older than she looks though, and can afford it."


It was a bit strange, but Eve
just nodded, and so did Ginger when she came out.


"We can talk about it on the
way there? I know where to find Lars. This way." That got him to follow
along with her, though she didn't take his hand or anything.


"Let's get the truck, then
pull it behind the store to load up. I already wrapped them up with a few tarps
and got some machetes from the supply closet. They're in the back. Come on, we
need to hurry, since I have other things to do today."


They ran then. Only at the speed
he could go, which wasn't his best, but was faster than a quick walk. People
stared at them as they passed, but that was just silliness on their part. After
all, a girl covered with bullet holes, and a man with a bleeding puncture
wound... That was probably perfectly normal for this place.


It really didn't take long for
them to get the truck from the giant man at the power lifting place, who looked
at him, grunted a bit, and slapped him on the good arm. Hard. It wasn't meant
to be mean though, he didn't think.


"I hear you fought bravely
this day? You should come here and lift the weights with us. You are a bit
slender. Powerful though! We make you bigger. You have more strength with which
to fight, yes?" He was handed a brochure at the same time, so he got that
it wasn't a free membership, but it wasn't that bad of a plan really.


He worked out, but running and
waving his hands in the air was hardly resistance work.


"I... Can't afford it yet,
but maybe in a month or so? I just got a new job. Here, down at Hartley and
Co?"


"Most excellent! Come then,
when you can. Do not wait long."


Then, like they'd known each
other for years, the man handed him the keys to his truck.


So he and the cute girl with him
could go and kill some Vampires.


After they were loaded up, and
hit the freeway, he turned to the girl in the bucket seat next to him, and
tilted his head.


"You know, Lars is really
cool."


That got a sweet looking nod.


"Very much so. I
agree."


Then they headed toward the
forest.












Chapter three





 


It only took about an hour and
twenty minutes to get to the trailhead that Ginger wanted to use. They actually
skipped the first one, since there were four or five cars parked there. The
second one had two, and finally, the third time being the charm, they were
alone on the last one. Then it was a not so simple matter of carrying bodies
into the forest, off the beaten dirt path, while being eaten alive by flies.


Well, Ty was eaten. Ginger wasn't
bothered in the slightest.


He would have complained about
it, since the darned things actually hurt a lot and drew blood about half the
time when they bit him. Not that he bled much, but it seemed like it
would hurt, so it did. It was a thing that happened to him a lot. He'd get hit,
or cut, and not realize it until hours later when he saw the blood. Then
it would hurt. Like it made any sense.


"Horse flies." The
trick, he knew, would be to keep moving. To make them follow along, trying to
catch them.


The other part of the day was
that the damned things followed him anyway. Committed to their task.


Trying not to be a complete
pussy, he took the smallest of the bodies, one of the women, and fought his way
overland with her wrapped in a blue tarp. It was harder than it sounded like it
should be, since the Pinchot, in this area at least, was nearly impassable that
way. For a regular guy. He got the idea pretty quickly, since it meant that
just heading a few hundred meters off the trail he was in a place where no
Human had probably been in decades. If not longer than that.


His new Vampire pal had made four
trips, and had the hole finished by the time he got there, and was just sitting
and waiting for him, with two sharp looking, green plastic handled, machetes
sitting next to the bodies. Even the heads were uncovered, exposing the necks.
In short, it was all ready for him.


That got him to swallow. It was a
lot different to consider killing people than it was to actually do it. The
fact was though, that it was the right idea. If these people woke up,
after having been fighting him that morning, they would kill him. If they
could. Yeah, maybe the others could help him hide, or even get them not to, but
the Library Vampire had told them that her kind could be unreasonable.
Especially when they were young.


One way to tell that kind of
thing was how easily they went down in the morning.


Taking a breath he looked over at
the cute Vamp girl, who was standing there, just waiting for him to do
something, her face sort of blank. It was smooth and pale, but she looked
like the kind of person that should have had a smattering of freckles on her
nose. Her jeans and t-shirt fit her apparent age, but that was, most likely, a
trick.


"Hey. Um, you're awake. That
means you're really old and powerful, right?"


That got a smile to be directed
his way, though there was a polite headshake with it too.


"Most of the time that would
be right, but I was allowed special training, so I could stay up all the time.
In case you ever decide to pretend to be one of us, the sun burns when it's up.
Like a hot poker in your eye, only all over. Constantly. Basically, I
can do it because I'm a complete bad-ass. I've only been a Vampire for six
years. It isn't odd for people that are over a hundred, or even near two
hundred, to still go down part of the day."


"Ah. Cool. I'm... Going to
kill these people now. You... Might want to look away." It was going to be
gross after all. Really, he didn't want to do it. Even if it was needed to save
his life.


Still, the hole was already dug,
and unless he wanted to crawl into it himself, that would be a waste, if these
beings weren't taken out. Either he was willing to fight for his own life or
not.


Cutely enough the girl nodded
somberly and took a few steps to the side, behind the mound of dirt that was in
place.


It was worse trying to hit people
in the neck than he'd thought it would be. Tyler didn't feel sick, but he kind
of had to try and shut off thinking about what he was doing. It took longer
than he would have thought it would, and he froze when he was done with the
men.


Looking down into the dead face
of the woman he carried over, he sighed.


"Is it wrong that I think
she looks kind of hot?"


The Vampire girl shook her head,
but didn't laugh at him for stalling.


"She's okay. If you want,
you can fuck her before you take her head off? Now that would be wrong,
but who's going to know about it? Just me, and you."


"Sick." He laughed a
little though, not meaning it at all, and swallowed hard, then let the blade
meet the dead flesh with a thud. It was all done with his right arm, but it
still made his left ache and burn from the exertion. Again, that was part of
the mental thing he had going on with pain. 


When the last one was finished,
he moved to push them all into the hole, which Ginger allowed him to do alone, but
then she took the shovel she'd brought with her and worked, nearly faster than
he could see, to get everything covered and hidden. It wasn't perfect, but that
was why they'd gone off the path like they had. Chances were really good that
no one would ever come this way again while he was alive.


"I think it should be safe.
I mean, you went deep, and no one will be around here much."


His awesome new friend giggled a
bit.


"Wait, you do know
that this is legal, right? The Vampire Council is supposed to deal with
Vampires that get out of control, and even the Human government is good with
that. We can't easily hold them in cages, and these morons attacked a Human
today, or close enough. If they'd just been going for Tara, well, they might
have died anyway, since she's a friend of Eve's, but they shouldn't have
engaged with you at all. Worse it was in public. On a street. They were
dead anyway, most likely. This way we can just tell everyone that they got in a
fight with a random guy on the street, and died from it." She waved
at the dark earth then bent to cover it with some pine needles. There was a
thick layer of that sort of thing on the ground, that had been moved into a
different pile. "Which is true, since they went down at daybreak, and you
took their heads for them. That totally has to count."


"Oh, goody, I'm a bad-ass
now, too?" He felt weak, and like a wimp, but managed a watery smile.


"Yep. I mean, you might want
to avoid fighting gangs of Vampires, or the really cool ones like me or Eve,
but you really did it. Now, we should get the truck back."


That meant a jog back to the
vehicle, taking it through a gas station, and using a hand wash unit to scrub
the big blue thing. He didn't know if what they'd done was really legal or not,
but that guy Lars had lent it to them so they could go and hide the bodies. Not
washing it seemed rude.


That meant getting quarters,
which he used Eve's debit card for, her PIN rammed into his brain for all time.
Three-three-two-six. Everything went through though, and he didn't get more
than he needed for the job at hand. It wasn't snacks, but hopefully she'd be
all right with the extra ten dollars he'd gotten for it. The gas cost enough
that he blanched when he saw the tally, but again, the card handled it.


Ginger gave him a funny look when
he drove to his house. It was further away, but really, he needed to change and
probably get a shower. The house wasn't exactly nice, and it was rented, but
the neighborhood wasn't exactly a haven for crime lords, and it had a yard. One
that he cared for, by and large. That meant it was grass, and some flowers
along the walkway, but it was pretty enough that Ginger smiled on seeing it.


"Come in? I won't take long,
but I need to get ready for work. What time is it?"


That required going in for him to
find out. It was nearly noon though, so wondering if he'd be fired for being
late on his first day, he looked at the card that he was holding right under
Eve's debit, and went directly to the phone.


He hated talking on the phone. It
was part of his being shy thing. Worse, he didn't know who was on the other
side. It could be a mean person, or someone that would think he sounded mentally
impaired, what with all his stammering and weak sounding hemming and hawing.


Still, if he wasn't fired, he
needed to do it. Fifteen dollars an hour as a starting wage was enough to try
his best for. Plus, he was nearly certain that most of the time he wouldn't
have to ask anyone if they wanted fries with that. Not that there was anything
wrong with that kind of job, but Tyler had goals, which meant he needed to grow
up a bit.


"Hartley and Co. This is
Hiram, what can I get for you today?"


Rather than let himself blush, he
forced relaxation, and dropped into a deep mental state. Kind of like what he'd
done to take off those people's heads. The feeling of it, as well as the scent
of the forest, came back to him in a rush, but he didn't pause for too long.


"Hi. This is Ty Gartner? I'm
starting there today, but it looks like I might be a little late. Zack said to
call if that happened? I need to catch a quick shower, and then return a truck
to the man at the power lifting gym. I should be there in say... Forty minutes?"


He waited for the man to tell him
not to bother coming in, because being that late on his first day was too rude
to put up with, but there was just a considering sound, and then words that, if
not kind, weren't exactly rough either.


"Thanks for getting in
touch. That kind of thing can happen. Get here when you can?"


"Will do. Be right
there."


Ginger stayed in the living room,
standing there the whole time, while he rushed around, a bit panicked. He
wanted to look nice, but didn't have the world's most professional wardrobe. He
did have a plain blue button up shirt though, and some black slacks. No real
shoes to go with it, just his running ones, which he slipped back on.


His short hair looked
professional, but he shaved, using a safety razor, so he wouldn't have three
days growth on his face. It made him look a bit younger, but also like he
wasn't planning to rob anyone in a back alley. The hard part was changing the
gross bit of Vampire shirt he was using for a bandage. That required at least a
third hand, so after pulling the big first aid kit his mother had insisted on
buying, he took it out to the living room. Shirtless and oozing blood from the
uncovered wound.


The girl went red eyed instantly,
but kept her fangs held back. From the way her mouth was working it took some
work to do. She managed it though, and then, without speaking, moved over and
dressed the wound for him. It wasn't until they were all the way back out to
the truck, and driving to the other side of town that she spoke.


"I had to hold my breath.
You smell wonderful by the way. More so, being wounded. Not like a Vampire at
all. Human, more or less. It will be a lot better once you get that fixed. I
only drink animal blood, but that doesn't mean that cake doesn't sound good
too, you know?"


He thought he did. In this case Tyler
was the delicious cake.


"Hmmm. Will that be a
problem? I mean, if we become roommates?"


Rather than deny that it would,
the girl shrugged a bit, and looked at the side of his head boldly.


"Sometimes. You aren't
really that bad. It's a gentle thing, or will be if you aren't opened up like
this. That's just part of being a Vampire. It's illegal to feed off of Humans
now, or attack them, so you're safe. I can see if you were afraid. I mean, it's
weird, right? Being a Vampire?"


It was, but he also wanted to get
out of his house. Mainly so his mother could have her own life again. She
really deserved it. The woman was practically a saint after all.


"I don't think it will be a
huge issue. Not if you can ride in a car with me now like this." He was
about to explain what he meant, when she just nodded at him.


"Exactly what I was
thinking. This is close quarters, and you're covered in blood. Well, not
really, but I can still smell it. This is a good test that way. So, where
should we live?"


"Oohh. Cleverly changing the
topic and everything. Good plan. Um. I don't know, we should probably see
what's available first? I don't have a car, so something closer to work would
be good. I can run, of course, but going fifteen odd miles each day, both ways,
would be a bit much, if it can be avoided." As it was he was driving
carefully, and going exactly the speed limit.


He had the whole time, not
wanting to be caught with bodies in the back of the open vehicle. It hadn't
been a problem, since they hadn't seen even one police car the whole time, but
he wasn't exactly insured for the thing he was in, and didn't want to make
problems for Lars. That meant not getting into an accident if he could help it.


Ginger grinned at him.


"I can ask around at work? Honestly,
it isn't that big of a deal on my end. I just want someplace to store my clothing
and maybe bring a guy. Or girl. Depending on what I feel like that day. That...
That doesn't bother you does it?" She seemed worried about the idea.


Tyler nodded though, since it
really did.


"A bit? I mean, having you
coming in with hot hard bodies all the time when I'm not getting any will kind
of suck, don't you think? I'll live, but yeah... I can see that being
difficult for me." It was honest, and came with violent scarlet colored
blushing.


Ginger giggled again. It was
cute, and not too overdone, thankfully.


"I meant doing girls, too.
Not that I've done that much. So far I've never really been with anyone that
wasn't a Vampire. You know, I hear it's a lot harder to lick someone when
they're filled with yummy goodness? Also, I'm a Classic, which means I don't
have a sex drive. It's more about making connections and keeping my people
happy than anything else."


That was news to Ty. He didn't
respond for a moment, but finally nodded, keeping his eyes straight ahead,
watching the road like a hawk.


"That won't be an issue.
I... I don't know, but I think I might like guys, too." Then he waited
because it was just possible she'd have a problem with that.


Girls being bi was trendy and
almost normal anymore. Men were looked down on for the same thing. He was
holding his breath he realized, when she finally spoke.


"Neat. Maybe we could get
together and do group stuff? I've never done that."


He hadn't either, but had to
wonder why she'd bother with it, if she didn't get anything out of it herself. Tyler
didn't ask, since body hiding murder buddies or not, they'd just met. That
probably did help him feel more comfortable with her.


"Yeah? Not that it will come
up that often, I don't think. If I can, I need to spend the next half year or
more basically working all the time. That means doing such a good job that Zack
doesn't fire me. I don't know, Greater Demon. That sounds like the kind of boss
that could be picky, doesn't it?"


They were pulling into the parking
lot, near the gym, when she spoke on the topic.


"Zack is probably the best
of the Greater Demons. He's really young for one of them, too. Don't
make any deals or bargains with him, and remember, anyone you meet there might
be another of his kind. Half of them are insane, and you won't be able to tell
if that's the case, so be really polite, all the time. Helpful, honest and
brave. They know everything, so if you have a problem, it's best to just
go and see about it with him. Also, just because he's not bad seeming, that doesn't
mean he isn't evil. They all are. Heck, the Vampires are. Don't mistake
our outer behavior with what we really are inside. It's different."


Then, as if it made any sense at
all, she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek after he parked.


"So be careful."


He could see that. After all, he
really wasn't even certain that he wasn't dreaming the whole thing up. That
probably meant that being very cautious was a better than average idea.


As he took the keys and climbed
down from the vehicle, the scent of pine hit him again. That and dirt. If
nothing else, he was a murderer now. One with a job. A thing that he hadn't
killed to get, which meant hurrying along was a good plan.


Lars was still in his work place,
and the giant man with his heavy features smiled hugely at him, showing
slightly yellow, but very heavy teeth, including fang like tusks that were
hidden otherwise.


Without speaking he took his keys
back.


"It has both tanks filled,
and we took it through a car wash, so that it won't be all dusty, or smell like
Vampires. I don't know if that's a thing for you?"


Oddly, the man bowed to him, just
a little. It was out of place, considering he was in sweats and had a gym logo
on his front.


"Very good. It went
well?"


Taking a deep breath, Tyler
nodded. It had.


"They won't be back. Or
found. Apparently it was even legal, so, until their friends come for me, this
should be done."


It wasn't comforting, but the
giant grinned again.


"That is the way of all
battles. If you have warning, come and tell Lars and his people of it, and we
will join you? This is our area to guard as well."


That was different sounding, but
he nodded along.


"If you need me, I'll do
what I can to help you, too? It probably isn't a lot, but you know, if I can
help, let me know?"


That got him a pat on the
shoulder, near his wound, and a push toward the door. It was nearly a subtle
thing, or would have been if he weighed about three hundred pounds more, as it
was he covered by walking that way and then kept going, waving over his shoulder
to the giant guy.


Then, passing the bookstore
totally, he hurried to the Yoghurt World, so he could deliver Eve's card. She
was there, and on the phone, chatting with someone behind the front counter.


"No problem, Bey. We can
meet up tonight?" She took the card like it wasn't a problem, and kept
talking to her friend. They sounded like they were close, anyway.


Seeing a pen and pad, he wrote
down what he'd spent, and made a note as to why. It was over a hundred dollars
worth of stuff, but the girl just pulled it around when he was done, glanced at
it, and gave him a thumbs up.


"Actually, I have the man
right here. He just walked in. Back from taking care of the problem?" That
was addressed to him.


"Um, yes. Like we talked
about? There were no problems."


"Great. We can get the rest
of the story later? After you get off work?"


"Sure?"


Then he was waved out of the
store, though she didn't seem upset. Jogging carefully, he headed toward the bookstore,
finally, only to have a small Japanese woman walk alongside of him. He tried to
ignore her, since she looked close enough to his age that dating was possible,
and was attractive enough that just looking at her made him turn red. Just a
little though, since she hadn't spoke to him or anything.


She followed him into the store,
and when he got to the front desk, to see that both Zack and a guy that seemed
to be in his forties or so were there, the woman touched his back lightly.


"We need to see to healing
his arm and the worst of the other damage. Physical closing only, using
telekinetic binding, rather than accelerated healing. Would you like to do the
honors Mr. Stone? I think that you're ready to do that."


The rather average looking man
looked at the lovely lady, and made a face.


"Yeah, let's torture the kid
on his first day. What happened anyway? Car wreck?" He waved at Ty's face,
which did have some bruising on it still. Somewhere in the initial fight he'd
gotten pretty banged up. It hurt, sort of, but dwelling on it wasn't going to
help him keep his job.


Before he could speak, Zack did,
shaking his head a little.


"Nope. Vampire problems in
the area. A group set off after one of their own people, so Tyler had to step
in and stop them. They're all dead now." It was a statement, not a
question. The others had all sort of asked, but the cute store owner knew.


Like Ginger had said. He seemed
to know everything.


Rather than ask twenty questions,
and despite his reluctance, the man walked with the rest of them to a back
room, over to the side. It was a huge space, and had nice marble floors with a
circle laid into it, in green marble what had gold metal lines around it. The
rest was a deep gray, and the walls were dark, but very polished, wood. There
were fine carvings along the top, all with an owl theme, like the door they
went through had.


Toward the back there was a small
office, built out of wood and glass. It seemed separate from the rest of the
structure. The door said Mr. Hartley on it.


Zack waved at it.


"Don't take too long. For
your part Ty, try not to scream. This place isn't really soundproof. As soon as
you two are done here, it would be great if our new man can be shown how to do
everything? He'll need a name tag. I'd like him to be up on how this place runs.
I'll cover the front, but I have a pickup in half an hour." He walked
away, as if anything he'd said made real sense.


Hiram Stone, the manager, winced.


"Fuck. Well, this will
hurt then. I can do the healing, even doing it the wrong way like this, but I'm
not that great, going fast."


The hot woman patted his cardigan
wearing arm, and laughed.


"Just measure the energy
flows, Mr. Stone. I showed you what to do. Use care, and I think it won't be
too bad. If it is..." There was a shrug, and she looked at Ty directly.
"Then don't scream? It's clear that you aren't a weak person, Mr. Gartner.
I have the upmost confidence in your ability to withstand anything we can dish
out."


That was good to hear, especially
when the strange man touched his arm, right over the wound, and started making
it feel like he was being stabbed, over and over. Tyler was up on what that one
felt like now, so actually had to fight not to move or make any noise. It
lasted about ten minutes, and then the woman pointed to the other bruises.


"The face and chest too, or
else it will be hard for him to breathe tonight as he sleeps. Remove the blood
from under the skin. Micro-teleportation." That hurt too, but not as much.
When it was over she clapped, which was an efficient looking thing.
"Excellent. A bit rushed and sloppy on your part, but it did work.
Now, you should both probably do what my grandson suggested? I know that the
pickup he has in a few moments is very important."


Ty just filed away the fact that
the woman was a Greater Demon, and that Zack might just be put out if he
hit on her, being that she was his grandmother. The looks didn't match up, age
wise but he could see how Zack did seem a bit like they could be related.
Mainly around the eyes. He noticed that as he headed out front, and the man
passed him, touching his arm lightly as they did. It wasn't really flirtatious,
and Ty wasn't up on the idea of sleeping with the boss as a good career move,
but it also wasn't normal. Two fingers traced along his arm gently, as the man
nodded.


"Good work. I should be in
and out all night. I can get you home at nine or so, Ty. We'll need to get you
a car. Good idea finding a place closer, in fact, that's another reason to talk
to Calley. I hear she has a couple of rooms in her new place, and you seem
pretty stable." Then, as if what he'd said was sane, he walked through the
owl door.


For his part Hiram Stone stopped
in the middle of the place, and spread his hands.


"Acres and acres of books
and they're all ours!" It was funny, and kind of nice to hear, since it
didn't sound like he was too pissed off for him being late.


Fighting Vampires was a real
excuse there, it seemed. One that counted.


"I like books." He did,
but saying it that way made him sound a bit slow. Thankfully, there was just a
nod in response.


"Each one is a treasure. So,
we have eighteen main sections, with each of those having at least one, and
sometimes two or three, sub-sections. I have a map, and of course if you look
up, it's listed above the shelves, in order to make it easier to find. Memorize
the layout. The books on the shelves are in alphabetical order, by section.
First letter of the first authors last name, which isn't nearly as hard to get
as all that. For the first bit, you'll be doing that, cleaning and
straightening, and running a till. That isn't too hard, since we don't do a lot
of business most of the time. Up-selling is a big thing here."


Ty nodded, since Zack had already
shared that part. The real draw was that they had Alede there. Succubi and
Incubi. He'd never seen one in person before, but they were a known thing,
having come out about four months before. They'd been on television however. In
fact, Judy Swan was one. The actress had come out first, which took a
lot of people by surprise, since she was pretty, but not so much so that it
seemed out of place for Hollywood.


Almost as if to unveil that fact,
a woman came out of one of the side rooms, along with two rather bashful
seeming men. They were both a bit older looking, being about thirty or so, and
one of them needed to get his fly zipped. The succubi saw them standing there
and left her friends instantly, smiling at him like he was a piece of fresh meat.


"Why, hello! Are you waiting
for a friend?" It was clear that she meant a friend like her, not just
someone she didn't know.


Ty shook his head.


"Nope. I'm the new guy here.
Everyone in the world practically has told me not to get involved with you, and
the other Alede. I think they know how fragile my little mind is. I can see it
now. So, um, I don't want to be rude, but... I can't have sex with you."
It felt really rude, because she hadn't offered that to him, but rather
than deny that had been her goal, the fantastic looking lady just seemed a bit
sad.


"Oh. That's too bad.
Well, I'm sure we'll be great friends anyway." Then she turned to Hiram,
and leaned in to either flash her cleavage, which was really hard to ignore, or
just feel up the other man's arm. "Hi, you asked us to let you know when
it would be a good time to clean up the sitting rooms? One of my new friends
that just left missed. It happens." Then she traipsed off, as if it
made sense that she wouldn't be the one doing the work.


It probably did, in her universe.


The other man looked disgusted,
so Ty took a deep breath.


"Gloves and a sponge? I can
do that right now." He tried to sound like the idea didn't squee him out
totally.


His new boss however gave him a
hard look for about ten seconds, and then smiled. It was a slightly fierce
looking thing.


"You know Tyler? I think
you're going to do really well here. Come on. I'll show you to the supply
closet."












Chapter four





 


If the first day was any
indication, his real job was going to be in three or four parts, at least at
the beginning. Hit the bookshelves, run a front counter till, and clean the
spooge rooms. That was just as gross as Ty figured it would be, too.


Harder to get to than it seemed
like it should be as well. The place just wasn't that busy most of the time,
and that should mean that they all had room in their schedules for keeping
things tidy. Instead, just enough customers came in who wanted to spend time
with the girls that were there that it was nearly impossible to get into one of
the reading rooms at all.


Finally he wrote up a sign that
said out of service and taped it to the outside of one of the doors that
was being used. The girl that came out had a woman with her, and both of
them looked like they were out of his league. True one of them was a little bit
older, being around thirty, but as she adjusted her skirt, she managed a nice
smile for him on the way out. That was better than most of the men had done.
They mainly just seemed embarrassed, which he could see.


It was the girl, the other one,
that paid attention to him though, and turned when he pointed to the door.


"Fifteen minutes. So, if you
have to, stall while I get things fixed up?" It was the room he'd already
cleaned, but that wouldn't last with a constant stream of bodies. How the place
didn't smell like a locker room, he didn't know.


The dark haired woman, who had
ringlets, black glasses, and a form fitting t-shirt and jeans on, just nodded
at him.


"Thanks! Are you the new
person then?" She moved in, but didn't actually tackle him or try to dry
hump in the store. Roberta had done that, twice already.


Worse, Ty was nearly certain the
succubus was on her best behavior. It did make him feel good about
himself, being wanted like that. Also a bit horny. Still, this one stuck her
hand out, to shake. It was hard to do, but he performed a similar move back.


"I'm Kaitlyn." Her
voice was far more normal sounding than the other one. It actually seemed like
she was just trying to meet him. Not that he could trust that.


"Tyler. Call me Ty? You're
Eve's friend? She told me that I should try to hook up with... Um... Ben? For a
video project?" He blushed, and then shrugged at her. "I... I think I
might be sort of bisexual. This is a new thing for me. I mean, I just realized
it a few months back." After a talk with his mother, oddly enough. She'd
mentioned that he should be open minded that way, and he'd realized that he
sort of was.


Rather than seem like she was going
to judge him, there was just a pleasant expression on her lips. They were pink
and glossy, which made them really distracting, he realized. Even if she wasn't
trying to blow him on the sales floor.


"Oh, duh. Cleaning!" It
was a good enough reason to run away, and really wasn't too bad this time. He
cleaned, tidied and hit the space with air freshener, while the girl that had
been in there went out on the floor and started to work there. Straightening
books on the shelves.


When that was done, he pulled the
makeshift sign and slapped it on the other door.


Things went on at about that same
level until about six, then it all really picked up. Cafe or not, the place in
back seemed to be doing brisk business, and a few people even tried to order
books. He was not very good at that part, only being able to really help
one of the people that asked anything of him. That title was on the shelves,
thankfully, and the man bought it. Before going to the back with Kait. Then, at
about seven, the two Alede just left, even though things were busy, and two
others came in. They were clearly the same kind of being, since both of them
were super hot.


It wasn't just some kind of
normal thing either. They didn't look like models, or playboy centerfolds, they
looked better than that. Even without being airbrushed and
professionally made up first. Or, they might have been set up like that, but if
so, he couldn't tell at a glance. Still, he waved to them both, getting them to
come over almost instantly.


"Hi! I'm Tyler." He
waved at the pin on gold plastic badge that Hiram had made for him. It was
actually kind of nice looking. It said that he was an associate, above his
name. "I'm new. My job is to make sure everything stays clean for you, so
I need ten minutes per room after every other, um, friend of yours comes in?
I'll mark that with a sign. I might need more time if things get messy, so keep
that in mind. I know, pushy, but I need this job, so I want to do it well.
Please help?" He tried to look earnest and sound polite, which other than
seeming like he was going to pass out from being that close to the Alede, he
really thought he managed.


The red headed one on the left
started to reach out to him, meaningfully, which got a head shake.


"Um, no? I probably
shouldn't get too close to either of you. Like I said, I really need to do well
here. I'm trying to get my own place and that means keeping steady
employment." Now he just sounded like a jerk, and so awkward he wanted to
hide, but these two didn't even look hurt by his words.


The blonde one just took a step
back.


"Not a problem. I'm Ivy.
This lovely person beside me is Alexis. Don't worry Tyler. We've got your
back." The thing was, they really did. For the rest of the night they all
worked like it was planned out ahead of time. They even stocked shelves a bit.
There wasn't a lot to do that way, since he'd hit that part earlier, but they
all managed to keep the place looking pretty good.


So far it was looking decent at
least. At just before nine, Zack came out from the owl room, and waved to him.


"Good work today. Can you
come in tomorrow? Then you can have a day off if you want, on Monday. The order
comes in late, on Wednesday and Thursday nights. If you can work those it would
be great." He didn't seem to be saying it was a deal breaker if he
couldn't, which was nice.


"Well, I don't have
much of a life, so... I'm going to have to say... Yes? I also don't have
a car yet, and probably can't get one for a while, or take a bus late at night.
I can run in, if I can use the showers in the back? Is that a thing or..."
Really those could just be for the Alede, and he didn't want to step on any
toes that way, if they were.


"Yep! I can get you home
each night, for the time being. So we have a plan?"


 "Sounds good. I could
probably use any extra hours for a while. If that... I mean..." He didn't
know how to shorthand the idea he had for getting out of the house, or why.
Most people would be doing it to punish their parents, or gain more freedom.


He wanted that one too, the
freedom, but it really wasn't for him.


Zack nodded.


"I might have some things
coming up, if you aren't too picky about what you do to get your money? Nothing
illegal, or that will have you prostituting yourself. Mainly just errands in
different locations that require a lot of waiting around, that I don't have
time for." There was a subtle, almost invisible change of direction then,
as the Greater Demon moved to the front of the store. It was kind of obvious
that he was supposed to go along as well. The whole thing was almost a bit too
smooth. Almost like mind control, except that getting him to walk toward the
front of the place wasn't exactly some huge issue.


Unless it was.


Ginger was at the front, and held
a container of something, which had a fork or spoon hanging out of it. Zack
smiled, but didn't take it, since she handed it to Ty.


Then she laughed, gently.


"More fruit salad. It
occurred to me that you probably hadn't eaten anything all day. You can munch
this while we all go back to the store? Bey is here, and there's a thing, in
the back room?"


Tyler didn't understand her
really. It was clear she didn't mean the bookstore, but other than that, he
couldn't imagine what anyone would need them for. Especially him. Unless they
had more mixed fruit to get rid of? It was pretty nice, clearly having been
made fresh, just for him. He was hungry, which meant that he was eating with
quick shoveling motions that were probably pretty rude.


From the left, a voice called
out. It wasn't anyone he knew, though when he spun to look he recognized her.
The distinctive clothing store red head. Calley.


"Hey! You two, Ginger and Tyler,
leave lunch free tomorrow? We can go to my house and see if you like it well
enough?"


That got a happy reply and a wave
from the Vampire, which on reflection, was about what he should do too. It was
a bit late, but he managed it before they were out of sight. It was a bit
strange, but maybe Ginger had approached her with the idea? Or Zack?


Either way, it was a possible
place to move, and a house was almost always going to be better than an
apartment. As long as the rent wasn't too high for him to manage. If he had to
pay a third, and the place wasn't too huge, it would probably be something like
three hundred to four hundred a month. He thought. It wasn't like he'd rented
any place before. They'd need things like security deposits and last month's
rent too.


That was going to take a bit to
save up, but it wouldn't hurt to look.


Just inside the yoghurt shop Tyler
was able to toss his container and the plastic fork out. His hands were clean,
since he'd been fairly civilized about the gobbling of the delectable fruit.
The strawberries had actually been nearly perfect. Ripe and red, but sweet
enough that they could have been a bit mushy. They weren't though, which was
rare. You normally had one thing or the other. Sweet and mushy, or firm and a
bit sour.


Ginger patted him on the back, as
Zack moved to let them go first.


"Back here, where we stored
everyone earlier?"


The space was arranged a slight
bit different now. The sofa that had held Tara the Manthori earlier didn't now.
It had a small fellow on it, along with a cute but slightly nerdy looking
Burgerville manager. He knew that for sure, since her name tag told him. She
was Maggie, which he recalled as being the person that had lent them the car
earlier. Smiling, he waved at her, since she was pretty clearly awesome, on a
level that actually warranted the use of the word. Like Lars from the gym.
After all, who just lent you their car to carry bodies around in?


The bald man didn't have a name
yet, but wore a decent looking black suit, and smiled at him, so he got a wave,
too. Across the room there were three other people, all of them standing there,
looking at him directly. It was kind of embarrassing, actually, but he knew Eve,
and even if she was too pretty, he nodded her way.


"Hey." For some reason
he felt like he was at the high school dance. Not that he'd gone to many of
those. Just one, which he'd left after half an hour, so it probably didn't
count.


Edom, the very well dressed and
very hot guy from earlier smiled at him. He was right next to Eve, and on the
other side of him was a woman that seemed to be in her fifties. She looked kind
of hard though, for all she was wearing a skirt. As in, if she wanted to, she
might be able to kick his ass. Given that she was probably a Vampire, or at
least someone special, that was probably a good thing to keep in mind. What had
Ginger told him earlier? Be polite to everyone, just in case?


"Hello. I'm Tyler, um,
Gartner. Pleased to meet you." That was about all he knew as far as social
graces went, but Zack patted him between the shoulder blades, and saved him
then.


"Tyler, let me introduce you
around. This gentleman is Bey. The Bey. It's his name and title, all in
one go. Next to him is Maggie Sims, his wife, and maker. Don't be confused,
she's the oldest person in the room. Also really good at making
hamburgers, if you ever go off the whole raw food vegan thing you have going
on?" Then he turned and pointed at the older, hard looking woman. She
flinched when he did it, like he had a gun in his hand, rather than just
indicating her. "This is Althea Sims. The Chief of Police. You've met
Ambassador Freeman. Edom, in case you didn't get the whole name before. Eve
Benson, known in some circles as The Snowflake. And of course, let's not forget
the Vampire Ginger. That leaves Tara Fields, who you've met in passing I
believe?" The last bit sounded a little strange, but the girl nodded,
after looking up from the floor.


Then she pointed at him.


"I think I remember him.
When those... Fiends, tried to kill me, he stopped them. I'd tried to
run away, but they followed me. I guess... I should start at the
beginning?"


That got the little man, Bey, to
bow, while seated.


"That would be wonderful, if
you can speak about it dear? I know that it might involve difficult
matters." He seemed concerned about it, but the woman kind of curtsied,
and went on, her bone white flesh nearly gleaming under the florescent
lighting.


"I was approached, about six
months ago, just after I broke up with my old boyfriend, by their leader, Robs.
At first I figured that he simply wanted to add someone with mental abilities
to his crew. I'm not a great fighter, but I do pretty well that way. High
compulsion, and hydrokinesis. That's rare, so it happens every now and then.
People want me to join up with their gang or crew. Then, after a while I
realized that he just wanted to date me." She glanced at Ty, and shook her
head a little. "It was stupid. I realized after a while that he wasn't a
good person. I don't mean just a little broken or bent either. He was... Wrong.
Inside. Insane, but able to pass for normal, most of the time. Well, after a
while I had to let him know that I just wasn't interested. That didn't go well,
and he tried to have his goons kill me. I fled into the night and was chased
for hours. Finally I tried to call for help, after I realized I wasn't going to
get away before I went down for the day."


She glanced over and smiled at
him, her mouth pushing out, even with her lips held tight. Her deep red eyes
were compelling, so he looked away not wanting to be spelled or compelled, at
the moment. Still, he could see how a person might get lost in those eyes. They
were deeper than most.


Bey didn't so much as nod, just
turning to look at him. Ty got the plan then. It was kind of like a police
report.


"Um... I heard her ask for
help, so told the Vampires there, there were five of them, two women and three
men, to leave her alone. Then I realized they were Vampires, and that I
was going to die, so I called out where we were, just in case anyone could hear
me. You know, so they could collect the bodies later. Then..." He
shrugged, "We fought. The men all had weapons, so it wasn't easy."


That wasn't good enough, it
seemed, so he had to go over the whole thing, blow by blow, explaining what he
was thinking the whole time, and then describing Eve's call to the Chief, the
shooting of Ginger, and the borrowing of Maggie's car.


"Thanks by the way. You got that
back, right?" He felt worried, but the Vampire woman gave him a very
polite nod.


"I did, thank you. Eve
brought it back almost instantly." She seemed familiar to him, and it
probably wasn't from her work place. Really, she looked a lot like the
woman that used to be one of the spokes people for the Vampires.


That didn't mesh with also being
a fast food worker. After all, who'd work that kind of job if they didn't need
to?


That got Eve to go next, since it
had been her on the phone. It was interesting, hearing her double back a bit.


"We got a call here, at the
front desk, at about four-twenty. I couldn't make out who it was, but we were
informed of an attack, and aid was requested. Barb was here at the time, to
cover the embassy, so Ginger and I ran over to give aid. It took about two
minutes. When we got there, we saw Tyler handing the Vamps their asses. One of
them asked who he was, and he answered that he was Batman. It was... Incredible.
He nailed the voice, you know, the deep gravelly thing from the movies? I swear
I fell in love a little. They tried to run then, but it was too late, and he
was able to hold them all until they failed at first light. It wasn't late, so
they were probably decently young. Ty had been stabbed, so I got a bandage on
him. A minor wound that didn't seem to bother him much. Then, he's clearly
not a wimp, so it was hard to tell."


It turned out that Maggie wasn't
that hard to convince as far as vehicle lending, and the rest of the story was
about the same. When Ginger went she just clarified a few points, mentioned
borrowing a truck from Lars, and the death of the Vampires. Then the cleaning
and gassing up of the vehicle.


That was pretty much it, as far
as he could tell. Ginger even went over telling him it was legal, which had
everyone in the space nodding, as if that was really just a thing.


The Bey clapped his hands
together, one time.


"Ah! Very well done then,
all of you. Ginger, do you feel a need to harm the officers that shot
you?"


That got the Chief to look away,
her face stern, but slightly defeated. It was the set of her mouth that did it.
Like she didn't want her people harmed, but knew that she might not get a
choice in the matter.


"No. No need for that. They could
be a little less jumpy, at least that time of day, but it was just a startle
reflex. It could happen to anyone really." There was no particular weight
to the words, but now the older lady smiled.


"Thank you for their lives,
Miss Harris."


Ginger gave a nod back, and
didn't even suggest they buy her new clothing. They had kind of ruined her outfit
earlier, so it seemed fair to him.


The bald man looked at him,
smiled, and then regarded Tara closely.


"Now, we still have the
issue of this Robs. He was not one of those executed for their
crimes?"


Tara shook her head, and then
spoke in a very low voice. The Vampires probably heard her just fine, but Ty
had to struggle to make it happen. It kind of worked.


"No, sir. He and better than
half his minions still live. They're one of the most powerful groups in the
area."


That got Edom to agree, his voice
much louder. Probably so that Tyler wouldn't feel left out.


"That's true. If I have it
right, the group removed already represents about a third of their power
however. The bottom third, but they weren't babes, fresh to death. The youngest
he had with him, at last check, would have been over fifty years old. The rest
are closer to a hundred to one-fifty. None of them walk the day though, so we
can take them out easily enough, if that's what you decide to do."


Rather than leap up to rush out,
or command the others to do it, the smaller fellow sat for a bit, thinking.
That, or he really just thought the sofa was comfy. Tyler could get behind that
one, since he was ready to put his own behind in a chair for a while. Better, a
bed.


It was kind of clear that he wasn't
needed for the rest of this now. Well, not as long as the other Vampires
weren't going to come for him personally. That might happen given how he'd
executed their friends, so he waited, trying not to shift around too much.
After what seemed like a long time, the little guy in his dark suit smiled
gently.


"I believe it would be best
if I paid them a visit this night? Miss Benson, you could go along as well.
Miss Harris, too. I think perhaps it's time for some of our people to realize
what exactly angering the council means." The guy stood, and then bowed to
Tara. "Would it be suiting your needs and desires for us to do this? We
will of course stand to the side, if you feel you need to extract revenge on
your own, or with your champion?"


The words got the very light
colored lady to smile, which seemed real enough, but The Bey didn't. No one
else did.


"Well, I suppose I
could call on the Line Walker, or The Associate, Tyler, but I don't know either
of them that well, and am already in debt for earlier. If it isn't any trouble,
perhaps going with your plan would be best, sir?"


Maggie spoke up, her words
chipper enough that she got his attention.


"I'm with you, if you need,
Tara. You have friends. A lot of people will help you."


"True." Eve glanced at
the others and then smiled, letting her fangs pop out. It was wickedly cool.
"Still, if they haven't run for it, it might be a good idea to go for them
now. Perhaps they'll listen to reason? After this Robs man dies, I mean."


That got everyone to roughly
agree, but before they left, the tiny man, who really only came to about his
shoulder and was even thinner than Tyler, reached out to touch his arm gently.


"Please, do not think we are
ungrateful for your earlier aid. That is not truth, indeed. We wish merely to
not stress your good will in this, if it is not needed. Few would doubt that
you are among the best of heart. Certainly not those in this space."


The others seemed to agree, which
got him to want to look away, but he tried to do the whole being polite thing.


"I know that I'd just be in
the way. If you need anything that I can help with, you know, without dying,
let me know? I have a job now, but I won't be working all the
time."


Maggie stood, and stretched a
bit, like a Human might, her hands going up over her head.


"Well, would you consider
guarding Tara tonight? It should be okay, but if you travel carefully, it would
be really hard to pick up her scent."


Zack tilted his head, and nodded.


"I can move you both there
directly. How does your mother feel about visitors?"


That was a good question.
Supposedly, he was allowed to have guests, and she'd even hinted that having a
girl, or a guy, over for things more advanced than movies and popcorn
wouldn't be an issue. That probably meant that Tara would be welcome.


"Should be fine? If it's not
she still won't kick us out until morning."


"I wouldn't want to be any
trouble." The words were low sounding again, and soft. Like she really
meant it, but also didn't have a better place to go.


"It will be good. Don't worry."
If not, well, then his plans for a new place had better hold up. Not that his
mother had ever threatened to toss him out. If anything she was too
understanding and willing to cut him slack.


Zack moved a little and the air
in the center of the room started to glow. It was a nice purple color, but you
had to look at it just right to keep seeing it.


"Walk that way. Just through
the light. Go on. It won't hurt." He seemed ready to go on, but Tyler
could see that this was one of those nodes that he'd mentioned earlier. That
was like teleportation, more or less. So without making a big deal of it, he
stepped into the light, and got a tiny push just as he hit the edge of it.


Zack sounded normal.


"Hop. It's slightly safer,
and you need to develop good habits."


He did it, and was amazed when he
found himself in the small, but tidy living room of his home. The carpet was a Kool-Aid
friendly mash-up of twenty ugly colors and had been there for a long time.
Since he'd been a child. A half second later, Tara came through, and knocked
him out of the way, which got him to chuckle.


"So, that's a thing. Well,
um, welcome? I guess you can stay in my room, and I'll sleep on the couch out
here?" Which got him to roll his eyes at how stupid he was. "Except
that you're up all night. So, television. We have basic cable. It's
something. The problem there is that I'm not certain how my mom will react if
she comes in and finds a stranger here. Not just a Vampire, though that might
not help. I mean anyone. It isn't a thing that's happened before." She
might be fine, but Tara just smiled at him, her lumpy lips closed and pale.


"I can lay next to you? It
won't be the first time I've done that kind of thing in life. Probably not the
last either. I know you must be tired, or we could do something more fun. Go
out or play a board game."


"Both of which are off the
table for the night. First, going out would probably undo whatever Zack did. I
mean, if we went point to point, that's got to be a great way to hide your
scent. Board games, well, we don't have any, so that's not taking place. I'd
hate for you to be bored out of your mind. I guess I could sleep out here, if
you want? Then my mom will just think I was trying to get some off of you when
she gets in, but I can explain it all."


That got a laugh, with a hand
held over her mouth.


"I think you underestimate
how shocking that might be for her. Better I stay out of sight, until you can
explain."


That decided, he made up the sofa
for himself, and tucked the pale woman in his room. It wasn't perfectly clean,
but other than smelling a bit like him, it wasn't too bad, he hoped.


He drifted off pretty quickly,
which meant that he jumped when someone came to the door, near midnight. It
occurred to him that he should have armed himself. Even a bat or kitchen knife
was better than the nothing he had at the moment. Still, he stood up, still
fully dressed, as the door opened, and his mother's short brown haired head
came in. It was clear that she was tired, since the lines on her face were
deeper than normal. She was too young to look like that, but constant double
and even the occasional triple shift could do that to a person.


She glanced at the couch, and
smiled at him. It was a warm thing. Kind, and better than he deserved, most
likely. She was almost always like that.


"I didn't think you'd still
be up." She closed the door behind her and locked it. Then she waved at
the blanket and pillow, and looked at the turned off television. "What's
wrong?"


He was silent for a moment, then
decided to go with the truth, more or less. The parts that she might believe
anyway.


"Well, right now there's a
girl in my room. A Vampire. A Manthori, which, you know, like the woman in that
Vampire Band thing? Only shorter. I'm hiding her from other Vampires, while
some friends of hers go and make sure they aren't going to try and kill her
again." Then he winked. "Oh, I also got a job, a possible roommate or
two and maybe a place to move in to? That might fall through, but the job is
real. At Hartley and Co. Books?"


Then, as if the first half of
what he'd just said was him being silly, she set her things down, and moved
over to him, giving him a big hug.


"You got a job? Not just
something you were dreaming?"


He threw his hands up.


"Okay, that's actually a
good point. It's been a day. Wait here..." He jogged to his room, and
tapped on the door, only to have it open a few moments later. His mother went
wide eyed, but he turned and gave her a thumbs up.


"Yep. I really have a job.
Always good to check that kind of thing out."


It was, after all, kind of
unexpected.












Chapter five





 


Tyler realized, after about ten
minutes of explanation, which involved Tara walking out and being introduced,
that his mother was freaking cool. On a level that he'd never actually noticed
about her before. She'd always been there for him, and while there were rules
to living with her, they'd never been unreasonable things. Keeping the place
clean, so they didn't get typhoid or diphtheria, which wasn't that high of a
bar. When he'd been in school she'd asked, politely, that he keep the highest
grades that he could manage.


That kind of thing.


Now, with a sudden and totally
unexpected girl coming out of his bedroom, she acted like it was normal.
Even the fact that Tara had solid blood red eyes, and more teeth than was
strictly attractive didn't set her back. His mother was just nice about it.


That meant he was back to sleep
about half an hour later, and while he was making plans to get out of the house
as soon as he could manage, that wasn't going to have to be the next morning.


Still, the sofa was lumpy, and
built in such a way that the cushions hit him with a seam right in the lower
back. He did have the pillow from his bed, since he normally had two of them
which he traded off. It was, he figured, the kind of thing that happened when
you had guests. You took only one of the comfortable sleeping aids, and left
the rest for them, even if they didn't need it. It meant getting up late
though, for him.


Without enough sleep too. Not
good quality rest. He wasn't stiff or sore in any case, which was good. It
would have sucked to get up at five-thirty and have a sore neck.


He moved quietly, since his
mother was asleep for certain. Tara, when he looked in on her, was dead, on his
bed. Lying flat and unmoving. It was eerie, and not all that attractive. That
was a bit of a surprise, since given his total lack of history with having a
woman alone for any length of time, Ty would have figured that he'd be more
into at least staring at her like a freak.


Instead he was actually kind of
nervous about it. Not that the woman, who looked to be in her early twenties
right now and was probably a lot older than his mother was, had done anything
wrong. It just turned out that suggestions from Ginger the day before aside, he
wasn't that into molesting corpses.


"Good to know." That
was muttered, but sounded happy enough.


It took a bit to really get
ready, since he realized that he needed to take a full day of supplies with
him, which meant carrying it all on a run. That meant he needed his comb, a
towel, the clothing he was wearing that day, food and water. Because he didn't
really want to smell like banana all day, that meant wrapping the fruit he was
taking up in a large black plastic garbage bag.


 His clothing went in another
one, since having it soaked with sweat wasn't going to help him. It meant,
after hurrying a bit and feeling a bit like warmed over crap, that he was able
to get out of the house at about six.


It was fifteen miles to
Westfield, and because he was him, instead of a normal person, that meant going
carefully, trying to keep an eye out for trouble, and measuring his pace. Ty
controlled where his feet went, and didn't over extend at all as he moved, his
soles hitting directly in the center. They weren't really picked up much
either, giving him a very smooth quality that a lot of people would have
probably described as shuffling.


It was efficient, and if not very
fast, let him keep going over a distance that most wouldn't have made. This was
a bit farther than he normally went, so he was feeling decent about himself as
he got to the mall. Enough so that he went to the central entrance, rather than
the one closest to him. The large wooden overhang that covered the glass doors
looked nice, though it had fish carvings in it. He'd never been that big on
fish, as decorations. It wasn't a deal breaker for him in life, but he much
preferred the owl decor in the node transportation area.


In the store there was no one
visible when he got in, even though it was kind of late already. Before nine,
but just a bit. That meant hurrying into the back, where the showers were kept.
There were three of them, and none were in use yet, so he took the closest one
to the door. It was open on one side, not having any way to close it. No
curtain or anything. The white and blue tile wrapped around however, so that no
one could just see in, which was probably safe enough. After all, he didn't
really care if anyone saw him naked.


Ty might be a bit thin, but he
was also lean, which meant he had good abs.


It wasn't a point anyway, and ten
minutes of rapid scrubbing later he was able to find the sign in cards, which
were over to the side along the wall on his left when he faced the front. There
was a fridge in the back too, along with a single wooden rolling book cart that
needed to be emptied. They'd had more than that, but the rest had already been
taken care of.


He hit the floor hard, sweeping
first thing, since the wooden tile floor needed to be cared for constantly. It
was clean, but there was dust to be removed, even after a single night. Then
there was store straightening, and getting the last cart in the back onto the
shelves.


People did come in, even if it
was early, but almost none of them even pretended to look at books. No, they
made a straight line for the cafe in the back. The smell from the place made
him hungry. Oh, he only ate fruit and veggies, with a bit of whole grain, like
rice or bulgur wheat, as a rule. Eggs too, on occasion, though not often. That didn't
mean his nose was broken. He could see why people wanted to eat there.


It wasn't a lot of people, but
over the course of about an hour, ten or so came in. Four of them were men and
women that he could tell were Alede. They all leaked sex, lust and
desire constantly. Interestingly, they all ate, too. He'd kind of thought they
only fed off of sex energy.


One of them, a very good looking
man in a suit that was perfectly fitting, came up to him when he was finished
with his delectable meal.


"Tyler! You're here early.
How are things going? Settling in all right?" There was a gleam to the
man's eyes, and he seemed to be teasing him for some reason.


Probably because Alede could
change gender, and they'd met the day before. The guy didn't look like any of
the women. He had black hair, and pale white skin. Other than that and looking
like a male model if they were perfect, there was no way to tell which he was.
So Tyler didn't guess.


He put his hand out to shake
though, because they were both men and it was a professional setting.


"Hi! Um, which one are
you?" It was rude sounding, or could have been, but it turned out he was
right.


The man winked at him and gave a
single dry pump to his hand. Professional rather than slutty.


"Rob. I was Roberta
last night. Not a bad call, realizing that we've met. Anyway, early in the day
I work over at the Alede embassy. Pretty Plus, across the way? If you get a
chance you should visit us over there later. Believe it or not, we can use some
help, on occasion, from someone that isn't going to need to run off and have
sex six times a day. You'll want to talk to Valerie, if you can't find
me."


It was actually a nice offer, so Ty
smiled. He felt uneasy as hell around the female Alede, but Rob here wasn't
battering him too badly. It was a little bit odd, really. He was at least
as attractive as a man after all. The difference wasn't coming from inside
himself then, but rather from the person in front of him.


"That sounds like an idea,
if I ever get the time? What kind of things do you need done?" Rather than
go into sexual positions, the man pulled his hand back all the way, as he
thought for a moment.


"A lot of it is working with
certain members of the public. We can control ourselves, most of the time, but
on rare occasion, say dealing with local officials, or some of the other
groups, being us is a detriment. For instance, the Trollienkeine can barely
stand us. It's a scent thing, and not one we can really control for them."


That got him to nod.


"Oh. I don't know what that
kind of person is."


"Trollienkeine? The power lifting
gym folk. Basically they're bigfoot, more or less. If you look closely you'll
see that they all have to shave off most of their body hair, daily. Really,
it's a bit of a shame that they aren't wild about my people. I mean, could you
imagine playing your hands over..." Then the man stopped and winked again.


The whole thing was a bit
overdone.


"So things do come up like
that. As a Human you're kind of a free agent here. A neutral party. That means
you can do things like that, which might be hard if one of the other groups has
to be called in."


Tyler didn't agree instantly, in
case it was a trick or trap, but he couldn't imagine what that would be. 


Which was the point. Polite, and
careful, seemed to be the watchwords for the day, as far as he could tell.


"I'll look into it? That's
nice of you to offer, thanks."


That got him a pat on the arm
that was clearly a bit of a come on, unless he was just so backward he couldn't
tell the difference between that kind of thing and being normally friendly. He
was shy though, not autistic. That being the case he made a point of smiling at
the man, as he watched him walk away. That meant staring at his rather tight
looking ass, which had him thinking about having sex with it.


"So, at least
bi." He muttered that just as another of those people, this Alede being
female and familiar walking by without comment. Oh, she looked at him,
so he recognized her as Ivy from the day before, and while she was dressed in
work clothing, it was all tight in the right place. He noticed that too.
"Definitely not gay."


Then, he decided, shaking his
head a bit that paying attention to what everyone had told him before was a
good idea. It could be really easy to let himself do nothing but be
preoccupied with sex at the bookstore. That didn't get the work done.


Not that it was all that hard
after that. He seemed to be nearly alone in the shop itself, and hadn't seen a
coworker yet. He had made one whole sale by himself, for a woman that
wanted a magazine about cakes. Other than that, he cleaned. At eleven, to his
surprise, Kait came in, looking a bit nerdy, in a way that was far too sexy to
actually count if you were paying attention.


Really, for all that she was
clearly dressed down, and trying to not be a sex goddess at the moment, she failed.
Pulling his mind away, he waved to her, which got a shining smile.


"Ty! You came back.
Excellent. I wasn't sure. I thought you might be offended by us." There
was a wave at herself then, as if she might be the cause of him running away in
terror.


It might be a good plan, but it
was probably too hard to get done, fleeing from her like that. He felt drawn,
to tell the truth. Like he wanted to touch her. It took an act of will to fight
the feeling off. That happened with a laugh.


"Nope. I'm trying to be good
and put work first, that's all. I do appreciate you helping out, by
not..." He waved and smiled, not even blushing at her too much. It
occurred to him that he had no way to describe what he was getting at.


The woman did, and her smile
gleamed at him.


"For not stripping you of
free will?"


Making a considering face, he
nodded at her.


"That would be it. Yes. So,
thanks for the support that way?"


She started to move in, to hug
him, he thought, but held off, her eyes going a bit wide.


"It's brutally hard for
us. Everything we do is wrapped up in sex. It takes a level of mastery not to
do that kind of thing that is really rare, actually. We're... The people at our
embassy, are better at it than most. It does help if we can have sex regularly.
This place is good that way. Especially since we came out. That was
frightening. We kind of thought that we might all be killed, but people just
want to have sex, which is a good thing for us." The girl seemed chatty,
and looked around at the empty store. "It will really start at about noon.
Are we switching off rooms for cleaning like yesterday?"


Tyler took a second to think, and
then nodded. It was a lot of work, trying to get that done constantly, but
letting the rooms smell like sex booths at a porn theater wasn't a great thing,
as far as he was concerned. Not that he'd been to a place like that. Luckily
he was well read, so had a clue that things like that existed.


"That's the plan. So, what
am I supposed to be doing that I'm not? Clerking, stocking, and sex room
tidying..." He glanced around, thinking he was doing well, but the girl
patted his arm, sending a thrill of desire for her down it. It made him stiffen
in his pants, and glare at her a bit. Playfully. She did pull her hand
back suddenly.


"Oops. Sorry about that.
Have you talked to Palma yet? She probably doesn't need help, but it never
hurts to ask. Other than that, and keeping an eye out for people that come
here, when they actually want node travel services next door, that's about
it." Then she looked up, since a man walked into the store. They locked
eyes, and without speaking to boring old him anymore, the freakishly hot woman
drifted from behind the counter.


It wasn't even a fight, getting
the man to go with her to one of the reading rooms off to the side. Not a
conversation either. She just walked up, said no more than ten words, and took
his hand. Tyler could see that one happening, so wasn't too shocked about it.
If she'd walked up to him in almost any situation and done the same thing, he'd
have gone with her too. Not having a lot to do, he headed toward the back, in
case the woman there, Palma, actually had something she needed.


He approached the back counter, his
face hesitant as he regarded the white clad and curly haired lady there. She
was a bit blocky, but didn't seem fat, just cut kind of square.


"How may I help you today,
sir?" Her voice was firm, and deferential at the same time. Her hands
though, were amazing. She was talking to him, but kept working the whole time,
never stopping or wasting any motion. Just flowing from one thing to the next,
perfectly. It wasn't super speed, but it was a thing that he tried to strive
for in his martial arts practice. So far he hadn't made it.


This lady had.


"I was wondering if you
needed anything? I'm supposed to help you, if I can?" Zack had mentioned
something like that, he thought.


"Oh? Wonderful! I'm fine for
the moment, but this crowd will thin out in about twenty-three minutes. If you
could sweep and mop out here? That will leave me to simply get ready for the
lunch crowd." She gestured at the area that tables and chairs were set up
in. They were all white, and the tables were glass topped. Crumbs and messes
showed in a few places.


"I can wipe the tables down,
too. If I get a chance?"


The lady smiled at him like he'd
invented being polite.


"Perfect, love! The rags are
over here, behind the counter."


He took that as meaning he needed
to do that right then, so got to work, moving quickly and trying to copy the
flow that Palma had. Tyler thought that the trick was in making a point to pay
attention all the time. That and not letting himself stop to think, planning
out what came next while actually moving.


Really, it had two main effects,
the first was that he got more done, in a shorter time period. The second was
that, the woman behind the serving counter seemed to understand what he was
doing and smiled. Then loaded him with more work.


It was just running a full tray
of food over to Zack though, who was in his office in the owl room. The tray
was brown, plastic and had a cork like lining to it, and was filled with
pastries of a dozen different sorts. Heaped high enough that it was work not to
drop any. Still he managed it, settling the thing on the desk in the back. It
got a large smile from his cute boss.


"Hey Ty. I have a set of
things coming in starting at one-fifteen. You need to take off and see Ginger
and Calley at noon so I'll come out and handle the sales floor. Hiram has today
off, but Ben will be in to take over at six." Then he started eating
instantly. It was an almost frantic thing too, like he couldn't stuff enough
into his face.


"Thanks. I need to go clean
the cafe area right now. Unless someone comes in, I mean."


"Remember to put out the wet
floor signs when you mop. People are always looking for way to sue places like
this."


It was a point, and one that even
his mom had mentioned a few times. There was a whole group of people in the
world that just went around trying to find ways to get free money from people.
Not that he didn't understand the idea, but faking being injured to do it
seemed low.


He tried to move from where he
was over to the supply closet smoothly, and got the floor swept before anyone
came into the store. When that happened it was a woman, and while she waved at
Kait, she just glanced at books for a bit, rather than escaping to the side
room with her. At first he wondered if she were an Alede, since she had that
nearly unreal air about her, but the long haired woman, who was good
looking enough for that, didn't seem concerned with anything except what she
was doing. That meant he had time to mop, being that the area wasn't very
large, after getting the yellow folding caution signs out. There was no one in
the cafe area, just like Palma had said would happen. When too. Twenty-three
minutes almost exactly like she'd said.


Hustling to put the mop and
bucket in the back closet, he hurried over to the woman, and tried really hard
to forget that she was one. Tyler was at work, and blushing nervously wasn't
exactly going to help him in life. The golden blonde, who had a bit of curl to
her hair, looked up as he approached.


"Hi! Are you finding
everything all right today?" It was what clerks in stores said, so
he didn't need training for it.


The woman, who looked no more
than a year or two older than he was at most, smiled.


"I'm good for now. I'm
waiting for Zack to get out here, actually. I have some things for him to do
while he works." There was a brushing at her hair, which couldn't have
actually been in the way being held back like it was. So it was either
affectation, or habit.


It was a funny thing to say, too.
Things for him to do. Like she was his boss, or possibly wife. There had been
no mention of anything like that, but Tyler could see it. The lady in front of
him was easily good looking enough to get someone like Zack.


Rather than just guess, he asked.


"You have things for him to
do while he works? That's different, isn't it?"


"Oh, sure. It's just some
basic magical patterns I want him to hold while he's not Line Walking. I'm his
mentor. Also his Aunt, in case that comes up? Darla Gibson." She put her
hand out to shake, which he took instantly. Rather than smile again, the woman
tilted her head a little bit, as if she were suddenly curious.


Then she surprised him a lot.


"You know, we should get
together later. For now, I think you should start a notebook, and keep track of
everything you're learning. It might help you out, later. You have a unique
perspective. At least you can if you keep paying attention and apply
yourself. Not that you have to do what I say, but a good idea is a good idea,
don't you think?" Then she let go of him, and didn't wait for a reply.


That was because Zack was coming
out of the owl door, which Tyler realized, meant it was near his own lunch
time.


Without a word, he went to the
back and ate three pieces of fruit, two bananas and a pear, then washed up and
headed toward the front of the store at a quick march. He didn't know where he
was supposed to find the girls he needed really, even if he knew where they
both worked. It could be his job to collect them, and if they were leaving the
mall, it might take them a while. Zack had made a point of telling him that
he'd be needed at one-fifteen, if not slightly before that, so there wasn't a
lot of time to waste.


"Okay, so Calley first,
since she's closest. Then we can swing by and get Ginger, if we can. I really
should have called first." It was an oversight, actually. Then, neither of
them called him either, so it might be fair.


It turned out, as soon as he got
all the way out into the hallway of the place, that it wasn't that hard to find
the girls after all. They were both in front of Brand Village and walking
toward him quickly.


The adorable redhead with the
glasses waved at him like they were long lost friends.


"Ty! We should hurry, since
you need to be back in about an hour." They were both moving at a good
clip, and dressed as differently as you could get really.


Ginger looked ready to work at a
fast food place, more or less. No uniform, but she was in jeans and t-shirt. A
pink one with gray sleeves that left him feeling bad about how cute she was
until he recalled that she was actually older than he was by a few years.
Totally fair game, just young looking.


The other girl was dressed like a
professional woman, in a skirt, hose and dressy jacket that matched the rest of
the outfit. She also moved like she was on crack, flapping and twitching
constantly, even as she walked along.


"Come on. It isn't far. We
can jog over."


She meant it, even if she wasn't
dressed right for that kind of thing. Neither was he, but she wasn't kidding.
They hit a decent speed the whole way. The house they were going to was no more
than three blocks from the mall, on the back side, past the movie theater that
he hadn't known about until they went past it. Even better than that, most of
the trip was taken up with parking lots, which meant they were at the place not
seven minutes after they started. True, running, since the women with him
didn't seem to understand the idea of jogging in particular, but he was
only a bit out of breath when Calley unlocked the front door.


"Home sweet home!" It
wasn't a vast palace, but it was clean and looked well kept up inside.


Tyler followed the others in,
watching everything carefully the whole time. The front space had hard wooden
floors, and he caught a glimpse of a rather large kitchen through a set of
double doors. They were the swinging saloon kind, and done in dark stained
pine.


Calley went into a speech then,
one that sounded a little breathless and excited.


"I own the place outright,
so I won't have to charge a lot. I'm... You know, Bat Shifters are social
animals, so I kind of need to have people around. That's an actual thing
for me, so..."


Ty filed that one away. She was a
Shifter, which probably meant Brand Village was her embassy. A Bat too,
whatever that really meant. Changing into a bat, probably, which beat his super
power of infinite patience, as far as coolness went, by about ten thousand
times.


"We have two free rooms,
though if you need we can switch around. I'm not that picky. Here... The first
one is kind of small." She moved to it, and showed that the thing was
about the size of a walk in closet.


Not that it was too small for him
really, since all he'd need was some clothing and a place for a bed. Tyler
resigned himself to getting that tiny room then, since he wasn't a girl. They
always had more stuff, he thought. That was the rule, at least as far as
television had taught him.


The other room however, was a
decent ten by twelve thing.


Fluttering a bit, the Bat-girl
moved in and touched him on the back, then she did the same with Ginger.


"So, you don't sleep,
right?" That was for the Vampire, who nodded firmly.


"True. I could take the
smaller one? How much?"


Calley shrugged, her movements a
bit agitated. That seemed to just be part of how she rolled, so Ty didn't let
it bug him. "How about two hundred a month? Each? That covers electric,
and reasonable food too. Animal blood, not the expensive Human kind. You only
eat fruit and stuff, right Ty?"


That she knew that amazed him for
a second.


"Right. Some rice and stuff
on occasion." He was ready to explain the health benefits, when she just
smiled at him like he was brilliant.


"Good. I have family that
are fruit bats, so I'm used to the idea. I pretty much just stuff my
face when I can, but I can shop for that. The bathroom is decent, but we have
to share. Kitchen... There's a basement, but I just use it for storage. You can
too, if you need?" The whole thing was shown to them. Including her
bedroom. It was the big one, and had a private bathroom, but he could see that,
she owned the place, so it seemed fair.


Ginger looked at him, and then
nodded.


"I think we'll take
it?"


It was fast, and he didn't have
any money, but he should have some soon enough, he hoped.


"I won't get paid for a
while, but..."


"No problem. Like I said, I need
people around. It's been weeks since my last roomie moved out. He got married,
the bastard. I offered to let them both move in here, but his wife is a Human,
and not open minded enough for that I guess? You two are good that way though,
right? I mean, if I have a friend over occasionally?"


It was her place, so he just
shrugged. Listening to her getting it on probably wouldn't be that wonderful,
but he'd live. Other people had roommates and did all right, so he could
probably do it too.


"Should be fine?"


"Awesome!" They were
both hugged then, which meant a tight and fairly hard body being pressed
against him. The girl was incredibly warm, he noticed. Probably due to an
accelerated metabolic rate. He didn't know if all Shifters had that, but it
would make some sense, he thought.


Then the woman danced a bit in
place. It was a slightly chaotic thing, but her words were clear enough, for
all that.


"You can both move in now?
Today? We'll need a truck. I can borrow one, I think. You get off at six, when
Ben gets in, right Ty?"


He didn't really know, but
nodded, since that sounded right. That the Bat-girl in front of him knew as
much as he did about his schedule didn't make much sense, but she wasn't wrong.



"I think so? It could be later.
Not that I have a lot of things that need to be moved. It would be good to have
a bed, but mine is being used right now. It won't be free until nightfall, I
don't think."


There were a few cute nods then,
rapid things that left him feeling excited. It was the raw energy she held all
the time, he thought.


"No problem. Ang doesn't
sleep. He's a Dragon, so he wouldn't."


Then, as if that were a good
place to leave a conversation, the girl led them back to the mall at a run.












Chapter six





 


 


When he got into work, a few
minutes earlier than his personal deadline of one o'clock, Tyler noticed
something odd. It wasn't truly bizarre, just a green spiral notepad,
with his name written on the front in rather nice calligraphy. Tyler Gartner.
Zack was talking to a young girl across the room, so he opened the thing, not
getting the idea at first.


Inside there was an inscription,
in the same nice writing that the front had on it.


"This is a place to start.
Collect the information you get here, and I'll help you with the rest when you
fill the book." There was a D. underneath it. For Darla, no doubt. Zack's
mentor. The girl hadn't said what kind of stuff he'd be learning, but it was
probably demon related, since Zack wasn't that old, and the blonde had said she
was his aunt.


Whatever was going on across the
room, near the science fiction section wasn't going that well, it seemed. At
least the little girl, who was bit freaky seeming, was raising her voice. It
wasn't about anything wholesome like finishing her collection of American Girl
novels, either.


"We should rip her head off,
defile the corpse and have gnomes shit in her mouth." That came across
really clearly, though Zack didn't seem half as worked up. In fact he was
smiling gently, even when she turned and stomped like a child having a tantrum
directly toward him.


Tyler suddenly found himself
hoping the gnomes weren't in his near future. Also, he had to wonder if those
were real. There were Vampires and Shape Shifters, Succubi and other things
too. Bigfoot worked down the way and had a really nice truck, for instance. So
it was just possible that he was about to have his corpse defiled.


"You! Tell me, what would
you do if a man stole your pet dog?" It was a strange thing to ask, but Tyler
thought first, trying to remember that being polite thing. It probably meant
not being condescending to children, for one thing. After all, for all he knew
this one was Zack's mother or something.


"Um, I guess I'd try to get
it back."


That got the girl to stop for a
second and frown at him, then she leaned in, about three feet from him. It was
meant to be intimidating, he didn't doubt. It sort of worked too, since you didn't
expect kids to act like that.


"After you killed the guy,
right?" She spoke like he'd better agree with her, but he had to shake his
head.


"For just taking my pet? No.
I'd just get it back."


Her face turned slightly shrewd
then, rather than more upset.


"What if he'd been raping
your dog?" It seemed totally wrong, coming from a glasses wearing eleven
year old face. The kid was really pale too, but moved too much to be a Vampire.
It was a subtle thing, but he could kind of tell the difference with most of
them.


"Oh. Well, then I guess I'd
make him stop, if I could."


"You mean kill him?"


He felt bad, and Zack was looking
at him like he shouldn't be talking at all, but Ty had to shrug.


"Yeah. I mean, I'd try to do
something else first, if I could, but that would probably end up being what
happened. Not that I could do that." Well, he'd killed before, in cold
blood, so he might be able to get it done, if he had to. "Has... Someone
hurt your dog?"


The little girl her blue eyes
shining with tears, nodded.


"My pet Elth. Taken
by The Storm. I came to get the Line Walker to help me take her back, and
punish her for the theft and harm done. That's only fair!"


Zack rolled his eyes a bit.


"It could also start a war.
We don't really need that kind of thing right now. We never do. Have you tried asking
for Lettle back?"


"I don't have to ask! She's
my property! I swear, help me or I'll raise an army of the dead to destroy this
world, Line Walker. All worlds, if I have to!" She stomped her little
shiny shoes foot. It was out of place and reminded him of the snotty girl from
the old Willy Wonka movie. She even crossed her arms to show how upset she was.


Zack didn't seem impressed.


"Fine, I'll make a phone
call. Let's find out about this first, before assuming the worst. The Storm
isn't a nice being, but for one of us she's relatively sane. She could
just be protecting Lettle from you. It's not like you're always calm and
reasonable all the time."


That got another foot stomp, but
a tiny smile too.


"Do it then." Almost
grumpily she went on then, "thanks. I guess. She's my favorite toy."


Zack turned to walk to his office
in the owl room, and the girl seemed to calm down, instantly. She didn't follow
the Greater Demon though, just pushing her hand out, to shake, like an adult.


"Anne. The Rotted."


Tyler responded smoothly enough
that it probably wasn't insulting, he hoped it wasn't anyway.


"Ty, The Clerk."


He meant it to be funny, but even
after touching him, which seemed to be when the Greater Demons got their
information about you, from what he'd noticed, the girl locked eyes with him.


"Nice to meet you, Clerk. Do
you think you could help me find some things I need? I can leave a list with
you. There's no immediate rush, and I can make the purchases myself, but it
will be faster to have someone else do the work of finding the items. I'll pay
you for it. One small favor?"


He didn't know how to respond,
but didn't know what kind of favor the girl thought she could do for him.


"How long is the list? How
hard will it be to find the things on it?"


"Four items, and middling
hard, or I wouldn't suggest that you do it instead of me." She looked at
him like he was stupid, which got him to snort at her and look away. He needed
to be polite, but that didn't mean being taken advantage of, did it?


"Um, if they're middling
hard to find, then shouldn't it be a middling favor? Really, shouldn't that be
four of them? That only seems fair. You were just talking about things being
that way, so you have the concept."


The girl smiled at him like he
could actually get something for her, which he didn't know that he could
actually pull off. If you could buy it at Wal-Mart, then even a kid wouldn't
need his help. If not, then how was he supposed to do anything about it? Unless
they were books. Then it made sense.


She didn't look away, just
crossing her arms again.


"Two medium sized favors,
but I can reject them at the time. If so, you'll have to switch to something
else, later."


"Four items, four favors.
How about two medium, one large, and one small?" There was no way he could
tell what that meant, so it made sense to go big. The girl shook her head.


"That's too much for some
shopping, Clerk. How about this. Two medium favors, but if you do a good job,
I'll recommend your services to my friends, and send more work your way? You
have the Line Walker here, which should make it all a lot easier for you to
pull off. I'd use him, if you can. Sooner or later that option will be gone,
but for now he's very nearly a nice person."


"Fine. But if I can't find
them, then I can't. I'm not betting my soul or anything here. I just do the
work, or I don't." Ty had to guess that if he didn't find them all he
wouldn't get anything, but that was just business.


The girl nodded, happily enough.


"Excellent. Let me write up
what I need and where you might find it. Again, I just need the locations, and
how to find them. I'll do the actual buying. You haggle like a little girl, you
know that? You could have gotten three medium favors out of me if you tried
harder. I expect that to change, if I send anyone to you for this kind of
thing? Otherwise people will think I work with fools."


"All right?"


"Good! Now, let me
see."


She looked at his new notebook,
but put that down after reading the inscription, and used a piece of paper off
of a yellow legal pad. Without asking if it was something allowable, she
grabbed the high stool from behind the counter, and a pen, then wrote for a
while. Seeing that he wasn't needed and no one else was on the floor, he ran
over and pasted the out of service sign on one of the reading room doors.


When he got back the list was
there, which he glanced at, then tucked away in his pocket. It might not hurt
to help out little girls, but not one of the things there was a book,
which meant he needed to do his real work for the time being. Nor was there any
indication that she needed some spooge cleaned up. Ty was willing to bet that
Kait however did need something like that.


The rest of the day was
relatively boring, and probably a lot like a regular store was. The big change
up came at a bit before six, when a man that had walked to the back without
making eye contact came to the front, wearing a nametag. He was average sized,
being about five-ten, and probably fifty pounds heavier than Ty was. Not that
he was incredibly chunky or anything. A bit maybe, but not too bad. He had a
well trimmed brown beard and a red button up shirt on. Other than that, there
was nothing particularly interesting about the man. Except of course, that he
was smiling and seemed pleasant. That was kind of a thing to remember. His name
tag said he was Ben.


"Hey! You must be the new
man here?"


That got them to shake hands,
which still felt a bit strange to him. 


"Tyler. You're Ben?" He
felt stupid saying it, but this could be a Greater Demon with Ben's name tag
on. How the hell was he supposed to know things like that?


"Yep. Let me get my till set
up. Did anyone show you how to count one down yet?"


They hadn't, and while it wasn't
hard at all, there were several people standing in the front of the place when
he finally came out with his bag, twenty minutes later. The blue thing was old,
and looked to be made of blue jean material. His mother had gotten it for him
about five years before, so there were patches on it in places. No one said
anything about that.


Calley was with Ginger, Eve, and
a trim Asian guy, who he was going to guess as being Ang, the Dragon Shifter.


Before he got to them, the small
man waved to him.


"I'm out back, in the
employee parking area. We don't really have room for everyone. It isn't an
extended cab." The words held a slightly cold, but reasonable sense to
them. At first Ty wondered if they were putting the man out, but Calley patted
him on the back and shook her head.


"No, it isn't anything like that.
Ang isn't a bigot or anything, Dragons just hate being too crowded. To that
end, I'll go to my place."


Eve nodded then, and looked
around.


"Ginger and I will run over.
We need to see about something near there anyway. Oh, I have a report for you,
once we get inside, Batman."


The casual use of the word meant
that Ginger was pulled in to tell the story of the day before, including what
he'd said, which got Calley to laugh.


"Bats do rule. That's
probably why they ran off like that."


It got a polite sounding chuckle,
and Ang to take him away. The man wasn't exactly a chatterbox in the truck, but
it didn't take that long to get to his house, either. His old place, now. His
mother was gone, but Eve and Ginger were already there when they pulled up.
Sitting on the front stoop.


Because they were just
that fast. It was hardly fair, if he was going to even think about things like
that. Ty decided not to. It wasn't like anyone expected him to run around at
hundreds of miles per hour or anything. Plus, now that he thought about it, how
did they do that without making sonic booms?


Ang didn't get out of the truck,
which he took to be about not wanting to load up things for hours, but the
truth was, all he needed was his bed and some clothing. The rest of it could
either stay, or more likely, end up in the trash. Well, he wanted his radio.
His books too. Grinning, and trying not to act like a total moron, he jogged to
the door, and let the two girls in.


Rather than get things set up to
move instantly, Eve put her hand out, and whispered to him.


"We got most of Robs' group
last night, so they won't be around to bother Tara. He got away, with his two
top people. That probably won't be a problem for you, since they know that Bey
is in town. Most of the Vampires he goes for just die, so the rest tend to run
and hide if they can. Still, we need to move Tara tonight. Actually, I can take
her to a safe place now, after we get your things in the truck. Here, don't
help, just point." That was awkward, but he didn't have any nudie
magazines, or cool sex toys, so the truck was loaded about the same time he
actually pointed to what he was taking with him.


It left his bedroom open and
empty, with only a closet and a dresser left. That and a girl laying dead on
the floor. The pale white corpse didn't stir at all, even when Eve picked her
up.


"We'll meet you at your new
place in about half an hour?" Then as if waiting for him to nod, or mumble
that it would be good, the girl fled. It was still light out, which was
probably her idea at the moment. If the other Vampires, the bad ones, couldn't
go out during the day, then maybe it would be safer for her to do it right
then, as opposed to waiting for Tara to get up too.


Ang didn't speak again, just
nodding and smiling when they got to the house. This time he got out, and
started to help get the truck unloaded. Calley popped out too, hugging him
before starting to work. Now she was in jeans and a baggy black shirt, which
made her look a lot younger than she had before. The sun glinted from her
specs. Even as she worked she kept bopping around, though they all moved
quickly. It wasn't even a good fraction of what the Vampires had done
for the first part.


To his surprise, Ang came in with
them when it was finished, and while he let Ty shake his hand, he also settled
on the couch.


That got Calley to move in next
to him. It was cozy enough looking that he got the basic idea. These two were
more than just friends. At first it seemed like that, until the thin guy turned
and started pushing on his friend's head, moving her away.


"Boundaries, Cal.
Move it. Back." There was a gentleness to the whole thing, as if he meant
it, but was just correcting a person, and not trying to drive her from her own
living room. It worked too, after a few seconds, getting her to pull all the
way back to the other side of the thing.


One of the really nice things
here was that the furnishings all matched. The two soft looking chairs were
brown, and so was the sofa. There was a tasteful throw rug on the wooden floor
that was tan, but that matched the drapes. The walls were a light yellow color,
but that kind of off gold that didn't make him want to scratch his corneas out.
In short, it was a nice looking place. Adult, and not like a bunch of kids
lived there.


"You know, Calley, I don't
know much about you, do I? I mean basic stuff, like what you do for a living
and how old you are. I have the really important stuff, like you being
awesome, and a Bat when you want to, but other than that, not a clue." He
blushed, but the girl took his talking to her as an excuse to move in next to
him, in the chair that he'd settled into.


They both fit, given the fact
that they weren't huge and the chair was nice sized. Soft too. The house had
air conditioning, which was nice. It meant that he didn't have to move her away
too, since the side of her warm body was pressed against him solidly. She did
mention being a social animal though, so he wasn't going to read into it too
much.


"I'm thirty-four. I know, I
look younger than that. A lot of Shifters do. Ang here is what, a hundred and
twenty?"


The Asian looking guy nodded.


"Something like that, give
or take a few years. How about you Ty?"


"Um..." He felt like a
little kid now, but didn't mention that part. "Eighteen next week. On the
twenty-seventh, in case you want to come to the party?" Not that he had
anything planned. Calley held him close.


"Oohh! We should invite
everyone! Maybe have a barbeque? That would be cool. What kind of cake do you
want? Or... Never mind. I can get that one. Fruit cake. Am I right? I know, how
about strawberry short cake? That sounds good, actually." Then as if her
head was on a swivel, she changed the conversational direction without even
taking a breath. "I'm the Assistant Ambassador at Westfield for the
Shifter Nation. I'll need to invite my boss. She's a bit of a bigot.
Anti-Human? That means she won't come. Still, I need to ask, unless you don't
want her here? That would be awkward, right?"


"Anti-Human? That's a thing?
Why?"


It was the Dragon man that
answered, since Calley went dead silent.


"You can't change shape. A
lot of our people think that being able to do that is a sign of being better
than others. It's a crock, of course. The value of anyone is in what they do,
not what they are born. Which doesn't change how people feel at all. It's the
same basic idea as people disliking others based on color, or religion. Many
feel at greater ease in life if they have someone to blame their own failures
on." There was a very direct look, at Calley, then.


She nodded.


"Damned straight.
Anyway, we can get some of the Vamps, and Zack, I bet. I... don't think we
should invite the other Greater Demons yet. Not unless they become closer to
you? I mean, The Line Walker won't take you as a slave most likely, but the
others might, if you say the wrong thing. Especially The Mistress of Souls.
That bitch will jack you up, and there isn't a lot you can do about it if she
wants you to be her butt boy."


That sounded a bit bigoted too, but
he didn't say anything, since even Ang was nodding a little bit, as if the
threat at least was real enough.


"What about Lars, from the
gym?" He didn't mention why, but Calley nodded, blurting it out.


"Right. He lent you his
truck to hide those bodies. We should get him to come. All of the
Trollienkeine. It will cost more that way. They eat a lot. So does Zack, for
that matter. Speaking of which, it's dinner time. I don't know what to make. I
can do some rice for you?"


It was actually a good thought,
since he was kind of hard to feed, eating all that fruit all the time.


"That sounds great. Thanks.
I can do it, if you want?"


It seemed like that wasn't going
to go over very well, but after a few moments Ang stood up, and headed toward
the door without speaking. As he opened it, the Vampire girls both walked in,
passing him.


Honestly, it was almost like he didn't
want to be around them. They seemed pretty nice to Ty however. Calley didn't
have a problem with them either, as far as he could tell.


Eve drifted over to the couch,
and sank into it, the soft thing holding her in a gentle embrace. Ginger
however moved to her room and dropped a bag in it. Then she walked out smiling.


"Lucy, I'm home!"


It was cute. That also had Calley
running out to give her a hug and a kiss that was probably warm enough that it
would have been awkward if the girl had a sex drive.


"Hi honey! Now, I'm making
dinner, and didn't get anything for you. I can pick some up, for the
fridge?"


That got waved away as the short
woman hugged her back.


"I get it at work and only
need to eat once or twice a week or so."


Calley nodded, "right, I
forgot, you're all hard core over there. It's impressive really. I know that if
I was that Robs guy I wouldn't want to fuck with you. Any of you. So,
how about some tunes?" She ran off, and after a moment there was a very
low sound, that he could barely make out coming from the other room.


It was rhythmic, and
probably music, but he couldn't make out what it was supposed to be. The only
one that got it was Ginger though, who at least explained it to him.


"Bat's have really good
hearing. So do Vampires. This is just about right, really. Can you hear
it?" She seemed curious, rather than like she was just making
conversation.


"Kind of? It's really low.
So, is that how you know everything about me Calley? You just heard it?"


"Yup. That's half of my job.
Well, not really to spy on you, just everyone else. So far you and Ben
aren't really on the list. Not officially. That will probably change soon. I
mean, what with you working for The Rotted and getting unsolicited advice from
The Technician."


Eve looked over at him, and shook
her head slowly.


"Dangerous games to play,
before you know what the situation is like on the ground. Darla is a buddy of
mine, but I wouldn't cross her. Anne... She's insane. Not totally unmanageable,
but be careful with all of them. Not that you get a choice about it. We never
really do. That's kind of what that sort does, isn't it?" She kept looking
at him, as if trying to communicate a secret message with her eyes.


He thought he understood it. He
was, in her estimation, being a moron. Worse, he was too stupid to recognize it
yet. It pissed him off a bit, but not that much. She knew more than he did and
was probably right.


Calley looked at her and nodded
though, her eyes going wide.


"Yeah. Plus he's getting in
tight with all those Vampire a-holes, too. That can't end well."
Then she bobbed back into the kitchen. Smiling.


The very good looking Vampire
woman nodded however, her face so serious it was compelling for a moment.


"Not a small factor
either. Vampires aren't as bad as Greater Demons, but we aren't exactly
the happy go lucky crew we've been telling everyone. I should know, since I
made up half of the lies that have been coming from the council in the last
half year. Still, Ty here can probably handle the younger ones well enough for
now. You should have seen him move, Calley. I mean, it was hard core. Different
as well. We need to get together and practice."


By which she meant doing that
right then. Out in the front yard. Eve was actually really good, even
working at the same speed he was as they sparred. Ginger wasn't as talented,
but sped up so much that he couldn't match her after a while. Very carefully however,
which didn't leave him broken or bruised. Just standing there as she very
lightly tapped him in different locations, over and over again, even as he
tried to cover and block.


Standing back and watching, Eve
finally nodded.


"A bit weak on grappling.
Good on hands and kicks. Throws too, but you could use more ground work against
someone strong. More strength and speed too. I like the technique. What's it
called?"


That was an awkward thing, since
it didn't have one, really.


"Um, it's just something I've
been working on. A high guard, with some moves to try and make up for the fact
that I don't have that kind of speed or strength. Preemptive strikes and
trying to target as well as possible."


"Neat!" Ginger came for
him again, and while he didn't stop her, he did work out a bit about how to
keep her back a little. Mainly by kicking at her knees, or where he thought
they might be in a bit. She was just so much quicker than he was that she kept
flickering out of reality as far as he could tell.


The other Vampire was worse than
that, just not being visible when she chose not to be. Plus, she was actually good.
It was hard for him to tell if she was better than he was, which was
surprising. He never thought that he was all that good at fighting really,
since he'd only ever been in one fight before. With those Vampires, the day
before. All the rest had been practice, normally done alone. That he was doing
it at all was kind of cool, and he did find some gaps in his style, working
with the girls.


One of those was that he really
was painfully slow.


Thankfully Calley called him in
to dinner. Rescuing him in time. The others went in with him, even though they
didn't really eat anything other than blood.


His Vamp roommate grinned at him
when they got to the table.


"It's one of the things I
miss most, not being Human anymore. No candy. I mean, I could eat it now,
if I wanted to spend a long time being very uncomfortable. No cake for
me. Or pie. Or roast beef. Well, I could have a bit of that, but no more
than a bite or two. It's sad, really. No sex, no food. It's all just about
blood and doing paperwork. That, and cleaning."


Tyler raised his hand, and
settled in front of a large plate that was filled with rice. It was plain,
though that was fine. That way he knew what was in it. In this case, when he
took a single bite it seemed to be salted. Not too much.


"Thanks Calley. Anyway, I
was just going to say that I clean too, if that makes you feel any better?
Mainly um..." He covered with another bite, trying to figure out how to
say he was a jizz mopper.


Calley, who had a hamburger on
her plate, smiled.


"You tidy up after
succubi?"


Pointing he nodded.


"That one! I bet it's not
any better than what you do, most days."


There was a giggle from next to
Calley, where Ginger had settled, near enough to the bat girl that their legs
had to be touching under the table.


Which, the woman had very plainly
explained as her reason for wanting them there in the first place. She needed
people around, and that probably meant being cuddly with her. Which would be
hard for him. After all, the girl was cute. If she was going to be right next
to him all the time, he was going to want to have sex with her, sooner or
later. Which would probably be in about ten minutes, considering he was eighteen
and not a moron.


Which might well have him kicked
out on the first day, if he wasn't careful.


The conversation shifted then, to
being about the most disgusting things they'd ever cleaned up. The aftermath of
a fight that Eve had had with a Greater Demon being the winner. Apparently that
had been so horrible that she threw up.


"You see though, Vampires can't
throw up. It was so bad that it pushed the boundaries of reality."


It wasn't something he could even
try to outdo, and really, he kind of had to hope that he never had to. Just the
description, which wasn't that graphic, made him feel a bit queasy.


"You win. I can't top that.
Now, I need to get my room in order, and go to bed early."


That got everyone to nod along,
as if talking about sleep before eight at night made sense, but he normally got
up at four, so it really did to him. Though, and it was a thing that made a lot
of sense to him, he needed to make a point of getting in touch with his mother,
so she knew what was going on.


That only seemed fair, since
things had really happened pretty damned fast.












Chapter seven





 


There was a window in his room,
if only a single one, and it had an eastern exposure. No curtains either, which
meant that Ty was up at about four, which was about his normal time for that
kind of thing. It took a few seconds for his sleepy brain to fill in that
something was wrong. There shouldn't be a window there, for one thing. Blinking
he glared at it. Then he noticed the walls were the wrong color, too. A pale
blue instead of stark white.


A sense of panic ripped through
him. Jolting upright he looked at the space, which was sparse, as far as
furnishings went. It was all his stuff, naturally. The things he'd brought the
day before. Sitting where he'd left them, after unpacking as well as he could
without furniture the night before.


His bed was there, and so were
his blankets and pillows. Reminders that he'd simply moved, and not been
suddenly translocated to a different place. Not that thinking that was sane.
People didn't do things like that, not as far as he knew.


Except wasn't that kind of what
Zack did at work? He took people places that were very far away, kind of like
that.


On the floor, next to his bed,
were his pictures. One of his mom, Lucy, and his biological parents, Karen and
Thomas. Lucy had never hidden that his parents had died when he was young, or
that she'd taken him in, because she couldn't have her own child. Even given
that, she'd always been his mother. Ever since he could remember.


When he was five and the larger
neighbor boys were bullying him, she was the one that had told him to fight,
the next time they tried. Including a few dirty tricks that had let him win
too. Mainly scratching and hair pulling, but it had worked pretty well against
seven year olds.


At ten she'd scraped and saved so
he could take singing lessons. Then she'd bought his keyboard for him that
Christmas. That hadn't made the trip, since it was old now, and broken from
constant use, but it had been his favorite present ever. He'd practiced for
hours every day, for years before it had broken a few months before. Really, he
was good on it. Probably pro-level. Singing was about the same for him.


It was Lucy that had helped prop
him up when he was sad, and who'd spent eighteen years making sure he had what
he needed, even if it meant not getting to have the life she should have had.
Just to make sure he was okay. That was a thing that even as a kid he'd
realized he could never really repay. True, that was most parents, but it meant
more, he thought, since she didn't have to do it for him.


The story was an old one for him,
so he got up, changed into the slightly sodden running gear that he'd used the
day before, and then brushed his teeth. He kept his hair short, but did comb it
first, before setting out to find a new running route. That way if anyone saw
him, he wouldn't look like a disheveled mess. Not too much.


The new neighborhood was solidly
residential, and quiet, at least at four-thirty or so when he got out into it.
No one yelled at him, or tried to kill anyone on the path he chose, and a few
slow and plodding hours later he got back inside. It wasn't that he'd intended
to go that far, having had a nice long run the day before, but he got lost.


Still, he'd also found himself,
by orienting on the mall, and then working back from there. The front door had
been unlocked, since he didn't have a key yet. That seemed fair, since he also
hadn't given Calley any money either. By seven he was showered and ready for
the day. Not that he had anything specific to do. There was a big screen TV in
the living room, which had a game station thing hooked up to it. Not wanting to
demand expensive things, Ty had never gotten into games, choosing to read free
books from the library instead for entertainment. Television was a different
matter, since his mom had always made sure they had cable hooked up. Never the
pricey premium channels, but they had it. A computer too.


Normally he just flipped past the
news channels at that time of day. There wasn't much on anyway, and being
halfway informed wouldn't hurt him. Lucy had always told him that, so he'd made
a point to try and pay attention to the world.


Keeping in mind that everyone
else there had super hearing, he turned the volume down as low as he could, and
realized that it was probably still the same as if was blasting the thing as
loud as he could for their poor ears. Sure enough, a few minutes later a sleepy
and glasses free, Calley came out. She did smile though, and watched the flat
picture box for a while before speaking.


"Nothing about Shifters?
Good. We don't need the grief." Then she closed with him, and gave him a
hug, settling in very close. Snuggling sleepily.


Which promptly got him to have an
erection. He didn't mention it or let himself shift uneasily. It was kind of
clear that she was just the kind of person that needed contact, and it was part
of why he was there, to her mind. After about three minutes of cozy cuddles,
she popped up, stretched with her hands over her head, and twisted a bit.


"Coffee! Do you want
some?"


"Sure?"


She was already in the other
room, running water, so he couldn't tell what she said next. Not even after
turning the television off.


It came again a few seconds
later, without him saying what, like a freak.


"What's on tap for the
day?"


"Oh. Um, I don't know. Technically
I have the day off. I have that list though, for Anne. A lot of the stuff is
gibberish to me. Only four things though, I just don't know where to start on
it. I don't even know why she asked me to do it, really. That kind of doesn't
make any sense, does it?" Now that he took a half moment to consider the
idea, it really didn't.


She'd said that it had to do with
Zack and being near him, so maybe he was supposed to ask there.


Calley mumbled something, and
didn't speak for a really long time. When she came back in she had a few apples
on a plate, sliced up, and four slices of buttered toast, which was clearly for
her.


Between bites, she made a face.


"Well, and this is just me,
but since you aren't really beholden to any particular group in any sort of
official capacity, I think you should just go from embassy to embassy and ask
about it. People may not help you, being new, but no one will kill you for it,
either. Even if it doesn't work, there are worse things to try and do than make
new friends."


The coffee was set on the low
table in front of the sofa, so he sat there and drank his, black, while she
made crumbs happen. His food was far tidier. Still, it was her place, and they
could clean.


After a while she took a deep
breath and stood.


"Now, I need to get going,
or Catherine will have my ass. One of us has to take the morning shift, and you
can't ask a Cat to do that in the main. Not that they're always lazy, but they
do sleep a lot. Naps and all that. That means a shower." She started
stripping her baggy shirt off before she was all the way back to her own space,
showing that her back was lean and muscular, considering how slight she really
was.


That pretty much had to be on
purpose, doing that. Unless it was a Shifter thing, not caring about being nude
in public. In that case it was important to not read into things too much. One
misplaced pass and he could find himself riding the curb pretty quick. That
might not be true, but he couldn't swear it wasn't the case either.


That meant care was a great
freaking idea.


He finished eating, and then
cleaned up the dishes and cups, washing them all in the sink. There was a dishwasher,
but he'd actually never used one before, so didn't now, just washing the
things, then leaving them in the sink. He did clean up the table in the living
room and the sofa, where toast bits had managed to migrate.


Then, not knowing what else he
should even consider, he headed off for the mall. Calley had a good plan, after
all. Still, Tyler Gartner wasn't exactly a social butterfly, so it was a bit
awkward for him to really do it. He took the list though, and his writing pad,
as well as a pen. Then, starting at the power lifting gym on the bottom level,
he walked in, and tried not to seem like an a-hole.


The girl at the desk looked at
him like he might be about to attack, but when he got a bit closer she sniffed
the air, looked slightly puzzled for a half moment, and then smile at him.


"Good morning! Have you come
to exercise here?" She looked at him, a close and detailed inspection. It
was clear that she didn't think that was very likely.


"Um, no? Not yet, though
Lars suggested it. I need to get paid first, you know?"


"Ah! Very good. Do you need
our help then?" She paused and then went slightly wide eyed. "Agh.
I'm Hilde. I work the desk here and do training." She smiled again, her
heavy featured face seeming pleasant, for all that it was a bit manly.


"I'm Tyler Gartner. I...
Really, I don't know how to explain what I'm doing. I have a list of things
that a Greater Demon wants to buy, I guess I'm supposed to try and find shops,
or people, that might be selling them?" He held the list out, not even
knowing if the woman, who was larger than he was in almost every way, even
seated, could read English. Then, it wasn't all in that language, as far as he
could tell.


A large finger pointed at the
third item down, and she took a bic pen from the desk and wrote next to the
thing.


"This. A Revenant Conluset.
I know that one. It's a type of horn. Like from an animal? You can't get them
near here, but they have them in the Forest Dawn marketplace, if I heard
correctly. How to get there, or who there will have one, I cannot say."


He let his own face light up. It
was more than he had known.


"Thanks! That's really
helpful. Do any of the others look familiar?"


There was a slightly sad head
shake then. One that felt weary.


"I do not. That does not
mean that no one else here will know. I shall ask for you, Tyler Gartner. I can
find you at the place of books?"


"Yep! Most days, probably.
Thanks again. We should, um, hang out, sometime. I don't know how to do
that kind of thing, but it seems right."


There was a strange look and a
smile that seemed like it could be on his face, instead of the strange woman in
front of him.


"Ya. We could do that.
Soon?"


"Sounds good." Then,
feeling watched, he left and went to the next place. That was a pet store, that
seemed to be focused on fish. They didn't know anything, but offered him a mall
employee discount on Beta fish, if he ever wanted some. It was a thing to keep
in mind. He'd had pets before, a few times, and liked fish, as long as they
weren't just for decoration. The people there were standing out openly, in
their empty space, which seemed odd to him. They were all pretty much the
creature from the black lagoon, having gills, green skin and webbed hands and
feet.


In short, they were fascinating.
Plus, really nice. They all seemed sad that they couldn't be of more help. They
kept a really neat shop, too. Most pet stores had hardly anything in them, but
this place was filled with animals of different types. Mainly fish, and sea
life, but a few other things. Puppies. They had a large box of them in the
center of the room.


He petted one of them, an
adorable all black puppy that had a pink tongue and really reminded him a bit
of Calley, in that it kept trying to jump into his arms.


That took about five minutes,
since he didn't want to leave her, but he also had to get back to work.


The next space was the food
court, which was kind of useless to him, being that he couldn't really eat
there. Even if he could afford it, the vast majority of the food there was
junk. Burgers, fries, fake Chinese food that was probably loaded with salt and
sugar, and Italian food that seemed slightly better, but probably wasn't. There
wasn't a single fruit stand in the place, or even a salad bar, so he nearly
skipped it. That would have, it turned out, have been a mistake.


The very first place he went, the
"Burger Joint" was being worked by a good looking copper haired guy,
who as soon as he explained the list, glanced at it, and smiled.


"This one? The Least
Calendar? I have one, and never use it. Do you want it?"


"Um, I'm just supposed to
find a person that has it for sale. Can I send the buyer around for it?"


The man nodded, then asked if he
wanted anything to eat.


"Heh. No money. I only eat
certain foods." It took a bit to explain, but the man, Kent, actually took
notes, and while he didn't offer him anything in particular, it seemed like a
thing.


That reminded him to take his own
notes. It turned out that Kent was an Elth, and that most of the others
at the foot court were too. The rest of them were nice, but didn't have
anything to add really. Some were a lot shorter than Kent, but the man at
"Fried Things" Leaf, was about the same height Tyler was. He was also
the Ambassador.


He went to each location, which
took most of the day. Not everyone was interested in what he was saying in
particular, but most of them at least listened. The man that ran the curios
shop on the upper floor took the list and filled in a lot of information,
without even saying a single word. Really, it was enough to get the whole thing
done.


Tyler thanked him profusely, and
got a bow in return. No words from the man in the very dapper looking suit. He
seemed to be about forty, and was probably Middle Eastern, as well as
incredibly helpful. It was the last place he went, naturally. Next time, if it
ever came up again, he planned to start there, and work around the other
direction.


Well, he was new, so learning
that kind of thing was just part of the job. His chances of getting one probably
wouldn't be all that great. Then, he hadn't had to do a lot either, really.
True, it had taken a few hours, but that was worth about eighty dollars of his
time. Less if they took taxes out first.


The bookstore was suffering from
him not being there, it was clear. He could tell, because as soon as he came
in, Kait nearly tackled him.


"You're here! Thank god.
I've been trapped on the till for hours. Both of the reading rooms need to be
cleaned, too. There have been some problems. I can do it, but not work the
register and the front at the same time, only, I could use some time. I need to
eat."


That it seemed, seemed to be
food, and not some comely man or woman, because she ran back to the cafe. Just
as an older lady came up to the front with a small stack of books. Rolling his
eyes, he headed around the counter, and smiled at her. She was normal seeming,
and not unpleasant or pushy at all. They made some polite small talk about the
weather, which was sunny and nice.


The woman, who was in green pants
and had a bright purple top on, looked around a bit before going on.


"Are you going to see the
fireworks on the Fourth?"


That was a thing there, in
Vancouver. Every year there was a huge party in central park, one that was so
large it escaped the boundaries of the place, spreading out over several miles.
Capped with tens of thousands watching a vast fireworks display. It was kind of
a big thing in the area.


So he nodded.


"Yep. How about you?"


"Oh, I go every year. Wouldn't
miss it. Well, take care. Have a great day!"


"You too!"


The place wasn't really busy, so
he managed to get the rooms cleaned up, and the front half of the store
straightened up, wearing his t-shirt and jeans, with no name tag. That didn't
seem to stop anyone from walking up to him and asking questions. The first one
was just a guy that wanted to get laid.


"Is this the place with the
succubus'?" His pencil thin mustache twitched a little on his thin face.
The guy reeked of being a creep. It was bad enough that he nearly said no, and
tried to get him to leave.


Unfortunately Kait ran up,
bouncing a bit.


"Hi! Why not come back here,
and we can talk about it?"


That made them both vanish, and
while Kait actually tried to help out when she was there, the other Alede just
used the place to get laid. Not that he couldn't see how they might want to do
that, but he had to wonder if they were getting paid for it. If so, it probably
wasn't really fair.


Then, no one had ever told him
life would be. That knock out gorgeous women had an easier time in life than
average looking men wasn't a vast shock to him. Plus, for all he knew
they worked for the energy and nothing else.


There at least. Most of them also
worked at Pretty Plus, so maybe it really was something like that. They
had real jobs, and this was just a hang out for them. If so, then leaving poor
Kaitlyn in charge of the whole thing was sort of mean.


By the time Zack walked out of
the owl room to the side, to get some food it seemed, since he went straight
back to the cafe, it was about four in the afternoon. When he came back, he had
two large trays filled with things to eat. Sandwiches, that seemed to have been
toasted and smelled wonderful. He affected a puzzled expression when he came
back, stopping in front of the counter.


"I... Thought you had the
day off?"


That got a nod, and a wave at the
side rooms. One of which needed to be cleaned soon.


"I came in to ask a question
and was waylaid by a certain Alede, who promptly ran off. You can pay me
back though, by calling Anne, and letting her know that I found out what she
wanted me to find?" He pulled the yellow list, and waved it at his boss a
little bit, trying to seem playful, rather than pushing.


It got raised eyebrows, but a
head movement that seemed to tell him to tuck the paper onto the brown tray on
the right.


"All right. Next time ask
first. It's just a call though, so this one time. That's... Not too bad. I
figured it would take you a few months, really. How did you do it?"


"Went around here and asked
everyone. It wasn't that hard. Calley suggested it."


That had Zack looking at him
funny, but he didn't say anything about it, just walking off. Halfway across
the store, he called back however.


"Can you hold out here for a
few minutes? Ben will be in soon."


"Sure." After all, he literally
had nothing better to do. That was, he realized, incredibly sad. After all,
most guys his age did stuff. Played video games and talked about girls, mainly.
The thing there was that he didn't really have people to do that kind of thing
with. Yet.


That was a thing that other
people had, and while he was shy, as a rule, that kind of thing could be
fought, if he tried hard enough. It was scary, but not five vampires trying to
kill you on the street frightening. He could gain some perspective from things
like that. It was the kind of thing he did. Or could do, if he tried hard
enough. Why, even that day he'd reached out to meet something like fifteen new
people. That was huge in his life. In the past few days that was closer to
twenty-five. Thirty if he counted the dead Vampires.


Which he decided not to. Being
that they weren't going to come to his birthday party. The thought was a
bit cold, and brought back to mind a scent of earth, loam and a vision of a
Vampire woman losing her head. That wasn't the kind of thing Tyler really
wanted to be dwelling on, but it hit him hard, and didn't let go for about half
a minute.


Then, not having anything else to
do, he worked the bookstore. That was all about straightening things for the
time being, since all the product was on the shelves. Sort of. There were
things that had been added to the side of some of the shelves, and a few erotic
novels that people had picked up that were in the wrong section. Disturbingly
there was an illustrated Kama-Sutra in with the little kids' picture books. Not
that he'd ever noticed a child in the store, but what kind of asshole would do
that?


That section of the store had a
little wooden table with tiny child sized chairs in it. Also a basket of
crayons was set out, all of them looking new and untouched. There was a stack
of free coloring books on the table too. At least, he figured they were free.
If he were five and saw that set up, that's what he would have presumed.


The whole place was pretty quiet
really, now that he thought about it. They had rushes, and a steady stream of
bodies, but in the main it wasn't more than he could handle. Especially if he
worked to move like Palma, the cafe chef, did all the time. Flowing without any
gaps from one movement to the next. It took focus, but gave him something to do
while he cleaned, tidied and got things ready for Ben to get there.


In fact, he had nearly an hour,
between four and five, when no one came in at all. That meant that Kait came
back, looking a bit bashful, and Alexis walked over to the cafe.


"Um, I hear that you aren't
working today? I didn't think I noticed that on the schedule. Sorry." She
actually seemed to be feeling bad about it now. That could be a trick, meant to
manipulate him, but given who, and what, she was, if that had been the case
there probably would have been a lot more hinting at sex being thrown at him.


"We have a schedule?"
That was news to him. More to the point, it might be handy for him to go and
look at the thing, if he didn't want to show up late or too early, all the
time.


That got a sudden, and rather
sunny, grin. Then the hot nerd woman who wasn't really fooling anyone with her
thick rimmed glasses that were all for show, reached under the front desk.
There was an all black binder there, with a nice leather cover. It only had
three sheets in it, when it was opened. One that had basic instructions as to
what Zack wanted done in the place, the other two were what people were
expected to work for the next two weeks.


Grabbing one of the yellow legal
pads, he made a copy of it, getting the whole thing down, because knowing who
else would be there when might actually make a difference at some point. Not
that he could think of when it would, but so far in life doing a bit extra
hadn't really hurt him most of the time. His mother had told him that, more
than once.


Don't be shy about pulling out
the stops, since no one punished you for being too good.


No, they went after you for being
weak, or for seeming too much like a victim. That was part of the reason he ran
and had taught himself how to fight, and would keep working on it. He
couldn't really go toe to toe with some of the people around him biologically
speaking and he knew it. Even the woman next to him could probably take him out
by just being so sexy he couldn't do anything except what she wanted him to. It
wasn't a fun thought, but just standing there, working on making sure he had
his work hours down, he had a hard-on.


Worse, she would have gotten to
her knees, possibly right there behind the desk, and done him, if he did anything
to indicate that he'd let that happen. It meant she had vast control over him,
he knew. All women kind of had that kind of power over men, and pretty ones
were a lot more able that way.


Alede were simply designed to
pull the stopper out of that kind of thing, and fuck it in the ear. Besides, he
was pretty certain that Kaitlyn was actually working pretty hard to not
do that to him. She stood there, turned away a bit, not looking at him too
much, or doing anything all that sexy. Rather, everything she did was, and her
cute butt screamed at him to appreciate it, but that wasn't her fault. It
wasn't some extra psychic ability that she was using however, or pheromones.


He could tell the difference now,
since just about the time he was done writing and got the book back into place,
Alexis came back.


She was younger than Kait, it
seemed, but only by a few years. That got him thinking, since he had a notebook
to fill out about what he learned, and needed things to put in it.


"Hey, how old are you
two?" It could be anything, most likely, but Kait smiled at him, a bit of
interest coming from her and a look his way being enough to causes a
pleasurable thrum through his body.


It really did tell him something
special was going on that way.


"I'm twenty-three. Alex,
you're what, seventeen?"


The woman, who looked about
twenty-three or so, just like Kait, nodded and licked her lips moistly. Then
she reached out and touched Ty on the arm, her fingers lingering, driving his
attention to that single point until he shook his head and took a step back.


"That's right. We're the
same age, right Tyler?" She tried to move in, following him, but Kait, who
was clearly his buddy now, moved in front of him, guarding him from the
predatory sexual advances of her other friend with her own body.


"Whoa there Alexis. He told
us all on the first day that he was trying not to get sucked in with us. It's
our job to make sure he can resist, if he can." It wasn't a conversation
he remembered really having with anyone, except possibly Roberta, but the girl
nodded, and let out a long suffering sigh, then moved nearly ten feet back.


"I know. Sorry, Ty. I'll go
and see if anyone needs me?"


Kait nodded, but Tyler smiled,
his words coming out sounding a bit bland.


"The first reading room
could probably use being spruced up?" 


It made sense to him, but
the idea that super hot demon women, or whatever Alede were, might just not be
up on the concept of doing their own work that way floated suddenly through the
air. The girl did make a face and a frustrated sounding moan, that was
just about like every teen girl confronted by an unpleasant task ever, and then
went, when Kait crossed her arms and nodded.


"That's a real point, Alexis.
The guys aren't here to slave away for us. We need to pull our own
weight. You and I especially. Zack pays us to be here, and while we do bring in
a bit of business, just being around, it isn't enough for us to get lazy."


There was no discussion which
might tell him what was happening, but it was good to hear. It was even good
that the other girl went away, since aroused or not, she'd been humming like a
blast furnace that way, spraying sex all over the place. To the point
that it was actually hard to think around her. On the great side as soon as she
got about thirty feet away, that portion of things eased a lot, even with Kait
right there with him.


It really did warn him that she
might be able to take him in a fight. Without ever doing more than being herself.
It was a threat that he needed to be on the lookout for, if he didn't want to
end up going down too easily. Not that he was planning on starting a fight with
her, but he, as a regular person, was at a disadvantage that way. Probably with
most of the people at Westfield.


Maybe even more than that.












Chapter eight





 


Ben, being a decent seeming
person, arrived for his shift on time, and chatted for a bit before Tyler got
out the door. It wasn't that he had anything better to do, or anyplace to go as
much as that it felt weird to be at work when he wasn't being paid for it. Like
he didn't really belong. Being new was probably part of that too.


Not that getting Zack to call The
Rotted for him wasn't worth a few hours of work, as far as he was concerned. It
really was. Feeling at loose ends, he didn't know if going home was the thing
to do. Calley's didn't really feel like that yet. It had his stuff though, and
he was allowed to be there, as far as he knew. Before he got fifty feet down
the red brick walkway in front of the store, a body collided with him from the
back. Small arms wrapped around him, then pulled him to the side a bit as a
flash of red and blue started laughing.


Calley nudged him with a hip
almost instantly, bumping into him warmly.


"Hey dude. Headed
home?"


"That's the plan. You?"


"Indeedy-do. I even have the
next three days off. I plan to hang around playing videogames and
getting drunk. I can count on you to toss food at me every eight hours or so,
right?" It was pretty charming, especially when she took his hand and
pulled him away, as if staying for even another minute in the evil place of employment
was a risk.


Given that she had way more
experience that way than he did, he made a point of walking faster. After all,
the very first time he'd gone into work on a day off he'd ended up working for
several hours. It could just be a thing that he didn't know to be aware of in
life.


His binder was in his right hand,
and Calley pulled on the left, which he realized, probably made it seem like
they were together. That got him to look at her brightly freckled cheeks. Her
glasses glinted a bit when they got outside, though she dropped his hand then,
and started watching the world more closely than was probably needed. She
wasn't good looking really, but she was very fit, clean and friendly, which
were good things too. In a lot of ways that was easier for him to deal with
than the Alede or even someone like Eve.


"What kind of things do you
like to eat? I mean, if I'm supposed to toss it to you, I'd guess things that
aren't too messy. So, no spaghetti? I can cook. I know, it seems strange given
what I eat, but I learned how, because my mom was gone a lot growing up. She
worked all the time."


"Oh? I thought you only did
whole fruit and punishment? Raw broccoli and all that?" The statement made
it seem like she hadn't fed him rice the night before, which was cooked, but
maybe she'd thought he was just being polite eating that kind of evil prepared
thing.


"That's not my diet, and
anyway, that kind of thing has just been the last few years. Meat is
murder." He hadn't said that before, and did eat eggs, sometimes, but the
girl didn't call him on it, or go on a rant claiming she was going to eat all
the meat in the world because he chose not to.


She didn't even imply that not
eating meat meant he was a pussy. Since about half the people he told his
reasons for his diet did, that was refreshing. Instead she just nodded.


"I'll eat pretty much
anything. For real. I don't go in for intelligent creatures, but otherwise, if
it's slow enough for me to catch, it goes in my mouth. I need too many calories
to do anything else. About seven thousand a day."


Tyler knew that he needed to eat
more too. It was hard though, with his current diet plan. Not that the last
days were helping. Kids on their own for the first time often lost
weight though, until they could get established. Everyone knew that. He was
fine. Even being lean he could go for several months on very little food if he
had to.


"Okay. I'll try to cook
occasionally then. What kind of games do you play?" It was a safe enough
conversation, and had him introduced to a mind numbing collection of things
kept in a cabinet next to the television, when they got in.


There were a lot of fantasy
oriented games, but most of them were first person shooters. When she got to
that section she sighed.


"It's a bit of a cop out on
my part. I need to practice more, but it's a lot of work to drive out to the
range all the time. Boring, too. I know, you can go with me? That could be fun.
I'm required to keep in practice, just in case a war ever starts. Most Shifters
do their public service by serving the community as mercenaries. Shifting lets
us heal way faster than most people, and we tend to be kind of good at fighting
for one reason or another, so it works out. Do you know how to shoot?"


"No? I never have
anyway." It just hadn't been part of his life. Really, the closest he'd
ever come was using a bow and arrow at summer camp.


"Cool! I can teach you. It's
not that bad. A bit loud, but hey, what isn't? Neat. So, let me go get a
shower, then we can have dinner?"


"What do you want? I can go
get that started."


Frustratingly, she just waved at
him and started walking out of the room, loosening her clothing.


"Anything will be
good." It meant going into the other room and seeing what was there.


It was actually a well stocked
larder, like what his mother had always kept, so he made a veggie stir-fry,
with a peanut sauce and rice. He made enough for six people, figuring that any
leftovers would keep well enough. Refrigerated rice wasn't brilliant, but it
was edible.


When his new roommate came out she
was dressed in gray sweats, and hadn't bothered with shoes or socks. They were
baggy, but she had mentioned that she was planning to sit around and be comfy,
which this really seemed to be.


Sniffing a bit she examined the
food that was laid out on the table and then gave him a highly serious look.


"But... What are you
going to eat?" Then she grinned, because there was a lot of food. Even if
she ate as much as she'd claimed earlier. She wasn't a regular Human, so that
was really possible. For that matter he needed about half of what she did, or
more, most days.


To that end they both loaded
their plates, and ate silently, across from each other in the tiny dining room.
There was a metal sculpture on the wall behind him, that looked like leaves.
There were small red glass candle holders too. The other wall, which was mainly
open, showed the living room. The television was off, which was a thing that
didn't even impact his mind, since the box had always gone off while you
ate in his life. The two times he could remember that they'd eaten at home in
front of the tube, both had been during Presidential elections, so they could
track the polls.


The whole thing felt a tiny bit
strained, but that was all him, he realized. Well, not totally. After all,
Calley was normally almost manic in her chattiness, or had been so far. Right
now she just ate, pushing food into her mouth like it had wronged her. After
half her heaped plate full of food vanished, almost like magic had taken place,
she grinned up at him over the remains of the rice.


"This is really good.
Thanks. We should try and do this a couple times a week. Have dinner together?
I'd invite Ginger, but she just doesn't really eat. Maybe we could con her into
sitting here while we eat and chat about how to take over the world. Or sex. I
like that one, as a topic."


That should have made him blush,
given that this was probably the first time in his life that anyone had just
sat down with him and talked about that kind of thing or even said the word in
a way that didn't mean gender. Thinking about it, he'd never heard a woman say
anything that boldly, with him right there.


Even the Alede hadn't. They might
do it, but that wasn't the same thing. They kind of didn't get a choice.
Their nature forced them to it. Just like his was making him eat food. It
didn't mean he didn't like it, just that it was a thing that he didn't have
vast control over.


"All right. How do we use
sex to take over the world?"


There was a soft snort then, and
a few more bites of stir-fry.


"Porn, clearly. We get
everyone hooked, and then threaten to take it away if they don't toe the
line."


"Ah. That doesn't sound very
easy. What if we could, I don't know, have a vote? Get everyone on one page,
and then slip in the idea that, hey, Calley and Tyler are great people to have
in charge?"


There was more eating and then a
giggle.


"Great idea. Unfortunately
we already have national elections. It hasn't worked too badly." Gesturing
with her fork, she made a circle in the air. "We just don't get to take
over that easily. We should have gotten there first, like smart people, but no,
both of us had to be born in the wrong century for that, didn't we? Laziness,
pure and simple. So, back to my excellent porn idea."


It was his turn to eat for a bit,
while not really thinking. It was kind of flirty, but heavy handed, for him.
Then, it might simply be that this was the way it was done. You did porn, got
people hooked, and then took over the world. That or Calley was hitting on him.


Finally he nodded.


"Are you suggesting
something? Because I'm all single and everything..."


Calley winked at him.


"Yup! I've been hinting for days
too. I was afraid you didn't like me or something. Which would be insane. I
mean, who doesn't love me, am I right?" Her fork flashed for a bit,
as she looked up from her plate, meeting his eyes. Her own were a combination
of playful and something else. Coy, or possibly flirtatious. It wasn't a look
that he'd never seen before on a woman, though it had been rare enough that it
took a few moments to kick in that she really meant it.


Playing with him at the moment or
not.


A sudden wave of nearly crippling
shyness tried to creep over him, and his throat tightened. This was the part
that would do him in, as far as getting to have a girl that did more than speak
to him in pitying tones. True, no one had ever been as bold with him before as
far as sex, but this always happened when the topic closed in too pointedly.
They'd do normal things like make too much eye contact, and he'd freak out,
look away and make everyone in the world think he was too good for them. That,
or he seemed so weak that any hint of interest that had been there would fade.


Women said they wanted a lot of
things in a man, but according to his mother, the only source he'd had on the
subject, what they really liked was assertive. Not stupidly so, either.
They wanted a man that seemed valuable and like he was worth having, which for
ladies involved hitting a bunch of subconscious keys that a lot of them only
sort of knew were there.


Things like direct eye contact,
not smiling and not acting like you were going to pass out just because the
subject turned to something a little bit more intimate than the weather.


Focusing on that, he made himself
look back and her, locking eyes like they were lovers in a movie, and nodded.


"Sounds like a plan then.
The porn part. I'll want to get a bit of practice first, since I'm a
virgin."


He didn't look away, even though
it was about as stupid a thing as he could have said. His mom had also
mentioned reading a new study that showed that women were as into sex as men,
as long as the man seemed a good bet for being skilled. He'd pretty much just
announced the opposite there. It was kind of an important part though, since
the woman was going to find out about that if they did anything. Ty knew where
various things were supposed to go, but that was about all. Still, he
straightened, and tried to give her a look that seemed a bit smug.


"A sexy, sexy
virgin."


It got a laugh, and a slightly
strange expression from his new roommate.


"Really? That's hard to
believe. You're cute, and do things like save damsels in distress on the
street. If that doesn't get a girl's juices flowing I don't know what would.
Are you just saying that as some kind of reverse psychology thing? To make me
think I'm special?"


He let a rice loaded fork, a bit
of the savory peanut sauce saturating it, come to his lips.


"Seriously? The woman that
can change into a Bat doesn't think she's special?" That hadn't been what
she'd just said, but it was a great place to start from. People liked to think
that you were focused on them. In fact, it was part of why women liked
assertive men really. They wanted a partner that would pay more attention to
them than the competition. That meant a guy would give them more of his time
and resources, if they had children.


Except of course that it didn't
work, really, because the men that had historically been successful at seeming
like that, as if they'd stick around and be there for a girl the next day, leaving
all the right hints and bits of information that said that kind of thing, were
also the creeps that would be gone in the morning. That had to be clear, didn't
it? Either that or Lucy had a penchant for really strange dinner conversation.


He went on anyway.


"The world revolves around
you, don't you know?" The trick to saying things like that was, he
thought, in seeming sincere. It was pure flattery, but that wasn't the point. A
bit less obvious than telling her she had pretty eyes, which she did, under the
thick and heavy frames. He could tell because the quarter inch of glass lens
made them look huge.


There was a soft sigh and a head
shake.


"I know. Tell me more about
how wonderful I am."


It was, he decided, his turn to
laugh a little. Not too much, because then it would seem like he wasn't serious
minded enough.


"You mean you don't want me
to show you?" It was brutally hard not to giggle then, since he'd
already admitted to not having any skills in bed. It occurred to him that this
really wasn't going to work out. Not in any way that would let him keep living
there.


Then, if he had a choice between
awkward sex with an adorable Shape Shifter, and a roof over his head...


The Bat girl didn't seem too shy
herself, looking at him off and on as she finished eating. At the end of the
meal, when both of them were done, her having had seconds, she stood up, and
waved toward the door lightly. Then she pulled her baggy gray shirt off,
showing that she didn't have anything on underneath.


Her skin was white and smooth,
being almost hairless for some reason. The skin was stretched tightly across
her stomach, showing a bit of definition there. Her breast were tiny, but real
enough, the nipples small and pink.


At the door her sweat pants came
down, and she stepped out of them. She didn't have anything on under that
either. What she did have when she turned around was a well groomed patch of
rust colored hair between her legs.


Tyler stared, trying not to turn
so red it gave him away. Not stammering like an idiot also came to mind, which
meant doing something, rather than waiting for an invitation.


Standing he pulled his own shirt
off, trying make it seem manly, and not like he was going to need help
with his shoes in a few seconds. He was watched closely the whole time, and
when he had his clothing off, so that they both matched, he locked eyes with
her, and closed in.


Speaking was right out, and he
honestly didn't have a lot of experience, so he winged it, and touched her
face, gently. Stroking it with two fingers, slowly tracing a very light
pattern, almost not making contact at all.


It was enough to have him pulled
over to the sofa. After that things moved in a curious slow-fast pattern that
left him reeling, and very centered at the same time. The whole thing should
have been clumsy, almost to the point of failure, or left him embarrassing
himself in any of a hundred ways, but it was like something had switched over
in his head, the second that the woman had kissed him back. Maybe before that.


Without thinking, he just knew,
somehow, what to do. It was a bit eerie really, but did leave Calley calling
out happily several times. In fact, nearly two hours later, as they cuddled on
the couch, she sighed and nestled into his chest.


"That was freaking
great." A soft kiss touched his lips, causing a bit of a stirring between
his legs. "So the virgin thing was just a trick?"


It wasn't, but it was nice to
hear that whatever the hell he'd just done had worked like that. Tyler had
always heard about people not being very good in bed, but it really seemed
pretty easy. Like all the instructions for it were just hard wired into him. If
that was the case, then it was hard to understand what everyone else was always
going on about.


"A trick? Why would I do
that?" It was a good point, but he kind of got the idea. Men would use
whatever they had to get at sex with a woman, most days.


Her hand, which was small, and
very warm, found him again, and started to stroke, making his body respond.
Just as she was about to use her mouth, for the second time that night, there
was a soft pop, which was, he realized after the fact, Ginger opening the door
and closing it.


The Vampire girl, looking cute,
and like she was ready for her first day of high school, in a green t-shirt and
jeans, stared at them both for a moment. Then she grinned.


"I can't leave you two alone
for a minute, can I?" Then, as if it made any sense at all, she pulled off
her own shirt. She had a bra on underneath, which was slightly lacy, and was
left on. "Okay, you were going to do him, so I'll do you at the same
time?"


Calley seemed to get it, and
smiled. It was a huge and unrestrained thing.


"I love my new
roommates!"


The whole thing took about an
extra hour, since he got plenty of turns, and while Calley was certainly
enjoying the attention, it was kind of clear after a bit that it wasn't really
about sex for her, but the contact. Ginger was kind of clumsy about the whole
thing, too. Also, very cool, as in cold.


It occurred to him, near the end
as she kissed him, thrusting her tongue between his lips, and tasting like the
Bat girl, that she was actually a moving corpse. That made a lot of what they'd
just been doing necrophilia. Not that he had a hang up there, really.


As long as she was an adult, and
could consent, it was fair game. It was, he realized, another thing that Lucy
had mentioned a few times to him. He'd figured that she was talking about guys,
at the time. Maybe seeing that his eyes lingered on a few muscular backs on
television without being touched with envy for too long or something. It worked
for this too.


He liked Ginger, and Calley, so
it was fine for them to do things together. Even if one of them was dead, and
the other could become a flying mammal. Not that he'd ever seen that kind of
thing.


Really, it sounded cool.


They ended up in a weird sort of
heap, with him along one arm, leaning back, and Ginger on his lap, holding him
with both arms around his neck. Calley was on the other side, but had managed
to tuck her feet underneath them in a way that was both cozy and a bit
uncomfortable at the same time.


Not knowing what to say, he tried
for funny. It kind of worked, even.


"So, you both know that I'm
never calling you again, right?"


That got a sigh and a strange nod
from Ginger, The cool skin of her face right alongside of his.


"Yeah. It's a shame though,
since we need to coordinate the wedding. I was thinking white and light blue
for the dress. Maybe we could do an Elvis thing?"


He went very still, which got the
girl to stiffen a bit. Her eyes went wide, though Calley giggled a bit.


"I was just..."


He shook his head, and kissed her
on the cheek.


"Trying to give me nightmares
about the worst wedding possible? That's... Awful. Truly. My mother would
disown me if I tried. It would at least have to be tasteful. Plus, you know,
I'll probably be dead, after I bang all your hot friends like I plan to. I hear
a rumor that you have super powers or something? Hardly fair."


Calley looked at them both and
then shook her head a bit.


"Well, you know, I'm cool
with that, as long as I get invited to play too, from time to time. Seriously.
So, you know, you can get with Edom and we can all have a party? Oh, speaking
of parties, I invited everyone from work for your b-day bash next week.
Next Saturday, so make sure you get some time off for that. I mentioned it to
Valerie too, so she's coming. We'll need to pick up some kegs. Which eighteen
year olds can't do. So I guess that's up to me?"


He tried to remember who Valerie
was, but drew a blank. It was like he should know, but there had been too many
new names over the last few days, and a lot of excitement, so some things just
hadn't been sticking like they probably should have.


"Valerie is... Your
Ambassador?"


That got a headshake, and a foot
caressing the inside of his leg warmly.


"The Alede Ambassador.
Kait's mom? Which is a thing to keep in mind, since if you sleep with her and
not Kaitlyn, it will be insulting. By Alede rules she kind of owns you."


"Um, what? I didn't know
that I was property. Even if anyone was going to claim that, wouldn't it be one
of you?"


The Bat girl let her foot move up
his thigh a bit, and Ginger nodded.


Her voice was young enough
sounding that he had to remind himself that she was several years older than he
was.


"Oh, sure. By Vampire
rules you're mine. Both of you are now. For real, I mean. We live together, and
have sex now, so I can even feed off of you, without it being against the law.
Not that I will, since I'm sticking to cow, but if it came up, that
would be totally kosher. I don't actually know what Shifters do that way."


There was a shrug, and contact
with an intimate, but only slightly responding part of his body. They'd done
enough that he wasn't ready to do it again yet. That didn't seem to bother her.


"Our rules are pretty much
like Human's. Bats, my family, all tend to be a bit, um, free that way. The
other groups do what seems right for them. Just to make this clear, there is no
overlap at all between what our animals do and what we do as people that way. I
mean, Swans don't mate for life in some kind of psycho fashion, and Wolves
don't go around peeing on everything to mark it as being in their territory.
There are some weird things that happen, like everyone in my family
being bi. Real bats aren't like that, but we are, for some reason. No one knows
why."


That got him to think for a
minute, and realize that it might be the kind of thing to write down later, in
his little notebook. Taking notes was probably not a horrible idea, come to
think of it.


Ginger went on then, her face
very still, like she was trying not to scare him.


"So, if you want to get with
my friends, you have to ask permission. As it stands, honestly, I probably won't
let you, since everyone is kind of higher ranking than me at work. Other
Vampires might be fine that way, since I'm decently high up. Tara for instance?
You can do her. Manthori even like sex, so that would be good. The one person
there that would be kind of a tossup would be Eve. She can kick my ass in a
fight, so let's not test that one, if it's all the same? If anyone higher
ranking than me tries to take you, I have to fight them. Unless they have my
permission first." There was a soft shrug, and her arms tightened a bit.
"I was kidding about marriage, but we do get a bit territorial,
so..."


A tiny foot moved up from his lap
to push the girl a little.


"So you're not that
different from any normal girl? Does that mean I can't sleep with Edom? He's
yummy."


There was a nod then, and two
hands going out in a slightly forced looking gesture.


"Yeah? The same goes for you,
too. Technically... Well, in a lot of ways, being a Vampire is kind of like
being in prison. You're both my bitches now, as far as anyone else is
concerned. If anyone screws with you, I have to protect you. On the good side,
most of the classics won't bother, unless they have a bone to pick with me,
personally. The people at work are fine that way. None of them will try to
poach you, or will at least ask first, so I can give permission. Eve is clearly
kind of into you, Ty. So I guess I should talk to her about that."


It sounded complex and a lot more
real than he'd been thinking when he was getting it on. Like they were all actually
together now. Though with strange rules that he still probably didn't
understand.


"Okay. So, let me get this
straight... Vampires have big social rules to follow this way, but Shifters
might or might not? And... Alede... I haven't even slept with any of them, so
that doesn't count, does it? Let me get my notebook, I need to make a chart, I
think." He actually got up, still nude, and ran to his room for that. He
noticed that his clothing was in the little dining room, on the floor, so on
the way back, picked it up. Ginger was dressed too, so it seemed like it was
time for that. He gave Calley her clothing too.


"So, let's start over? I
don't want to screw this all up."


The Shifter dressed, but made a
point to touch both of them when she sat back down. The girls were kind of
small, so it made it easy enough for all of them to share the sofa. Ginger was
on the far end this time, with Tyler in the middle, being touched constantly.


It was Calley who started
counting things off.


"For Shifters it's pretty
simple. Treat them like Humans for this part of the world as far as sex goes. I
mean, I don't care, personally, if you get some on the side, and really,
you have to know that I will, if I can. That's me though, not society.
I'm just extra special cool that way. Vampires have rules, but the basic idea
is that if you really want to hit one of them that way, you need to clear it
with Ginger first. If she says yes, then it will be all right. There are a few
cases where politics might mean she has to say no. In that case, don't
do it, if you have a choice in the matter. With Kait, well, that one is a
little bit different. You told Roberta and some of the others to back off the
other day, so she went around and kind of claimed you, so that they would. Not
that it will hold forever. It wouldn't even if you were sleeping with her,
since her kind will do anything to get laid. Right now, if you had sex with
another Alede first, it would be a huge insult to her. So, if you need to get
some at work, do it with her. Well, or Zack. Ben and Hiram are really straight
though, so that just won't work. Zack is too, but his mentor keeps trying to
make him bend that way, because for one of them being straight is pretty much a
sign of mental illness."


Ginger had a slightly different
way of looking at things, and actually knew more about what Mages did than
Calley.


Some of the other groups were
mentioned too, which was interesting. For his part, he decided not to play that
way too much for the time being.


After all, he wasn't certain, but
he kind of thought he might already have a girlfriend for the first time in his
life. Better, or perhaps worse, he seemed to have two of them.


Because he was ready for that.
Absolutely.












Chapter nine





 


At work the next day, a thing
that he'd shown up for two hours early, since Zack had scheduled him to be
there starting at four, he got to work directly. His idea had been that
everyone would be geared toward being there late, in order to see to the new
stock. It was right, but that meant the place was in near ruins when he walked
through the door.


By getting right to work, he was
able to straighten and clean the place before he was even supposed to be there.
Hiram was working the front desk, and tried to help, but there was enough
traffic to keep him busy for the most part, running the till. Even at four,
when he was supposed to be getting there, the books weren't coming in, since
they had a special deal in place making them the last stop on the delivery
person's route.


That meant, according to Hiram,
that things really wouldn't be coming in until about five-thirty.


"Kenny likes to come in and
spend some time with some of the girls about then. We've got Eve coming in too,
so it should go pretty well tonight. She's fast, and works hard. With the crew
we have we might actually be done by midnight for once." There was a grim
look then and a head shake. "Trust me, I've had more than one night where
it was just me and Kait trying to run the place and shove things on the shelves
until dawn. Not that I'm knocking her. She actually tries pretty hard for an
Alede. The rest... Well, when you have life handed to you, and can expect that
to continue forever, there's no need to develop a work ethic."


It was a bit of info that had him
writing in his book when he had the chance. It was a real sounding point.


Still, there were things left
out, as far as he could tell.


"So, Mages all have that?
They work hard all the time?"


The man, looking a bit rough,
having a day's worth of growth going, even if he also had on a button up
sweater and a nice shirt. It was a strange look. Like Mr. Rogers if he sold
drugs on the side.


"Fuck no. We're just
people. Hell, I was a thief for most of my life. That's all about not
doing the hard work, when you get down to it. Some of us Mages are better that
way. Hard work and all that. Humans are good that way, too. With the Alede,
well, when you love having sex, and look like they do, why would they do it?
That Kait does marks her as really special. Don't tell her I said that. I don't
want her to get lazy."


That was said as she walked up,
grinning. She was coming from the back left hand side, and a man, who looked to
be in his forties or so, was fixing his clothing as he came out. Tyler didn't
make eye contact with him, since that would probably leave him feeling bad.
Like he was being judged, as crazy as that sounded. Still, the space was free,
so he ran to clean it up. He hadn't been doing that, and, as it turned out,
that meant the place reeked.


Mainly of various bodily fluids.
It was gross on a level that made him want to hurl a bit. Worse, someone had
sprayed some lemon scented air freshener, in an attempt to fix the problem.
That wasn't going to work, since there were actual puddles of things in places,
as well as crusty white splotches on the leather chairs. In one place there was
a stain on the carpet that hadn't been there the last time he'd cleaned the
space. Clearly, no one had really tried since the last time he'd been in.


It took about twenty minutes of
scrubbing, while wearing some nice yellow rubber gloves. The half bucket of
water that he'd brought was a dingy gray when he finished, which said things
that he couldn't like at all. Yes, it was true that the girls were always kind
of busy, but was it really impossible for them to run a sponge over the space
they'd just used each time?


That seemed to be the case. It
kind of pissed him off. Which, of course, was stupid of him. After all, he was
just there to clean and put books on the shelf. Generally to be helpful, not to
tell anyone else how to do their own job. He was being paid for his work, but
that was all. Getting upset over things he couldn't control wasn't going to
help anything.


When he finished with the first
room, the one closest to the till, the other one opened up, so he slapped up a
sign in front of the other one, so it could dry, and did that one too. That got
a rather upset seeming Alexis standing at the door, about ten minutes in.


"You're using both rooms at
once? That's not fair!"


Tyler glared at her for a bit,
and then shook his head. Being an asshole wasn't a good plan, since he didn't
doubt that Zack would side with the very pretty non-Human over him, if it came
down to it.


"Just a minute. Let the
other one finish drying and you can have at it again. I'll check it as soon as
I'm done here."


The girl looked at him like he
was being lazy, and crossed her arms, in a bossy and annoying way.


"I have a friend coming now."


He just nodded, and didn't tell
her that he really didn't care. They could wait five minutes, and he really
doubted they were going to run off and leave her hanging due to him. The very
idea was a bit insane, but it was possible that the woman hadn't had enough
energy yet that day. He got a bit grumpy when he didn't eat for too long, so it
was fair to assume that she might feel that way too.


Still, standing in the doorway,
calling out that she had a friend coming, every ten seconds wasn't really
helping him get his work done. Finally, after five minutes of it, he snapped at
her a bit.


"Shut up, will you? I'm
working as fast as I can. If you hadn't been a pig for the last day I'd be done
right now, so go away and let me get this done so you can get back to whatever
it is you have planned?" It wasn't even that mean sounding, but for some
reason she started crying and ran off.


Tyler growled a little under his
breath.


"Well, fuck. I bet I'm fired
then. Stupid..." He finished up, and took the sign off of the other room,
figuring that he was probably going to end up having to move back home, not
having a job, with which to pay for rent or food. Worse, he was glared at by Hiram
as he walked up to the front counter, since there was a moist and upset Alexis
behind the counter, clinging to him.


Before anyone else could speak,
Kaitlyn walked over, looking angry. Tyler tried to get ready for her to yell at
him for making her friend cry, but her words were a bit different than he would
have expected from her. After all, she was, as Hiram had kind of pointed out,
part of a pampered and privileged class. There was no reason for her to
understand that reality couldn't just form around her needs all the time. That
was, really, why Alexis had gotten upset with him.


Reality wasn't doing what she
demanded, instantly. She was pretty after all, so to her mind, it was supposed
to do that, and sometimes probably did.


Kait wasn't having any of it.


"I agree with Ty. From now
on if you want to use the facilities here, then you have to do your fucking job,
too. Zack is paying us to be here, but that's to work at his store, not
just collect energy. That's an awesome perk, I won't lie, but it isn't unfair
to ask you to do your job, Alexis. It isn't just you either. We're all doing
that kind of thing. You heard what Hiram was saying about work ethic earlier? I
think we should all be trying to get one of those."


The words got Tyler to tilt his
head, thinking about what that really meant. First, it was clear that Kait
thought that her kind were sort of abusing things, and might even think they
did that as a rule. Second, she not only had heard the conversation going on,
but had expected that Alex had done the same. In closed rooms, while
having sex.


Picking up his notebook from
behind the counter he made a note about how good their hearing must be.


Alexis looked scandalized.


"We don't have to work!
We're Alede. That isn't our way. People provide for us..." At least she
seemed a little troubled by that part of things. Not too much, but it was clear
she didn't totally think what she was saying was right.


The other Alede shook her head.


"No. That's bullcrap,
and you know it. People know about us now, and we can't just keep floating
around using people. Eventually things are going to come to light, and if we
can't at least seem to have some kind of value outside of being decent looking,
we will be attacked. We've seen that before, historically speaking.
Women will come after us again, for stealing their men. We have to at least
look like we have some kind of utility outside of that. I can see the others
not getting that, but you and I know different, don't we?" Why that was
wasn't spoken of, but the other girl nodded a bit sadly, and walked away, out
the front.


Hiram still kind of glared at
him, but again, didn't get to speak.


Kait held her right hand out.


"No. Don't. She was being a
brat, and got called on it like an adult. She has the skills now not to act like
that. She isn't even hungry. She was just being demanding and entitled. It's a
problem for all of us. Me too, I won't lie about that. I just have goals, so
need to improve." She glanced at Ty, and shrugged, her glasses shifting a
bit, and her curly brown hair showing a single wisp on the left hand side.
"I'm planning to take over the Alede Ruling Body. There are other reasons,
but the main one is that they tried to have me killed when I was younger. Alexis
too. If Zack hadn't stepped in for us, we'd probably both be dead. The Mistress
of Souls, too. I mean think about that one for a bit. Demons are better
people than we are... That can't be allowed to keep happening."


That was a good enough reason for
him. Hiram still looked pissed at him though, and the man was the manager. That
didn't bode well for him. Still, he didn't scream or anything, and there was a
distraction then, as the delivery man, Kenny, showed up, wearing cute little
brown shorts and a matching shirt. He was a bit plump, but not too much so. It
was more of a pleasant roundness, even though he worked hard enough for a
living that there was some muscle there too.


They were a person down, or he
thought they would be, but a few minutes later before the twenty or so boxes of
books came through the front doors, Alexis came back, with a good looking man
and an ultra hot woman in tow. The woman was Ivy, and Tyler was almost certain
that the guy was Robert.


He waited for the round robin
haranguing to come, over what he'd said to the younger Alede, but Robert just
nodded at him.


"Alexis told us to get our
butts over here and help. Ivy, if you'd make sure that Ken is taken care of?
I'll help get the books logged in." The man, while good looking, seemed to
be a lot more efficient than Roberta was normally. It kept going on too,
though it was kind of subtle after that.


Why that would happen Ty didn't
really know. Were Alede different in their different forms? Were Shifters? That
one kind of made sense, but it wasn't a thing that he would have ever thought
about before, to tell the truth.


That was what he thought about as
the first book cart came from the back twenty minutes later. It took time to
get things logged into the computer system, so he took the wooden cart, and
started right in, getting everything up as fast as he could go. Eve showed up
at about seven, and took the third one, as Kait and Hiram worked one together. Alexis
and Robert worked together too.


As he moved to the back, a while
later, Eve nodded to him.


"This is different. How did
we get this much help suddenly?"


Tyler thought about it, and then
waved at Kaitlyn, across the room. "It was her. Part of her new program to
make sure her people are taken care of in the, um, new environment. Being known
and all that?"


The Vampire girl, who was about
two or three full points under the Alede in looks, and still seemed ready to go
on television that way, glanced over and then nodded.


"Makes sense. Really, we
should all get together that way. A bit of support between other groups can't
hurt. So far we've all been going our own way. The Vampires are the only group
that has a system in place to handle the press and other media, so far. You
know... You should get on that one, Ty. Go around and see about getting a
meeting together. Not many people could do it, but you're a Human, or close enough
that no one will doubt that if you say you are. No one really thinks of you
having an agenda yet. Do that for me, will you?" There was a chuckle, but
then a shake of her head, which made her shoulder length hair move a bit.
"Tomorrow, before work, I mean. You have all that extra time each
day you waste on sleeping. You know, you should think about being one of us. A
Vampire? Then, as soon as you get up to speed, you'll have more time for
things."


It was kind of idle chatter, but
he nodded a little.


"That's a thing. For now
though, I need to get to the books."


In the back, most of the eight
book carts were filling up fast. That was because Zack was there now, and was
working both smoothly and faster than could easily be tracked. The man turned as
Ty grabbed one of the carts, which seemed to have a lot of popular fiction on
it, but before he could take it away, called out to him.


"Hey. I hear that you're the
one putting together the new coalition for the different groups in regards to
Human interaction now that almost everyone is out?" It was spoken with a
playful tone at least.


Tyler shook his head.


"Does everyone here
have super hearing? I'm going to get a complex about passing gas, you know that
right? As it is I've already had to stop muttering under my breath. You're a
horrible mother fucker, by the way. Just in case you were wondering what I was going
to say when you walked away." He grinned and shook his head. "I'm
kidding. You've actually been cool so far. Still..."


Zack just snorted a little bit.


"No shit, huh? Don't worry
too much. Most of them won't really be listening to you most of the time. Not
yet. Eve had a good idea. Get a schedule for me, and I can take you around to
different nodes. That's where we keep most of the embassies. First though, I
have phone numbers, which will be faster, and make it seem like you have
resources. Talk to Bey first, for the Vampires. He's smart enough to throw in
with you early, and that will make it seem like you have something going
on that's real. Besides, he was really impressed with what you did the
other day." Then the man, who was thin even if he ate a lot, turned back
to the computer and started entering lines of numbers off of books.


There was no more speaking, so he
took that as a sign that getting back to his paying job was the thing to do. That
meant trying to move fast, since otherwise Eve was going to finish two carts
for every one he did. It helped a lot to get rid of the pauses between
the movements when he could, but it wasn't the same as having super powers. It
took enough effort that he didn't really think about anything else for a while.


When he got a chance to come up
for air, because there were no more books left in the back room, it was only
ten o'clock. He still had hours left to work, being on the schedule until two
in the morning. Most of the others got to go home though, including Hiram, who
glaring earlier aside, seemed pretty happy suddenly.


"That was... Incredible. Who
knew, I should have yelled at the girls years ago. Sigh."


Tyler made a face and then shook
his head.


"I didn't yell. Maybe
I snapped a little, but that was annoyance, not anger. I know that I
shouldn't have anyway, but I'm only Human." Not that it was a good excuse.


People needed to try their best
to be responsible for their own actions. That was the way he'd been raised. You
were supposed to try and do the right thing, not just when it was easy, but
even when you didn't really feel like it.


"Besides, it was all about
Kait and Alexis, in the end. Robert, too. That is Robert, right?" He
hadn't asked, but the man himself, who was near the front desk talking to an
older lady with white hair and a skirt that was a bit too short for her years,
generally speaking, turned and nodded.


On the good side, that meant a
lot of people got to leave early. Palma was gone, though she'd left out food
for the others, including some fruit, which when he got a break Tyler ate
several pieces of. Zack had handed it to him, so he figured it would be all
right, even if he couldn't afford it.


"I didn't know we got free
food."


The man had a tray filled with
what seemed to be a variety of sandwiches. Big hoagie style things that had to
be hard to fit into his mouth. Oddly enough he stopped, and looked back at Ty,
who was sitting at one of the cafe tables.


"Everyone in the mall does,
if you eat here. So, you know, if you need to come in on your days off for a
while you can always get something. You'd think more of them would use it, but
you know, Greater Demon." He waved at himself, then settled at the table,
taking the chair across from Ty. "You can't blame them. Most people are
afraid of my people. Mainly because half of us are insane monsters. I know I
don't go out of my way to hang out with them, if I can help it. Not that I
always get a choice."


Eating a pear, since that was his
favorite kind of fruit, Tyler didn't nod, or react at all. It just made sense
not to be an a-hole to his boss. That didn't mean he wasn't curious.


"I don't know much about
demons. Greater and Lesser, but nothing else. How come the cool looking ones
with the horns and red skin are the lesser ones?"


Zack smiled.


"I know, right? Not all of
them are like that. Djin can look like almost anything, for instance. The main
reason is because we're totally different beings. Greater Demons are a species.
One clearly related to Human. Lesser Demons are tulpas. Energy beings created
by people's thoughts? I have more in common with you than I do with one of them
that way. Demon basically means that we can walk the lines. That's a thing we
have in common. Mages can too, and most other groups of note can manage it a
bit, but being able to do it as an individual is the real point. I'm pretty
much the best at it. Out of everyone that we know about." He ate a
sandwich faster than seemed reasonable, and then wiped his mouth with a paper
napkin from the stack on his tray. "That probably makes me the biggest
Demon then. No one thinks of it that way. You know, it's about the evil and all
that, which is also real enough. When you can, you should try to avoid
people like me."


"I get a choice? Goody, free
will." Tyler glanced at his boss, but there was no frown. Nothing but
eating for a bit.


"I can't go into that with
you." It was a strange thing to say, but Ty didn't ask about it, since
there was a clatter from the front of the space. Zack got up and started
running, sandwich in hand, so Tyler did the same, trying to be careful as he moved
through the store, not wanting to make a mess.


Thankfully it wasn't that
anything was happening in their store, the yelling coming from the place across
the way. Pretty Plus.


A woman, one who wasn't all that
pretty, but who managed to have a serviceable face, and hit the plus
requirement nicely stood in the front of the place. Holding a gun. Directly at
the head of a very good looking woman that he'd never met before. Zack
stopped at the front of his own place, going stock still. Everyone else did,
too. Probably so they wouldn't scare the lady with the weapon. She was a little
heavyset, in a muscular way, compared to the blonde that she was holding
hostage. Bigger too, as far as being tall went.


"You fucking bitch. You stole
my girlfriend."


The other lady, seeming a bit
scared, tried to speak then.


"I'm not sure I know who you
mean?"


"Nellie! She told me all
about you, and your vixen ways!" Then, because just having a gun wasn't
good enough, she slapped it across the better looking one's face, making her bleed.
Hard.


No one else walked over, scared,
or more likely, not wanting to get involved when they didn't know what was
going on. He could see that. Still, being a fool, he could also see what
was needed. Thankfully the other lady helped, by speaking softly.


"I don't know anyone by that
name." It got her hit again. Hard enough that she went to the floor. It
should have stopped things, but the lady with the gun pointed it at her, not paying
any attention to anything else at all.


"Die you bitch!"


There was a gun shot, but it
missed, which meant there was enough time for him to get there. That started a
wrestling match for the weapon, that was a lot harder to win that it should
have been. Tyler noticed that as he pulled the gun away. It was a medium sized
thing, and went off as he took it, but he managed to carry it away with him,
when the lady picked him up bodily, and threw him about ten feet away.
The nifty thing there was that he managed to roll. Not well, but enough that
other than his pride, he wasn't really hurt. Then the aggressive lady, whatever
she was, turned on him.


"I won't let you save her!
She dies now!"


Sighing, he tossed the weapon
away. He didn't know how to use it, and trying to shoot the standing woman
would probably end up with him hitting some innocent person in the background.
They could have helped, now that there was no risk of being shot.


"Um, I don't think she's the
one that you're looking for. What's the name of the Alede that Nellie is
seeing?"


The big woman spun on him, her
foot raised to stomp the Alede, who was trying to scoot away on her behind, in
the head.


"What?" It seemed like
she was really baffled. As if the idea had never occurred to her before.


"The name of the Alede
you're going after? I mean, good looking, with big... Um," He held his
hands up, describing what he meant, and shrugged. The heavier woman was busty
too, so it seemed fair to point that part out. She glared at him, and growled.


"What the fuck does that
have to do with anything?"


Tyler froze, for about ten
seconds, his face feeling like it was warping without his ability to influence
it. It probably made it seem like he was being an asshole. He just couldn't
help it.


"Well, she said she doesn't
know Nellie. Not by that name anyway. Coming here and going after the first
good looking woman you see is kind of not going to work. There are like
ten of them around here that would make most models turn green. Hell, I was
just working with a Vampire that could do movies. What's the name of the
Alede that you're looking for?"


The lady, who wasn't Human, given
her slightly morphing features, which included a slightly protruding nose that
darkened as he watched, shook her head a little. She was, most likely, a
Shifter, given that.


"Alede? No. I'm here for the
Cat bitch. Catherine. She works at the clothing shop..."


"Oooohhh." Tyler
looked around then, to see about fifteen people get it all at once. Waving his
hand a bit, he closed with the woman, who had gotten taller over the last few
seconds. Changing into something else. Probably because she didn't have her
gun. Looking over he noticed that Calley had come out and collected it, holding
it by her side, carefully. Most of the places were closing for the night, so at
least there was that. There looked to be four or five patrons left, but most of
the people there were at least in on things. They weren't Human soccer moms
just looking for a bargain or trying to find the latest book written by some
heavy drinking guy who hadn't seen daylight for seven years.


There were no kids either, which
was good. Mainly due to the fact that the woman in front of him was still
getting bigger, and had grown hair all over her body. It was tempting to make
some kind of quip about needing to shave her legs, but the raw fear was
stopping that.


He kept talking anyway, not even
knowing if the woman, who was obviously a Bear of some kind, could understand
him anymore. That kind of thing was a question that he should have known, but
at the moment really couldn't remember. Hopefully it wasn't a waste of time.


"This is the Alede
embassy. I think you're looking for a different place. Also, you came pretty
late. I don't know that any of their people would be here now. Maybe you
should, I don't know, um, do something else?" What that was, even what he
was suggesting, Tyler didn't know.


It did seem like she was paying
attention to him, so that was a good sign that he was either getting through to
her, or was about to be mauled. Since the woman could pretty clearly have
messed him up as a Human, it seemed like cheating to him. There was no way he
was taking on a bear in a fight.


Racking his brain, he tried to
come up with anything that would distract a bear. It did come to him that
Calley had mentioned the idea that shifters weren't really their animals in
some kind of true duality. That they were unique beings, that didn't share that
much with what the animals did at all.


Which was less helpful than if he
could distract this lady with some honey.


He tossed his hands up in the
air.


"So, can you change into a
form we can chat with? I don't know how to help you right now. Pretty much all
we can do is run around and yell a lot this way." It didn't seem that
likely, since, at least if she was fighting him, which seemed to be the most
likely outcome, given what everyone else was doing at the moment, being a bear
kind of meant she won.


As a Human, now that he knew she
was as powerful as she was, he might be able to do something. Then, talking
really did seem like the best option. Not that the downed Alede was going to be
happy with that one, he didn't think. She'd been pulled into the back of her
shop by Robert, who had wisely closed the heavy metal grating at the front of
the place. The lights were off too, like that was going to fool anyone. Then
again, they might have all fled out the back. That made sense to him.


It was a funny scene, actually.
Standing back, by about twenty feet or so, stood about ten people that could
have each ended this inside a few seconds. Eve was there, along with a
different dark haired Vampire woman, who was less attractive, but still nice
looking. She seemed concerned, but wasn't exactly wading in to help him. Zack
was looking at the whole thing carefully, and had actually held Kait back, so
that she didn't run forward to help him. More likely that had been to help the
other woman there. The blonde.


Three Trollienkeine had come as
well. Two of them were ladies, but each looked like taking on a Bear with the
giant wooden paddles they had might just happen.


Instead, for a long time no one
moved.


Then, as if it made any sense at
all, the Bear woman changed back before her clothing burst at the seams
totally, and amazingly, started to cry. Taking his life in his hands, he
moved forward and put his arms out, to give her a hug.


Rather than kill him, she did it,
and leaned into him, sobbing against his neck.












Chapter ten





 


Being that it was nighttime it
was hard to get a cup of tea for the lady, who turned out to have a name. That
was Vivian. It fit her a lot better in her Human form, but Ty didn't mention
that. Strangely, she clung to him the whole time, even as they walked into the bookstore.
That made for some awkward shuffling, but no one else closed with them, staying
about twenty feet back.


Zack however, ran back to the
cafe, in order to dig up a tea bag and some warm water. The idea that he was
the only one willing to do it was funny. Except, that wasn't the real answer.
It could have been that a lot of the others didn't want to bother getting
involved for one reason or another. It was kind of sensible even. Several of them
were hanging around though, and watching. Seeing what happened, or maybe even
to make sure that if something did take place, they were there to back him up.


Like the three giants from the
power lifting gym. There was no reason for them to follow along into the
bookstore like they had, much less hang back in the stacks, seeming very ready
to move. Okay, they might have been there to help Vivian, or even just to watch
the free show, but that didn't seem like their way as a group.


A single mug with a tea bag in it
came out a few seconds later, on a brown plastic and wood tray. It was placed
in front of Viv, who looked a bit tattered now. She was wearing a skirt and a
blouse that were both brown. The shirt was half toasted. It still covered all
the possibly embarrassing bits though, so it was good enough for him.


Zack didn't sit down, but smiled.


"Do you need any sugar, or
something to eat?" It sounded kind and gentle really. Sympathetic.


"I could use something to
eat? Changing always sets my blood sugar off. I only went a little, but it was
a lot of work." That had a pile of cookies, all chocolate chip, being
delivered so fast that it was kind of clear that Zack knew where they were off
the top of his head.


When that happened, the woman
looked up, suddenly far more reasonable than before.


"Thanks. I'm sorry I made a
scene earlier. It's just... Nellie..."


That started more tears, even
while she ate, which meant more holding from Tyler, since he really didn't want
this lady to feel all alone in the world for the time being. After that, Zack
moved back, acting like he was working the Cafe.


It was about five minutes before
she spoke, her voice rough.


"I... Don't know what to do
now. I can't take being locked up. Bears don't do well with that. What do I
do?"


"Uh..." There was very
little that he could think of that way, to tell the truth. Worse, even though
it was kind of late, the police came in then, hands on guns, about ten strong.
They didn't shout or anything, thank god. Vivian started to stiffen, ready to
fight, to stay out of a cage.


"I'll-" She was
starting to change again, so he stuck his hand out, and touched her arm, hoping
that wouldn't set her off.


"Don't worry. These people
aren't here to make any problems." Then, looking around, Ty, looking like
an eighteen year old kid that no one would be taking all that seriously,
decided to lie his ass off.


"Hi! I'm the head of the
Coalition of Nations." He glanced at the rest of the room, and shrugged.
"That's pretty much the U.N. for Vampires, Shifters and so on. The
government interaction body for Humans. This lady is a Shape Shifter, and as
such has special needs, in regards to official interaction. I don't suppose you
could call your Chief? Um, Sims? She asked to be informed in case of any
actions like this. You've all had Shifter related training already,
right?"


One of the Police looked at him
like Ty was about to be shot, but then glanced at the slowly altering Vivian.
He was a stern looking fellow, with gray skin, gray hair and a mixed gray and
white mustache. None of his wrinkles indicated that smiling was a hobby of his
either. His hand was on his firearm, and he seemed pretty darned stressed.


Still, he nodded once.


"We'll take care of that.
You have this here? I didn't get your name."


"Tyler Gartner. Don't worry,
this is something we can take care of. The Shifters have ways to deal with
this. In fact, our job is going to have to be keeping them in line.
Trust me, you do not want to break one of their laws if you're one of
them. For now, if you and your men could get with Chief Sims? Maybe give us
some space? This doesn't have to be a problem. Well, not a new one anyway."


It was probably fear, but the man
nodded, and waved at the men and women behind him.


"Pull back. Gartner here has
this. There's a system in place. We're just on backup here."


It was a good idea, even if he
had just made it up. Not that it had come out of a vacuum. Both Eve and Zack
had suggested enough of it that he got the idea. He'd been steered toward it,
pretty bluntly, now that he could see the whole picture. That was telling, or,
possibly, coincidental. Maybe it was about the actual need for this kind
of organization, too. Some kind of group thing that could talk to the Human
authorities and handle things without a huge death toll.


After all, the police didn't even
know what to do with a Bear Shifter that was also a lot stronger than a regular
Human and a trained mercenary. Really, outside of her own culture, no one
probably did know that sort of thing. He didn't. Normally he would have
probably gone to the Shifter Ambassador and asked her about it, but given
everything that seemed like a pretty poor plan. Vivian had come to hurt or kill
her after all. For girlfriend theft.


That seemed a little over the top
to him, but since he was standing next to a half-Bear lady at the moment, he
wasn't planning to mention it. Instead he sat back down, and pushed the white
plate filled with cookies toward her, and watched her closely until she saw
what he was doing. It took a bit, since she stared at the police, who kept
moving back until they were at least out of sight.


Then she plunked down, her face
kind of distorted.


"Have something to eat. Low
blood sugar isn't going to help anyone right now."


He still had no clue what the
fuck to do. Finally, he spoke out loud, his voice low.


"Calley, can you get in
touch with someone in charge on your side of things? That might be
useful."


He couldn't tell if that was
going to do anything, but after a bit, the strange looking woman next to him
sighed.


"She said that she'll call
National. I... Is that really needed? I just... Nellie said that she was with
this Cat bitch now, and that she was pretty while I was just a fat, gross piece
of shit." There was a darkness and anger to what was being said.


"Wait." Ty put his
right hand up and really looked at the woman next to him. Then he used his
imagination, because she really wasn't his type at the moment. It was being
covered with hair though, not the rest of the package. "She actually said that?
She had to have been just angry and talking. You know how people do
that. The mouth runs, and the brain lets it, to everyone's detriment? You
aren't gross, or fat. Okay, a bit bigger than average, but that's all
muscle." He rubbed his lower back, which was probably going to be all
bruise, the next day. "I can swear to that one."


He grinned, and went on.


"Honestly, Viv? If she said
that about you, then fuck her. I don't know her, but even if she was the
best girlfriend ever last month, if she can't see how cool you are now, then
you can do better. Still, use your words, not guns. That part was
messed up. You almost killed an innocent woman."


There was a pause, and a downcast
look. It seemed shy suddenly.


"I wasn't really going to. I
just wanted to scare her, that's all. I didn't know that it was the wrong place.
It made sense. Nellie is like me. A little big. It's a large woman's clothing
store."


That seemed right. It wasn't,
but it had a ring of making sense. A blonde woman that steals your girlfriend
at a clothing store where she might meet a plus sized woman. He could see it.
That probably wasn't going to help the Alede lady that had been pistol
whipped. It would kind of be fair for her people to have a problem with her
being hurt. He did, which was why he'd gone over in the first place.


That one was almost certainly
going to end up being an issue.


"Okay then, in the future,
and I need you to promise me this, don't try to scare people like that.
Now, let's get this fixed, as best we can. Um, if we can't lock you up, how do
you suggest you pay for what you did?" Not that she'd get a choice in the
end, but it would be telling as to what she was really thinking. A lot of
people would duck out on that, or try to take the least amount they could get
away with. No one on the other side was ever going to be happy with that. Not
that anyone that was a crime victim was ever made happy by seeing the other
person suffer.


You'd need to actually see it
happen, and to be evil, for things to work that way.


The large woman ate a cookie, and
then sighed.


"They, the Nation, normally
puts us on an island. All alone. With food and water, but nothing else. Maybe
some trees. That's it. It isn't fun. We can do it, because we handle isolation
better than Humans, but that's what we do. I guess I'm going to have to,
huh?" There was sadness, but no shifting out of fear or anger. In fact,
she'd returned back to her normal self.


That thought got him to pause for
a second. Just because he saw Calley as a Human, and possibly Ang, the two
other Shifters he knew, that didn't mean that Viv here wasn't in her other form
most of the time. Not that he was going to ask, but making assumptions about a
person that different wasn't going to work.


Probably why that Demon, Zack's
mentor, had suggested he write all this stuff down. To point out to him that he
needed to really learn things, and not just think that what he was used to was
enough to get by on now. Not if he was going to soak in other cultures like he
was.


Before he had to think of what to
say next, Zack walked over, holding a cell phone.


"Althea Sims." It
wasn't a question, and he was supposed to figure out that was the Chief all on
his own, it seemed. He did, so taking a deep breath, he took the high end
device carefully. It was a lot nicer than anything he could afford.


"Chief Sims? This is Tyler
Gartner. Um, Coalition of Nations. We have a bit of an issue here. A Shifter
woman brought a gun to Westfield, over a relationship dispute. No one was
harmed." He looked over at the Bear and sighed. "At least no one was
killed. An Alede was hit several times, with the weapon. Beaten, not shot. We
have this taken care of on the ground here, but if your men try to take Vivian
in, things might not go well. She doesn't seem to respond well to confinement.
Bear Shifter, so it's a real issue that can't just be glossed over."


There was a long pause, and a
slow exhalation.


"I see. I can't ask my men
to throw their lives away on a situation like this. On the other hand, you just
mentioned several possible felonies. We can't let people simply break the law
of the land they're in. How do you suppose we deal with this?"


It was a really good question. A
surprising one, since he really would have figured that the woman was going to start
by asking who the fuck he thought he was to interject himself into the
situation. Since there was no possible good answer, it was good that she didn't
go there. Really sweet of her, to be honest.


"I have a call in to the
leadership of the Shifter's. Vivian is taking full responsibility for her wrong
doing and has volunteered to be stranded on a small island, alone, as
punishment. It seems that walls and bars won't work, but that might. She's
being pretty reasonable now that things have calmed down. It was a bad
situation, and while there might need to be some things redressed, I don't
think we need to pull out the stops yet. She won't do it again. I don't
know how to get the Human laws addressed in this. We might not reasonably be
able to. Trying to use Human methods will probably start a battle to the death,
and knowing that in advance, we can't let that happen. Regardless, it might be
best if you let us handle this. Is that doable?"


There was a long, very drawn out
sound that seemed frustrated. Not really angry, so at least there was that to
work from. The fact was, he just didn't know what to do about it. Nothing was
going to be good, but they had to try.


"I don't know either. This
is the second supernatural problem inside a week, in my jurisdiction. The last
major event required a young Vampire woman to be entombed for six months, which
should have been a death sentence. That didn't really impinge on my area
however, being that by Human rules her only issue had been self-defense. This
is a bit different. I don't even know the official disposition of the Vampires
that attacked one of their own in public the other day. No one spoke to me
about it."


He took a deep breath. She'd been
at the meeting, but he thought he understood. Chief Althea Sims, an ancient,
day walking Vampire, wasn't out. So to the best of her knowledge they'd
never met, and she was clueless as to what had transpired with Tara. Other
than getting the police reports on it.


"They were executed for
their crimes. It was done legally by Vampire law. You should have been
kept in the loop on that. I'll fire off a memo and ask them to send a report?
Not that I can compel that sort of thing, but I can suggest. Eventually
they're going to want your help on the other side of things, so it makes sense
for them to play ball now." Because why not? He was pulling shit out of
his ass, so it seemed like it would work as well as anything.


Not that he was going to tell a
cop that he, personally, murdered those people.


That would be insane. Thinking
about it he wondered for a moment what the real difference was between Vivian
and himself. The only thing he could think of really was that he'd been smart
enough not to get caught by anyone that wanted to punish him for it. Yet. That
could catch up to him, eventually. It probably would in one way or another.
True, he'd needed to do it, in order to prevent those Vampires from attacking him,
but the fact that their boss was still free meant that the guy may well be
coming for him.


If he learned about it.


It was another reason not
to tell the police Chief about the whole thing. Secrets works so much better if
fewer people knew about them. That was a fiction in this case, since Sims did
actually know the real score. The cops didn't though, or so it seemed.
No officially.


The woman on the other end of the
phone, a Vampire herself, just made another annoyed sound at him. A very Human
sounding one.


"The raw fact is that we
can't handle this as an organization. No one in the Human system can. If this kind
of situation comes up, do I send people to you?"


That didn't sound good, but Zack
was nodding away off in the distance. As if that made any sense at all in the
world.


"That's right. Give me a few
weeks to make sure everything is at least set up. We need to have some things
signed... You know how that is."


"I understand. Do you need
anything from us to contain this situation tonight?" It didn't sound
friendly, but it also seemed like she was actually trying, which was important.
Humans needed to be part of things too.


"Uh, yeah. There's one of
your men here, an old guy. I didn't get the name."


"Yes?" She seemed ready
to get pissed off at him over what he said next.


"I'd like him to stay. He
seems reasonable enough, and we need to get someone trained up as a liaison
officer with the local supernatural community. Can that be worked out?"


"I think so? That would be
Robertson, I bet. Let me call that back to him. His partner too? That would
be... Smith."


"Robertson and Smith? That
sounds made up, doesn't it? It seems like a good place to start however. Thanks
for your help. I'll make sure everyone keeps in touch with you. I can send
papers with your people?"


"Why not? Get in touch if
you need anything, or if the situation changes."


"Got it. Thanks again."


Then there was a click.
Thankfully.


Sticking out his tongue a little,
he looked over at Viv and rolled his eyes. The Bear lady looked confused again,
but he didn't blame her. It was far from the way anyone would have figured
things to be going. He certainly wouldn't have.


The next person that came was
Calley, who still had the handgun, and if she wasn't ready to use it, there was
no way he could tell. It was held pointed at Vivian the whole time, and she
kept the table between them the entire time. Her face didn't seem glaring or
mean, but no one sane would have moved on her at that moment. She moved near
him, put a phone in front of him, and then moved back and to the side.


Ty looked at it, then back at
her.


"This is?"


The Bat girl jerked her head at
it.


"Jahn Samson. The Shifter
leader. Our President."


It became clear why she was
acting so paranoid then, as Vivian half stood, and yelped.


"What? I... You can't be serious!"


Picking it up, he took another
big, about to talk on the phone, breath, and started in.


"Mr. Samson? This is Tyler
Gartner. Coalition of Nations? We have a bit of an issue here."


Jahn, who had a soft and friendly
voice, got the whole story, which he went over very carefully, giving full
names for both Vivian and her girlfriend Nellie. The Shifters actually had files
on everyone it sounded like.


"I see. This isn't the first
time that we've had a problem like this with Nellie Holver. Indeed, this story
is rather similar to one of five years ago, in which she tried to steer a woman
she was breaking up with at a local Vampire leader. It didn't end very well. In
death, as it turned out."


That got him to blink, and then
nod.


"You got that Viv? This
doesn't seem to be about Catherine at all. So you're off to that island, I bet.
Now, what about Nellie? How do your laws deal with things like that?" He
was talking to the Bear lady, but the man on the phone answered without missing
a beat.


"It's a rather unusual
situation. Our laws don't really cover it. I suppose it would count as disturbing
the peace? In the main we don't let people set up others for death, but it also
shouldn't happen in response to this kind of thing."


"Hmmm. Well, we don't want
to make up special rules just because she annoyed me. Still, we need to
have a conversation with her. If this happens again, we, the combined nations,
will have to take action. I have your backing in that? So far it sounds like
she's impacted several groups, and if any Human's had been harmed here, this
would have ended up in their court system. This kind of thing can end up
impacting everyone, if we aren't careful."


"I think we can do that.
I'll set up a meeting. Can you come here for that? Our headquarters?"


He was about to say no, when Zack
waved at him, and nodded.


"Just give me a days notice."


"I think so. Or we can have
you come here? Is Nellie local?" That was for Viv, who made a hard face,
and nodded at him. "Okay, is that all right?"


Zack nodded again. "Same
rule if you need someone moved around."


"All right. So we have line
travel for you, with a days notice, for this."


That got silence for a bit.


"I don't think I can afford
that."


"Don't worry. I'll handle
that portion for this one. Let's set that up."


It sounded pretty official. That
didn't actually get the whole thing settled as far as Vivian went. After all,
while she was willing to be punished, and go off to that island, the wronged
party hadn't had a chance to have her say yet. How he was supposed to get that
done, he didn't know. If the Alede woman was smart, she would have taken off,
and hidden, just in case an angry bear was coming for her for real. Any sane
and intelligent person would have.


An adult bear was at least as
dangerous as a Vampire. That was just the real ones, too. If Viv kept her Human
mind when she changed, or even part of it, she might be even more dangerous
than that. Which kind of meant that his doing anything with her had been stupid
to the point of being suicidal.


Looking up, Tyler didn't let
himself consider that one.


"Okay. We need to get with
the Alede then. Should we let them set the time on the punishment?" That
was risky. It would be really easy for a person that was scared and upset to
say a really big number. The woman nodded anyway, looking down at the last
cookie. It was that, and a pile of crumbs on the white plate. If the woman
wasn't thinking about metaphors about then, she wasn't as bright as she seemed.


How the fuck he was
supposed to get that done he didn't know, for about the fourth time in the last
half hour, but again, just by sitting there, and talking in a friendly manner,
he got results. It was like magic. Since he didn't have any of that, he had to
figure that people were actually kind of trying to help him out.
Possibly it was all for Vivian, at least now that the real situation had come
out. For instance, in this case, he got the Alede that had been attacked, parts
of her face swollen, with a cut on her left cheek.


Behind her, Calley moved to stand
with a different blonde woman, who had Ang on one side of her, and a large,
brown bearded man on the other.


It was the man, who sounded a bit
sad, who spoke first.


"They're going to strand
you, Vivian. I... Can't help you." He seemed upset about it, but in that
kind of way that said he was truly helpless.


Calley shook her head, and moved
to pat him on the arm.


"I know Keeber, but I was
there, she nearly killed Valerie, here. The Alede Ambassador. If
it was anyone else, she'd either be dead already, or about to die. This is
really serious. By Human rules she'd be in prison for years. Probably one or
two. It would be more than that if she were a man."


That was true, as far as Ty knew.
Also not really at issue. They weren't a Human court.


"Um, excuse me, Ma'am?"
He gestured to the Alede lady, who moved forward, looking far too good for
having been struck by Viv. He was as sore from his landing as he had been from
being beaten by the Vampires a few days before, himself. At least he thought
so. This woman looked like a movie character that the makeup had been done
wrong on. It was tempting to downplay her beating because of that.


He didn't let himself do it. She
moved forward, looking scared.


"Vivian, would you like to
apologize?" It made sense to him, and she looked a lot like a little kid
being called on the carpet by the teacher for pulling someone's hair.


"I'm sorry. I... Fucked up.
I did the wrong thing. I can't even explain it."


Tyler could though, and did.
After all, if anyone in the world had a right to know about it, this lady did.


"Her ex-girlfriend tried to
set her up to go after the local Shifter Ambassador. She's done that kind of
thing before, and ended up with her girlfriend at the time dying. That part
is... Well, there isn't a lot we can do about it, but Jahn Samson is coming to
talk to her himself. It isn't totally over, but the person that set this up did
it in a way to get around the rules. On the good side, it wasn't about you,
so you won't have any fallout from this, other than the trauma of being held at
gunpoint and beaten."


The woman swallowed, and moved
in, then touched him on the arm. A sexual thrill played down it, so he glanced
at it and smiled.


"Sorry, but take a step
back? I need a clear head, thanks."


For some reason everyone looked
at him like he was being weird. It made sense to him. The woman was being very
distracting, and while it was pleasant, that wasn't what they were there for at
the moment. Everyone had warned him to watch out for the Alede that way. Tyler
could see why, too, now that he'd met some. They were dangerous in their
beauty.


It wouldn't be hard to lose
yourself in their gaze, and find yourself their tool.


"Thanks. Now, Vivian has
agreed to go onto an island, alone, with food and water. What we need to decide
then, is how long? As the person that was wronged, I think we should leave it
to you. This is really serious." He didn't want to have her say that fifty
or a hundred years would be fair, since that was too much in his mind, but was
that unfair? Maybe that was what she was going to need, in order to feel
safe again.


The woman looked at Vivian, her
face going hard. That didn't fit with her entire being though, and after a
second her gaze went to the side. There was a sexy fierceness to her bearing after
a moment. It was a thing that Ty hadn't thought possible outside of a movie. A
bad one that didn't have anything to do with reality at all.


Dramatically, she tightened a
bit, and then made her pronunciation. There was very little hesitation before
she spoke.


"Two weeks." After the
words were out, she seemed worried about it, but stood her ground. Bravely too,
or so it seemed.


The others didn't seem to get it
for a bit, and it was a bit light, but he stood up.


"All right. Can you see this
done?" He looked at Ang, so because he didn't want to dump it on his
girlfriend. The man gave him a single, somber nod.


"We can, and will.
Now?"


Turning, trying not to seem like
a kid, he looked at Viv.


"Do you need time to do
anything before you go?"


"Yes. I have a dog. I can't
just leave her."


Keeber, the large man who seemed
to be a Shifter, moved to her, and patted her on the back a bit awkwardly.


"I have the key, sis. I'll
take care of Fluff."


"Thanks. I can go then, I
guess." Then she stood and turned to Valerie, looking down at her. "I
really am sorry. I... thanks for being so nice about this. I won't forget it. I
should have asked first."


Ang waved at her, his face very
serious, then he and Keeber got her to follow them away. Presumably to take her
off to some island, or at least hide her for a few weeks.


Calley moved in and gave Valerie
a little hug from the side which was instantly returned.


"That was really sweet of
you. She probably expected at least a year. That's kind of the standard."


There was a gasp then from the
really pretty woman. The other blonde woman took a few steps forward and
touched her arm. It was the Alede who spoke however.


"Alone? That sounds
horrible. I nearly said days. It probably doesn't matter. It's not the
first time I've been on the wrong side of a beating meant for someone else.
Just the first time the other person was a Shifter, Catherine. Worse, you
didn't even get anything from it yourself. That's hardly fair."


The other woman, who was pretty,
in a strange, slightly cat faced way, gave a slow nod to the words. She was
human looking, but still a little off. Calley wasn't as pretty, maybe, but she
was cuter in a lot of ways, though he didn't know if that made sense.


"I woke up to Ang calling me
at home, telling me about all this. Imagine my surprise. I haven't even had a
date in two years, and now a woman was claiming I stole her girlfriend? I don't
even like women, as a rule."


That got nods all the way around.
Then information to be shared, since he was, after all, the new head of the
Coalition of Nations. That sounded pretty important, too.


Now he only had to get everyone
else in the world on board, and it would be real.












Chapter eleven





 


The rest of the night was fairly
sedate. The only thing of note, as far as he was concerned, was that Zack came
after a while and suggested that he call up Bey, since he was on the Vampire
Council, and might want in on the whole thing that Tyler was starting.


He looked at his boss and shook
his head a little.


"That's not going to work.
You know that right? No one is going to look at me and think, oh, let's do what
this kid wants."


That got a shifting of shoulders
and a strange look that was a bit annoyed seeming. It was kind of funny, since Ty
knew he was right on this one. It was just the truth.


"Sure. I'm steering you
toward this because it won't work. No, that's fine. Have no faith in my
ability to get things done. I understand. Who am I after all..."
There was a silly, almost goofy grin then. It was sudden and sharp at the same
time. There was a slight hint of sexy thrown in too, if he was any judge.
"Oh, wait! Greater Demon... I nearly forgot for half a second. My
point is, of course it can work. The fact is, someone has to do
it. We don't really have a lot of Humans around here either, and you grew up in
this culture, as one of them, so it makes a certain amount of sense."


He wasn't really certain that was
the case. There had to be people around that would be more respected, and taken
seriously. Not that people hadn't that night, but how long would that kind of
thing keep going, he had to wonder. Probably not all that long, really.


"Hmmm. So, Zack, are you
in on this? Can you get any of the other Greater Demons to sign off on it?"
That was probably a good question, and Zack, acting like it was a real one,
answered like he'd written out his response and practiced it in front of a
mirror.


"We aren't a single body as
tightly as most groups. If that's kept in mind, then I can tentatively speak
for myself. I may not back everything you do, and won't do more than my share,
but I'll put the word out with some of the others, and ask around if I can
without causing problems with them. So, sort of yes? This is big, even if you
only get me. If you can't line up Bey and Jahn Samson now, then given that,
you shouldn't be in charge of it. The thing there is that there really isn't
anyone a lot better for it. You're smart, and while a bit young, a lot of other
groups won't even consider that as an issue. The Alede all look so young that
they tend to judge people based on what they do, not how they look. Shifters
tend to assume that everyone is about twenty years older than they look.
Trollienkeine are a merit based society. If you stand up to people, and do
what's right, they'll back you, every time. They don't even really care
was species you are. If you were a tiny puppy, but doing the right
thing, you'd have them at your back. Vampires are the same in a lot of ways as
the Alede. Looks matter less than ability. Right now, you look decent to all of
them, and can use that, if you don't take too long."


It was a bit of a pretty speech.
Hopefully it wasn't wrong.


Tyler got off work at two, though
the shop didn't close. He was tired, but made a trip down to the frozen yogurt
place, since he didn't have a phone number for Bey at all for some strange
reason. Eve, who he guessed was his friend, more or less, stood behind the
counter, and was waiting on a man in casual clothing, handing him a cream
colored ceramic mug. Whatever was in it cost a single five dollar bill, and the
fellow, who seemed to be in his mid-twenties, bolted the whole thing then and
there. His clothing was a little messy, and he smelled a bit, but mainly of
dust and earth, not urine or desperation.


When the man spun, he had all red
eyes, protruding fangs and a wild, rust colored beard. Almost as if trying out
for a part in a movie, he hissed, lunging toward Tyler violently. Without
thinking Tyler hit the man, using a hammer blow at an angle to his neck, and a
foot sweep, which landed the rushing fellow on the floor.


Eve, behind the counter, laughed.


"Ah, I wouldn't push that
one. I saw him fight five Vampires at once before, and win. They
were all older and more powerful than you are. Armed too."


The guy on the floor stood up, a
bit fast, his face pretty pissed off looking, but after a few seconds, he
swallowed hard and moved back.


"Doesn't matter. I lost the
thread for a bit there. Sorry man. My bad." It wasn't really humble, but
the guy didn't seem cowed either, so it was him actually trying.


Ty gave a nod, like he would to
anyone that there was a potential problem with.


"Don't let it bug you.
Things happen, right?"


"Yeah. I have to get better.
Anymore... Look, I should get out of here. Sorry." Then he left, at a jog.


The woman behind the counter, who
was a bit shorter than he was, leaned on her arms. The counter was made of
polished marble, and nicer than he'd realized before. It was also very clean
and tidy. It left him feeling a bit sorry about how he'd left the bookstore.
That wasn't bad, but it wasn't spotless, like this place was.


"So, finally come to get in
on the incredible treats here? I can get you a free sample..." It was said
in a slightly singsong voice, but she didn't seem put out when he shook his
head. His diet had been pretty fruit heavy lately, but there had been plenty of
that at work that night, once he realized that Palma had tried to set him up
too.


"Thanks, but I actually came
for the secret information. In this case, Bey's number? Zack said I should ask
him out on a date." He was teasing, since the truth was even stranger, but
the counter Vampire looked at him knowingly.


"That's the dream isn't it?
He's so frickin' adorable. Anyway, you're going to talk up the Coalition
thing? I'll throw in, even though it won't mean too much. We need someone to
deal with the Humans, in a way that won't leave them panicked all the time. I
mean, yeah, the Council will handle Vampire issues, but most of the time we
don't find out about it until weeks later, since the Humans don't feel like
they can just call us and ask for things to be handled. They can and we
would, but I can see it. Vampires are strange and scary, we all know that. The
other way around works, too. Being able to get you to call up the Human's when
there's an issue might be easier to take all around. You can do that. Both
ways."


That was, he guessed, the whole
idea. Setting himself, and maybe a few others, up to make the needed phone
calls to the right people. Suddenly the whole thing sounded a lot more
reasonable than it had before. He could sell that. It was just a service, to
help people out.


Some kid that calls people up and
lets them know what's happening didn't seem like a big deal, really.


Since he'd been going home for
the day, he had his notebook with him, and when Eve led him to the back office,
and pulled out a large blue binder that was filled with numbers, he started to
copy some of them down. Openly, and without any remorse at all. That meant he
sat there for about thirty minutes, getting forty or more points of potential
contact. He'd need more, but this had a lot of them.


He was left alone with the thing,
so finally made the call, not knowing what to really expect. It was pretty
normal, since he got someone totally different than he'd expected. Some young
sounding boy named Gene.


"You wish to speak to The
Bey? May I inquire as to what this might regard?"


"Sure. It isn't a secret.
Um, the Coalition of Nations is a collective of beings getting together to
address Humanity on an open basis. Basically though that just means that if you
have a problem with the Humans, you get to dump big parts of it on us, which is
pretty much me so far. On the other hand, if the Human authorities or
government have a problem with Vampires, or one of the other groups, they can
come to us, and I'll get the right people together. You know, instead of them
sending in police to be killed, making waves?"


There was a pause, and then a
muttering from the back of the room on the other side of the phone.


Then the younger voice went
again.


"How binding will your
rulings and proclamations be?"


He nearly said they wouldn't be,
but then realized that things like earlier could happen. That might be
something that could be useful, if he set it up correctly.


"Pretty solid. In regards to
Human and other groups interacting only. So, if the Coalition makes a ruling,
it will be for the greater good, even if all groups involved can't see it. That
means that in Vampire matters, if I have to come up with something, which I
will really try to avoid, then I'd expect the Vampires to go along with
it and back me up, within reason. On the other hand, I'll do the same when I
can. Within the strictures of the organization, which will not cover
most things."


"I think I understand. Who
else is in on this with you so far?"


He lied a bit, but only a little,
to make it easier for himself.


"The Greater Demons are in,
as much as a group like them can be. Zack Hartley has thrown in more
completely. I have a good line on the Shifters. I came to the Vampires first
thing however, since you're a powerful and important collection of people.
Plus, really, it just makes sense."


There was a soft chuckle, that didn't
seem to be the boy on the phone.


"It does?"


"Well, sure. Vampires were
mainly Human before, right? They have insight into Humans that some other groups
might not have access to. It kind of shows already. Of all the groups that could
go it alone really, the Vampires are the ones that have managed it. This might
be easier."


"There is a certain truth to
that. I can't speak to the whole of the matter, but there are four of us here
at the moment, and we tentatively agree, as long as there is no overt abuse of
power on your part. Gartner? Tyler Gartner?" Someone had been speaking,
giving that information. "We have a report with that name in it, Bey says.
Some rowdy youth the other day? I believe I recall that. Very good. We need to
meet to formalize things, soon. When will that be doable, do you think?"


That meant digging out his work
schedule, which he told the Vampire on the phone all about. Rather than make
fun of him for working like he did, there was a pleased sound from the other
end. From more than one person, too.


"So you don't think this
will be a full time position? You don't envision us paying tribute to you on a
regular basis?"


"No? Why would you do that?
It's going to be bad enough having to ask people for things to solve problems,
much less saying my pocket should be lined, too. Hopefully this will mainly be
about me making calls a few times a week. You know, checking in, saying hi.
Inviting people to my parties. Speaking of which, if any of you want to come
I'm having a little thing for my birthday? It's just a barbeque, and seriously,
I work at a bookstore and haven't gotten paid yet, so I mean paper plates and
all that, but if anyone is in town you should come over." He gave the date
and time, but no one said they'd be there, which was fine. They were kind of
like Senators or something.


They were probably invited to
stupid parties three times a day. That was cool. Especially since he'd never thrown
even a casual party, himself.


That let him get off the phone
though, and had Eve grinning at him when he went out front.


"Oohhh. I get to go too,
right? I love a good party."


That got a nod, since of course
she could come.


"It will probably be a little
lame, but I'd love to have you there. Everyone is invited. It will probably be
about five people, I think. If you come. Oh! Hey, not to be a pain, but
can we get together and work on fighting soon? I need the practice, if I'm
going to be ambushed every time I meet someone." The bottom of his right
fist ached still, from the Vampire he'd clocked.


The girl smiled, like he'd
invited her to get free money, instead of work with a slow and boring Human.


"Fuck yeah. About time I met
someone that wasn't a total pussy. Getting anyone else to work with me is like
pulling teeth. Tomorrow, at about noon? Or, I guess the next day. You have the
Shifter leader coming in. Do you want me to go along with you for that? As
muscle?"


That seemed off, for a talk, but
he nodded. He wasn't going to turn down help at this point.


"I don't know for certain,
but can you stand by for that? We might want to take a group with us, to let
the problem child know that no one is going to let her get away with her tricks
anymore. Which means I need to get with people before that, somehow." What
he needed was some way to do without sleep, but since that wasn't going to
happen, and he still needed his job, that meant getting up early.


To that end, he needed to leave.


"Oh, if you see Ginger, tell
her I said hi?" They were kind of dating, sure, but she might have sixteen
boyfriends for all he knew.


"Will do."


The walk home, in the dark,
wasn't exactly comfortable for him. Not that he didn't think anyone was going
to come for him in particular, but if someone was going to make a point by
jumping anyone from the mall, he'd be the smart one to go for. Not that he
couldn't fight at all, which he'd kind of shown earlier with that Vampire guy,
but that didn't mean a person with a baseball bat couldn't take him down a lot
more easily than say, one of the gym people, or Eve.


That thought got him to look
around, since having a piece of wood to the back of his head sounded like it
would suck big time. Nothing happened at all, because most people, or other
beings, weren't like that. He knew that one for a fact, since if they were,
they wouldn't have managed to stay invisible to most people for the last ten
thousand years.


The simple fact was that the
world was no more dangerous now than it had been five years before. If anything
it was a little bit less. If Vivian had come and shot up Westfield back then,
or worse, someplace else, then she probably would have died. A lot of people
would have. The cops couldn't have handled things, and even if they caught her,
they'd probably have died in the bear attack to come later.


That situation wasn't done yet,
but there was a chance that it could work out in the end. He had hopes. The
door was locked when he got there, but after a few seconds the door opened,
Ginger standing there, dressed up in a funny outfit. It said Yoghurt World all
over it, in white and green, but wasn't what Eve had been wearing a few minutes
before. It was far more fast food like, with a green shirt and a little
matching cap that was cute, but different.


"Hey! I was just about to
leave. Cormack needs me to cover a day shift for him. That's at the Iowa node,
which means I have to start running soon if I'm going to be there by ten. He's
the ambassador there." She said it in a relaxed fashion, as if trying to
make it seem like that wasn't her secret boyfriend. Not that Tyler cared
about that. She didn't have a sex drive, so that meant that if she was doing
that kind of thing with other people, or even with him, there was some other
reason for it. That wasn't nearly as threatening as it could be.


"You can run there in eight
hours? That's pretty fast."


"Not that great. You should
see Eve, or Bey. They're really quick. Like more than twice that. I do
all right that way, but mainly due to a lot of practice. That's the big thing.
Nothing worth doing is easy, or just handed to you. It was a lot better when I
was Human that way. As a girl I didn't realize what actually having to pull
your own weight meant."


That got him to go in all the
way, and give her a hug.


"Well, I doubt anyone young
does. I know that being in the working world is a lot different than I thought
it would be. I mean, no one told me about all the demons, or that I had to put
together public action groups." That got her to look at him funny, which meant
explaining the Coalition for the fourth time that day.


Honestly he needed to get some
pamphlets printed out. It was going to get old, going over the same few catch
phrases, a hundred times a day. Ginger, new woman in his life or not, seemed
impressed.


"That's incredible! I...
Really need to get going. Um, you don't need me to do anything for you first do
you? I could maybe..." She was looking bashful, which was his line
normally, so he shook his head.


"Thanks. I'm good right now.
I mean, horny, but I'll live. It isn't more important than getting to work on
time." He kissed her then, which took a minute, but after that she was
simply gone. The door clicked, which sounded funny, since it didn't seem to
move.


After that he got to bed, and
forced himself up five hours later. A quick run, some sit ups and a shower
later he headed back toward the Mall.


"I have an odd feeling I'm
going to come to hate this place." Not that it mattered. It was his job,
and that meant doing it, no matter what. Well, the paying parts anyway.


A big part of things was simply
that he didn't know what the heck he was really supposed to be doing. A big
part of that, the hard portion, was handled for him though, when he walked into
the bookstore, not knowing where else to go. A rather attractive woman he didn't
know moved to him directly, and stuck her hand out toward him. She had long
dark hair, smooth skin, and didn't seem like an Alede. She was in a sleeveless
black sweater like thing over a pair of jeans. Her body was slender, but her
bust line was a bit too large for the rest of the picture. Not huge, but enough
that he kind of noticed it as being off.


"Tyler Gartner? The
Clerk?" The hand was there, so he took it, to find it warm and dry. The
handshake was firm, without breaking any of the small bones in his hand.
"Keeley Thomson. The Mistress of Souls."


That meant she was a Greater
Demon, like Zack was. Most likely. He'd heard the name before though, in that
regard.


"Hi! Did you come to get in
early on the Coalition of Nations? Great plan. You should do that, of course.
Or... Do you have an issue? Or need a book ordered? That could be a thing,
right? Maybe to use my employee discount in the cafe? I think I get ten percent
off..." Not that he knew that, since he actually got food for free there.


The woman winked at him and
smiled.


"Some of those, actually.
I'm in, not that it will help you much. What I can do is some basic PR work and
a bit of help to get you started correctly. Can you be ready to go on the radio
at ten-thirty? Also, there's a small issue setting up in Florida, with the
De'geru. I think their people can take care of this, but they need to know
about it. That's the people that have the pet store here. I can give you a data
packet on that. Oh. Also, I got you a phone for business. If you make long
distance personal calls, I expect you to cover that."


She was speaking fast, and pulled
out a bag that he hadn't noticed before. In fact he was nearly certain her
hands had been empty before that. It was probably magic. There was a cell phone
in the tan cloth thing, as well as a pile of tri-fold pamphlets that pretty
much said what he'd told Eve the night before. Before he could make an
accusation of spying, or possibly bugging his bathroom, she smiled at him.


"Eve told me about it. I got
a call earlier. I don't sleep, and figured it might help you out a bit. This,
and some information will have to pretty much be my contribution, unless you
want someone taken as a slave? That's my thing, so you know, I'm here for you,
if you need me. To strip someone's will from them. More popularly, to use that
as a threat."


He nodded.


"Thanks. This will help.
I'll try not to do that. The enslavement stuff. If I have to threaten, I can
just call you up?"


"Well, don't actually bother
me with it if you aren't serious. You're a big boy and can do that part for me.
There is one more thing. You need to get in touch with Gregor, The
Cleric. He's in charge of North America for the Greater Demons. He'll let you
know what else he needs done. It's the fourth number in the phone. Mine is the
third one. In case you need me? Now, I need to run. If I stand around too long
here, the Alede will try to shoot me again."


That didn't seem likely, because
the woman was laughing, but then she waved toward their shop.


"I mean it, too. Like I'm
not an incredibly sweet and delicate flower to be cherished?"


"Well, you seem like that now,
but who knows what you were doing back then? My bet is that it involved a lot
of leather and little horns, on a headband?" It probably wasn't that
clever to say that, being a bad demon joke but she patted his hand and winked
again.


"You know, we should dress
up like that for Halloween next year. Matching teddies and little horns like
that. Talk to you later. Sooner if you need me. I sent some of those pamphlets
to a few friends of mine, so don't be shocked if you hear something."


Then, probably to show off, she
stepped to the side and vanished.


Before he could even decide to go
to the back of the room, the phone rang. The one in his hand. It was a bit soon
for him, so he nearly dropped it. Scrambling, trying not to dump everything he
was holding he dug the phone out, and hit the right button, on the fourth buzz.


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


There was a sound, that was kind
of like a swarm of bees. It wasn't exactly right though, for static.


"Mishter Ty?" Whoever
was speaking had a very thick and unfamiliar accent. The whole thing was a bit
damp sounding, but he could get the basic idea.


"Close enough. What can I do
for you?"


"Dish be's Mog-tow. De'geru
Head? I call, you tell Human warriors, no kill lake."


"Ah." It took a bit but
he worked out what was needed.


The man, or woman, on the phone
was one of the Creature From the Black Lagoon people. They lived in a lake, in
Florida. It sounded pretty big, and like it was a nice place, at least for
people that lived underwater. On the edge of the place though there was a camp
ground, and some people had seen them a few weeks, or possibly months, back.


Now the police in the area were
trying to kill them.


Because that was what you did
with people that looked a little different. The big problem was that after
being shot about seventeen times, the people that lived in the lake were
starting to get a little ticked off, and were considering responding in kind the
next time one of their kids was harassed. They clearly didn't take it as an
attack though, which was useful. Shooting them was annoying, but they
didn't really seem to understand that it would kill the Humans, if they did it
back.


"Okay. Don't do anything.
I'll handle it. First, I need to find out who to get in touch with. Can I call
you back?"


"Dish ist payphone?"
Which made sense. They all lived under water. It was probably hard to get a
land line.


"Understood. Call me back
here later today?" That seemed doable, so Mog-tow agreed to do that when
it started getting dark out, which would be at about six, his time, Ty thought.
Maybe six-thirty. Clocks, it turned out also tended not to work under water.


It didn't take too long for him
to find the right police station, but it was a lot harder to convince the
person answering the phones that he, some kid from a different state, needed to
talk to whoever was in charge. A short hour later he was speaking to a gruff
man that sounded like he was upset with life in general.


"What's this about?"


"Your men have been
attacking some De'geru in the area? Near a lake? Just to make this easier, they
kind of look like fish men."


There was a cough.


"Yeah. They don't go down.
People in the area are freaking out. Saying that dogs have been vanishing.
Puppies."


Tyler had to bite his lips then,
realizing where they must be going. In fact some of them were probably in the
store down the way right at that moment.


He ignored that part.


"They're people. They live in
the lake there. On the good side they consider what you're people have been
doing as light harassment. By warriors, but still, not acts of war. On
the bad side, they're getting annoyed that their kids have been being bullied
when they go on shore, and are about to start pranking you back. Given that bullets
aren't all that serious to them, I think you can see the issue here?"


"Fuck. We didn't know. I'll
put the word out. What are we going to do about the dogs? Are they eating
them?"


"On the good side, no. I
don't know for certain, but I think they're selling them in pet shops. I'll let
them know that isn't a good thing. Hopefully that will fix it. They run pet
shops."


That got dead silence for a
while, then another cough.


"Pet shops. Like with
guppies and shit?"


"That's it. I'll try to
check back in a few days, but it would be best if this doesn't become an issue.
I don't know who you think owns the lake officially for instance, but since
people didn't really know they were there, is it really a big deal? It might be
best to not let that become a thing. Um, basically think of it as diplomatic
immunity? For now anyway."


He explained the whole idea for a
while, and had to give his numbers, but even though the man was clearly an
asshole, he did seem to be willing not to go to war with beings that thought of
bullets as being slightly itchy. Maybe.


That meant he was able to get
with Jahn Samson, who wasn't ready to be picked up yet, having an actual job to
do for his own people. Plus, Nellie wouldn't be ready until nearly two. On the
good side, she'd been called into the Shifter embassy there, so Tyler could get
back in time for work at four. Hopefully.


That left him with time, so he
started cleaning. He wasn't certain, but it felt like he might not get a chance
to really do his job right later, if things kept happening. There was time to
stop for lunch though, at noon. The meal that Palma had for him was bulgur
wheat with a cabbage salad. There were spices, but no dressing on it. There was
also a nice mixed fruit salad with it. Somehow it was better than what he'd had
before that way. When it was finished, he took his dishes back.


"Hey, Palma?"


"What can I get you? Do you
need more food? It won't take but a moment."


He smiled, and shook his head.


"Nope that was really
good, but I'm stuffed. I was just wondering if you wanted to come to my
birthday party next week? It's not going to be a big thing, but I wanted to
make sure you knew you were invited. After all, I'm as close to you as anyone
here." That was pretty close to true, he realized.


The woman, who had curly hair and
was a bit blocky looking, smiled in a way that seemed entrancing.


"Ah! Wonderful. Do I get
with your girl Calley on that? I was hoping I'd be asked. Thank you, Mr. Tyler.
It will be so much fun!"


He wasn't certain of that, but it
was good that at least one person was looking forward to it as much as he was.
If nothing else it would be an excuse to eat cake.












Chapter twelve





 


At ten-twenty or so there was a
sudden change in Tyler's life that he wouldn't have expected. Personally he was
going to blame Zack for it, if he could catch his breath enough. The man, or
Greater Demon, as it turned out, had walked out onto the bookstore floor, where
the books were being straightened and things tidied, just in case he was a bit
late getting in for his real job. The cute guy took his hand, almost sweetly,
and led him into the owl room.


"We need to go now. I'll be
back to get you in an hour."


It took a second, or more like
ten, to work out what was going on. There was no sign, they just walked, and
with a bit of a bump, he was suddenly in a room, looking through a glass sheet
at two men who were wearing big headsets with large cups on them, both in a
soft silver color.


Rather than jump, or do anything
like that, one of the men, a rather dumpy looking fellow in a t-shirt that
claimed he worked for WKZR absently waved toward him. That got a woman with a
clipboard to walk toward him from the room he was in, over to the side.


She had fluffy hair, nice dark
skin, and was chewing gum, which detracted from her looks by nearly a full
point on the scale of one to ten. She was dressed down too, which worked for
him, since his brain was still filling in what was going on.


The Mistress of Souls, Keeley,
had mentioned doing a radio thing. For some reason, he'd figured it would be
done over the phone. More to the point, he'd kind of forgotten about it.


The lady smiled at him
charmingly.


"Hi honey! Are you the new
sandwich guy? I have the orders right over here." She started to move
away, but didn't seem to be looking down on him about his perceived job all
that much. Then, she also didn't give him a chance to explain that he wasn't
just a job. More to the point, the job she thought he was there for.


Before she got all the way back
to her desk over on the far side of the room, which was a cluttered looking
thing, he cleared his throat. The words that came out were a bit more dry than
he would have figured they would be, truth be told. Almost like he was pissed
at being mistaken for a sandwich guy. That wasn't true. Working in a bookstore
was only a half step above that.


"Tyler Gartner, Coalition of
Nations. I'm pretty sure I can't get you any food right now." That wasn't
true, since he was as able as anyone to take a list of what people wanted to a
deli, but it got the woman to spin in place, her face suddenly strained.


"You look so young! I...
Didn't think..." Then she winced, her face going dark. "You should
have said something."


That was a strange thing to say.
It was his fault that she'd instantly compartmentalized him and set in
her mind that he had to be less than he was? From her facial expression it
seemed that she was going to get upset with him if he didn't placate her
instantly and let her off the hook. The thing there was that it wasn't a huge
deal to him. Sandwich guys were people too, and just as good as anyone else.
No, it was just a manipulative power play on her part.


Only he had no stake in this
particular lady. She was cute enough, for an older woman, but being around all
those Alede had skewed his thoughts that way. His exposure had given him a kind
of armor against women that he hadn't had before.


Instead he smiled at her, his
face a bit cool.


"I did. It was the
very first thing I said even." It came out calmly enough, his voice not at
all upset, as far as he could tell. She still seemed upset. Like he was supposed
to have done something else entirely.


After a few tense moments of half
glaring from the woman, she finally went on, her attitude shifting a little bit
when he didn't back down instantly.


"Are you sure you're Tyler
Gartner?"


That got him to laugh. He looked
wrong for her mind, so now she was questioning his identity. That made sense.


"As far as I know. Would
anyone ever think to fake being me? That would be interesting. I have my
license on me." No car, but he could drive. His mom had suggested he get
it when he turned sixteen. It hadn't been a rule, she'd just pointed out that
it was a good idea at the time, so he'd jumped through the hoops, and practiced
enough over the years to keep the skills sharp.


Lucy had always been good that
way. Making suggestions to help him in life, rather than giving him orders to
make her own life easier all the time. He'd never had a curfew for instance,
she'd just talked to him about making good choices. When Vampires had come out,
she'd pointed out to him that being able to protect himself was possibly a good
skill for a man to have. She'd even been supportive the last time they'd
talked, on the phone, about him doing a good job at work, and not bothering to
feel too shy about it all.


It had really helped.


For instance, instead of getting
angry, he just showed his I.D. picking up on the fact that this woman was
subtly trying to push him around. He could leave, in that case. Having a
liaison to the super natural world might be a good idea, but it probably wasn't
an emergency. He was about to mention that when she glanced at his name and
then sighed, like he'd done something wrong.


"Why don't you have a seat?
We'll get you into the booth and set up at the break, which is in... Seven
minutes. Jeff will want to introduce you. We have an info sheet already that
your secretary provided."


Then she bustled off, glancing
back at him with a hard look on her face. It was probably his age, he decided.
That, or she figured he wasn't Human and had a problem with that. Nothing else
came to mind as to what it could be specifically. Not unless she really
wanted that sandwich.


He did sit, on a tan, cloth
covered, love seat thing. It was rough, but soft enough for him not to be
uncomfortable. Almost exactly six minutes later, the woman stood again, someone
talking to her over a subdued headset, that she'd been wearing the whole time.
It was small, sleek and barely showed against her dark skin.


She smoothed her dress, and
walked to the door into the other room, which was sort of close to her desk.
She pointed at it, rather commandingly.


"It will be one minute.
Karen will take you once you get in. Move directly to the inside booth, where
you'll be hooked up." She had a watch, which she stared at, instead of
making eye contact with him. It could have been part of her job, but when the
door opened Tyler saw a slightly younger woman, who was about thirty, who
smiled at him warmly.


Karen, he supposed. She was a bit
less good looking than the darker woman at the front desk, but she actually
seemed like a nice person, who wasn't judging him.


"Mr. Gartner? Karen Hart.
Glad to meet you. Sorry about the rush, but we only have five minutes to get
things set up. Mr. Smears did the first intro, so after the break, when we come
back, he'll do that again, then say hello. After that all you have to do is
answer the questions. This is a very conversational program."


"Sounds good! I was told
about this about two hours ago, so I have nothing prepared really. Hopefully he
has the good questions. I don't have an internet porn tape to go over or
anything. That's a bit of a shame, since it would be more interesting than my
real life."


"No doubt. Well, when in
doubt, pretend to get angry and storm off the show? Not that this topic really
needs that. Fake controversy is controversy too, though, and that sells. I'll
signal you to do that, if we start to get stuck?"


He nodded, and smiled at the
woman, who did it back, even as they moved. There was enough eye contact to
leave him feeling like he was really there and everything. Unlike the woman in
the front part of the place.


There was a bit of winding around
to get into the room with the two white men in it. The chubby one that had
waved earlier half stood and leaned across the table things were set up on, and
gestured toward a rather nice black chair.


"Jeff Smears. Nice to meet
you."


"Tyler Gartner. Call me Ty."


There was a nod, and the man sat
himself down, picked up a pen and made a note, presumably of what he wanted to
be called. The other man rolled his eyes, and waved from across the table.


"Denny. I do color
commentary a few times a week here. I have some material about Vampires and
werewolves..."


Tyler winced.


"Wolf Shifters. They really
don't like being called werewolves. Pretty much anything with 'were' in it is
going to be insulting. You might as well start dropping N-bombs if we're going
there." He'd heard something like that, but the man went wide eyed, and
then made a face that spoke of passing a kidney stone, as far as Ty could tell.


"Fuck. I just did
three minutes of material. Crap."


The other guy, Jeff, just smiled
and shook his head. "Well, we'll get on top of that after the break.
Better to apologize fast. If this is the first you've heard about it, then
fixing it now is the best that you could have done, right?"


Tyler nodded, looking at the
slightly embarrassed seeming Dennis.


"That's true. Most Shifters
won't come after you for making a mistake. Not if you really try to repair
it." He didn't know that for sure, but it was better than telling the man
to keep on doing what he had been that way.


Then the man seemed to just sit
there for nearly two minutes, reading, as Karen set up a large microphone for
him, just pulling it into place and doing a sound check, then put a circular
nylon shield in front of it. That was in black. Most of the stuff was new
looking, more or less. The whole thing was nice, if not glamorous. A big pair
of earmuffs were slapped on his head, and adjusted for him, then Karen touched
his shoulder, and gave him a thumbs up, with a supportive smile to go with it.


Being encouraging.


Stepping back she spoke, which he
could hear since she had some kind of mic on, even if he couldn't see it.


"We go live in three,
two..." Then she made a fist in the air, getting Jeff to speak.


"Welcome back to the Jeff
Smears program. We have with us Tyler Gartner, from the Coalition of Nations.
That's an organization whose goal is to bring the Human and other,
communities together. Mr. Gartner has years of experience in dealing with the
problems and issues of various cultures, and has decided to use these contacts
to the benefit of all. Good morning, Mr. Gartner." He sounded polite
enough, and was busy reading the whole thing, which was filled with lies
as anyone should be able to see.


He was just too young to have years
of experience with almost anything. He barely had that with masturbation even.


"Call me Ty." His voice
was deeper than normal, sounded calm and a good bit older, even to his own ear.
"Thanks for having me here today."


They chatted for a bit, until Denny
broke in.


"Sooo, I seemed to have
stepped in it already. I made some jokes about werewolves and um, werechickens.
You said that that word, 'were' is kind of verboten? I did not know
that. I want to apologize to anyone I offended there. Seriously."


He nodded, but the words that
came out were a bit kinder than that.


"More like insulting.
Shifters won't get that worked up over it, but it isn't a great way to
make friends either. Basically, it's all good if you call them Shifters.
Sometimes the polite form will name their animal form first. Wolf Shifter, Bear
Shifter, Cat Shifter. I haven't heard of a Chicken Shifter, but I think that
would be the polite way of saying it. If not, I'm certain I'll hear
about it before the end of the day. Not shy about chatting with people,
the Shifters. Not as a rule. Most are decently nice though, so don't be afraid
to ask them all those annoying questions you want to know the answers to. It's
only fair to dump that kind of thing on them, now that they're out."


That might have been a problem,
but it probably wasn't one. After all, most people were never going to meet a
real Shifter anyway. Which was a thing he spoke about for a bit.


"Look, the real fact is,
most of the time, if there's a problem, it's really just going to be another
Human being bothering you, not one of these other types of person. There simply
aren't enough of them around for that kind of thing. But, if something
comes up, you can get in touch with us, we'll make some calls and talk to
people. That will probably fix things most of the time."


Jeff, gave him a look that said
he was an asshole, and smirked.


"Really? We have Vampires
out there. They drink blood for a living. That isn't exactly a soft and polite
thing, is it?"


He tried to shrug, then spoke his
words just flowing out smoothly.


"Most of them drink bottled
blood. The ones I know mainly drink the animal kind. Now that
doesn't mean that they might not take a sip if you open a vein for them, but
really Jeff, if I set a cake in front of you and beg you to lick some
frosting, are you going to resist forever? On the other hand, if I set a cake
there, and tell you that it's mine, and that you shouldn't touch it, are you
going to dig in anyway?"


"People aren't cake."


That got him to smile, since it
was just the truth.


"Exactly! And Vampires, even
if they think you might be tasty, are still people. They look at you and
see lunch, but also their brother, or sister, or mom. They're far more
likely to treat us like people than the other way around. Which isn't good on
our part of that equation. Not yet. We need to work together. All of us
do. Doing anything else is just being bigoted."


There was a pause, which got
Karen to start making talking motions with her right hand, sitting on her stool
over in the corner. She had a little desk there. Jeff seemed not to know what
to say, even though it hadn't been that shocking of a statement, as far as Ty
could tell. Denny didn't either, so Karen jumped up, and moved to a mic about
four feet from her. She pulled it close, her eyes wide.


"Hello, dead air! We had a
Vampire on the show, via phone a few months ago, Eve Benson. I don't suppose
you know her?"


That took him a second, but he
was able to smile and speak then.


"I do. She's a friend
of mine, actually. In fact we're meeting up tomorrow."


Karen half glared at Jeff, but
the man just seemed flummoxed still. That got the woman to keep going.


"Oh? Are you dating?
Inquiring minds want to know. You mentioned a sex tape earlier?"


"Okay, now you're
floundering. I said I didn't have one. I've got to work on that. Besides,
I think my girlfriends would freak out if I did that with her. At least without
getting permission first. We're meeting up to practice fighting. In case
anyone wants to know, she is wicked fast. Good too. I make her work with
me in slow motion. For her I mean. I get to go full out. It's only
fair." He laughed a bit. "I'm kidding, that still isn't a fair
fight. She's a Vampire, you know?"


Karen stopped too, then made a
face.


"Girlfriends? Plural?
Now inquiring minds are going to want to know all about that."


It was his turn to feel on the
spot, but he waved his left hand trying to get himself started.


"Ah... Okay, that's probably
going a bit over the top about the relationship. I live with two women, and things
could work out like that... But I'm pretty much just talking myself up right
now. You know, see all the women that want to get with me? I'm hot... You know
it." It was funny sounding, but everyone laughed, so it worked for him in
the moment.


Jeff even managed to rally.


"So, who are they? Regular
Humans or..."


"Well, I won't give names,
but one is a Vampire, and the other is a Shifter. Both women, like I
said."


Denny leaned in, his pale face
looking a bit silly.


"So, you mean I can't
score a date with you too?"


"Um..." He got that it
was a joke, but shrugged. "Yeah, we can do that. I've never dated a guy,
but you're kind of cute, so why not?"


They managed to get back to
living with different types of people, which he hardly knew anything about,
having only done it for a few days. Still he gave some information points, and
it did leave him seeming like he knew a bit about what he was saying.


They even kept him past the top
of the hour, and took calls. It was fun, and funny, but did let him give out
the number people could call if they had a real problem.


"Remember, though, my job
here is to pretty much put other people together. Hopefully, more than that
won't be needed most of the time. Now, Denny, let's go make out?"


It was a good place to end things
on, but Denny wasn't allowed to leave yet, the show having half an hour left.


Through the window he saw that
Zack was standing there, ignoring the lady from before, as Karen helped him get
out of the room.


She held his arm as they moved
along, and she whispered into his ear.


"That was good. Just
the right balance of information, lecture, and humor. Now, we just need to leak
pictures of you and Denny kissing and we can piss-off the right wing enough to
increase ratings. I'll just call him over... He's gay and not seeing anyone, so
as long as your girlfriends won't pull off any body parts..."


There was a giggle to go with the
words, but he nodded.


"We can set that up? Or, I
should probably take the high road for now. You know, do this as if it
were serious?"


"Yeah, I can see that one.
So, if we have problems with any supernatural people, we can call on you? Or if
we need to get one for the show? The last one we had on was Ms. Benson. That's
a thing we need to change. We should probably have her on regularly. You said
you know her?"


That meant he had to not promise
to convince Eve of anything, but also mentioned it to her.


"If I get a chance I'll ask
her about that. I have a meeting with the Shifter President in about..."
He pretended to look at his watch, which he didn't have. "Now. So I should
go. But yes, if you have something related to the Others, you can always call
and ask me about it."


Zack waved at her, and carefully
didn't look at the dark skinned lady at all. For her part she was standing
there staring at him, her slightly sagging chest pushed forward, and lips damp
and shining.


Tyler didn't even get to say
hello properly when he was taken through a few steps with a tug on his arm.
That got him back to the owl room, where the node point was. Zack let go of
him, and sighed.


"Rochelle there is a piece
of work, isn't she? In case you're wondering she didn't see you as a Human. Not
something else either. That's why she was acting so funny. Her first
move was to think you couldn't be a high status person, which is what she was
looking for from a guest. Karen is better that way. You should call her and see
if she wants to go out sometime."


He looked at the Greater Demon
and tried not to feel troubled.


"I'm kind of seeing Ginger
and Calley."


"Oh, sure. But if you want
to keep them, you have to constantly point out that other women want you
too. They're both good looking enough to get a lot of men, but they're still
women. Your greatest value to them at the moment is being wanted by other
women. She was firing off signals though, Karen was."


Tyler didn't know if that was
true or not, but decided to at least call and let her say no. After all, Greater
Demons might actually know how to do things like that, and it really wasn't the
sort of thing that he would have considered on his own. Did women really value
men more if other women were into them?


Really, if that was the case, it
shouldn't be hard to get other women to do that.


"So I should bribe some
girls to say I'm sexy?"


Zack smiled at him. "I
wouldn't go that far into it. Calley and Ginger are both good people. They need
to be handled differently than men, but they're reasonable and rational. Even
Karen is. You should avoid the ones like Rochelle. A lot of women are in things
for their own benefit, and will use you if they can. A lot of them really. Not
that men are perfect, since you like them too you need to be aware of that,
relationship wise. They just want to use you for sex. The ones that like
you will anyway. If you're into that then they won't be that manipulative about
it."


Then the man wondered off, but
called back a few seconds later.


"We'll leave to get Mr.
Samson in about half an hour. I need to get a snack first."


Even if he was off the clock, Ty
got back to work, since, as Lucy had mentioned, doing a good job there was
important.


The pickup didn't actually take
him being there, but Zack got him to stand in the owl room, waiting for the
man. World leader or not, he'd apparently been waiting for Zack to show
up on the other side, which meant he was there, stepping out of empty space,
seconds later. Luckily, there was a silver metal ring inlaid into the floor, so
Ty was looking in the right direction.


The man that came in was nice
looking. As in square faced and mild. His hair was dark, and professionally
styled, and he held a posture that spoke of concern, but not fear. Even with a
Greater Demon right next to him. Almost instantly a large, but soft, hand came
out.


"Mr. Gartner?" He, it
seemed, understood who he was talking to at least.


So a man in charge of an entire
people could get that he was himself, but a slightly glorified secretary
couldn't understand that fact. That didn't leave Rochelle looking very good.


"Mr. Samson. I think the
plan is for Nellie to be waiting for us over in the Shifter embassy. We have an
offer from the Vampires to have some personnel come with us, if you feel the
need to threaten her into good behavior? The Mistress of Souls also offered to
enslave her, if she won't toe the line." He winked. "We should avoid that
one right now, and save the privilege for later, when we really need it."


The man went pale, but he nodded
slowly.


"I agree. Who was offered, from
the Vampire side of things?"


Tyler looked at the door,
wondering if saying her name would summon her.


"Eve Benson. She offered
herself for the job. I think she might be a little bit pissed off though, over
the whole thing."


Jahn looked at him, as if he'd
announced that Satan would be making an appearance himself.


"The Snowflake? I don't know
if this situation would require that level of potential harm."


That got Zack to shrug.


"It isn't about the harm,
it's about showing Miss Holver that no one is going to put up with her acting
like an entitled bitch any longer. She's gotten a person killed already, and
nearly had that happen again last night. If Ty hadn't gotten to her first,
Vivian might well have killed Valerie, the Alede Ambassador. That would not
have gone over very well, as you might imagine. Her daughter is a friend of mine.
Eve Benson is her daughter's girlfriend, and The Mistress of Souls seems
more than a little protective of her as well. This needs to stop now."


Mr. Samson nodded, squared his
shoulders and looked at Tyler.


"Should we go? It won't help
to wait."


The store a few slots down, was
filled with trendy looking clothing, made for men and women. It was all nicer
than what he had, and seemed to be about the speed of someone his age.
Overpriced, of course, for someone on his budget, which was nothing, for the
time being.


At the back of the store, there
was an open door, with Ang and Rupert standing outside of it, like they were
guarding the place. That had to be the right place, unless they kept the really
cool shirts in there.


Zack hadn't gone with them, since
this wasn't his issue. At least that was what Tyler thought was going on. It
was kind of cute, but when he glanced back Eve was standing at the front of the
place, looking too hot to be his backup for the day. Not that he wouldn't take
the help, if things came up.


"Keeber, Ang. This is Jahn
Samson. He's come here today to help us try and convince Nellie Holver to
straighten up. Can you stand to be in the room?" This was spoken directly
to Keeber, the large and hairy man seemed a bit depressed and somber. Calley
had mentioned that was his nickname, and what he preferred to be called, even
if it didn't fly most of the time for embassy work.


His voice was slow, but he
nodded.


"Yeah. I'm a bit mad at her.
Viv isn't a bad woman. She's just... We're Bears, you know? We can get mad, and
it's hard to stop. Nellie used that to steer her towards what should have been
her death. Cathy could have died too, or that nice Alede lady. I won't make
problems." He seemed genuine enough about the whole thing. He also had a
gun on his side, under his shirt.


Jahn looked over at him, and
locked eyes.


"Family?"


"Sister. My little
sis."


The leader nodded. "Fine. If
you'd stay out here then? We'll try to resolve this without bloodshed. As you
mentioned however, she's a Bear. As are you. If it gets too intense, back away.
Mr. Gartner and I can handle this."


That they could do that wasn't a
thing that seemed right to Ty, but Ang nodded.


"True. Do you wish me to go
into the room?"


Dragons apparently didn't get
that upset about things most of the time, and it wasn't his family involved, so
he was invited along. Mr. Samson took the lead though, opened the door with his
own hand, which showed what was inside the space.


Two women were standing away from
a single chair in the middle of the open room, which had boxes along the sides,
and shelves with clothing sitting on it. Back stock, most likely. In the metal
frame chair, not tied in place, was a largish lady, who had her hair cropped
closely, and a lumberjack style shirt on. Seeing them walk in, she simply
sneered, as if she weren't in trouble.


"You can't do shit to me. I
didn't break any laws. I don't really care if you're the President. No one will
convict me. No one. I'm pretty much untouchable on this."


It was funny, but Ang nodded a
bit, Jahn and Catherine winced, and Calley looked away.


Tyler however thought he saw a
small loophole in her logic.


"Well, that might be true,
for a Human, or a Shifter. By our laws you didn't do anything. Except
nearly getting the Alede Ambassador killed is against their laws. I
don't know the penalty for that kind of thing, but you might well want us
to be your judge and jury, instead of them." Not that he had a real clue
about that.


The woman looked at him like he
was just an asshole, abusing her with his words.


"What are they going to do,
make me go down on them? Please. You all know I'm right. I didn't do anything
wrong. I have a right to say whatever I want. I didn't make any threats. I
didn't tell her to hurt anyone. I never even mentioned an Alede. You
can't do shit."


She was so smug that it was clear
Jahn was about to lose it and start yelling.


Tyler grinned, "I have a few
things we could try. I can have The Mistress of Souls take you as a slave for
instance. She offered. Or we could just kill you and bury the body. I
did five just the other day, so I know a good spot for it."


It was a bit of an idle threat.
They both were, but the woman didn't seem to understand that anyone could just
do that. Make her go away, if they didn't want to bother with her. For a moment
he wondered if she thought that being a Shifter meant she was immune to having
to deal with her own shit. Calley however looked at him and sighed.


"It's that she's a woman, I
think. She honestly doesn't think anyone will hurt her, no matter what she's
done. This isn't that common for us, but it happens. It's mainly a Human thing.
She might have gone native though."


There was a soft breeze, and then
a cool hand on his shoulder. Eve stood there, appearing as if by magic, which
got the woman sitting in the chair to gasp.


The Vampire spoke calmly.


"Or, I can handle
this. I won't even have to kill her. Just compel her to cut out the bull
crap."


He looked at her, and then the
defiant and entitled seeming killer in the chair.


"Let's do it? It's all we
can do without just giving in to murder."


It was the second time in a day
that it seemed like women were acting like they were greater than everyone else.
That wasn't normal, was it?


It felt wrong. Thankfully it was
just a few of them. Most women were better than that.


Like his mom.


That reminded him to call her,
later.












Chapter thirteen





 


It took work, for him, getting
out of the Shifter embassy. Finally he hugged Eve, who'd done the real work for
them, and then rather unilaterally proclaimed that Nellie there needed to be
put on an island, like Viv was.


"It isn't about punishment,
but letting other people know that we won't let them use machinations to start
problems. Vivian has to go onto one for two weeks. I think that we should
increase that for Nellie."


Jahn nodded. "I agree. There
was no remorse to her, was there? How long are you thinking?"


Ten years came to mind, but being
alone for that long would drive anyone insane. Even if Shifters were stronger
that way than normal Humans.


"Six months. Food and water,
and some self-help books to read to keep herself occupied if she wants?"


That got Catherine to seem
pleased, if nothing else.


"That's good. She tried to
have me killed. It's good to see that someone cares about that.
Thank you, Mr. Gartner."


He nodded at her. She was
slightly sharp faced, but seemed to mean it well enough. Having heard she was a
bigot, that was good to see. Then, the ability to bury that kind of thing at
need was probably why she was the Ambassador.


"Can you see to that? I
don't want to make work for people, but I don't really have the power to make
it happen, if you disagree."


He was covering his own butt, but
the Shifter leader murmured that doing that would happen. Nellie just sat
there, still being influenced by Eve, who had pretty much told her to stop
being a horrible person. She just looked sad, as if she got it all now. That,
or understood she was going to be punished. That meant he was able to get Jahn
to go back to the bookstore with him, and while they had to wait for Zack, that
didn't take very long.


He waited though, for his boss to
get back, and was tempted to get straight to work. He wasn't due in until four
still, and it was before two. That meant, if his mother was around, that
he could call her before she went off to work for the night.


Tyler wanted to use the store's
phone for it, in the back room. It wasn't long distance, but The Mistress of
Souls had said something about that kind of thing, and he didn't want to risk
it. There was a low desk like thing set up, near the showers. It wasn't that
big of a problem, though Roberta walked in, and smiled at him. Stripping her
clothing off just as his mom picked the phone up. Tyler stuck out his tongue
and looked away from the very hot, incredibly tempting, succubus.


"Hello?" It was her
personal cell number, so she wouldn't know who was calling, just that it was
from the bookstore.


"Hey mom! Just checking in
with you. I don't need to go to work for a few hours. Well, I'm here already,
for the day. I should go help out in the Cafe or something. Make myself useful
and pay for the free food I get here. I had some things to look into so ended
up here before I needed to. I did a radio show earlier?"


"What? Why? Is something
wrong?" She sounded very concerned. Not just a little bit either, so he
took time to explain what was going on, Coalition wise.


They didn't talk long, but she
was sweet, like always, and gave him good advice about work, which mainly
amounted to the idea that, when you were the new guy, it wouldn't hurt to do a
bit extra. Also, that passing out brochures that an attractive girl ran up for
him seemed like a great plan.


"Is she single? She sounds
nice, setting those things up for you. I can't like that name, really... Greater
Demon. It sounds a bit over the top, doesn't it?" There was a kindness to
what she was saying, but he didn't know about Keeley's status that way.


"Oh! My cool new roommates
are throwing me a birthday party next Saturday. You can come?" It was at
about seven in the evening, but a weekend. That would mean she probably had to
work, he thought.


"I think so. Let me see if I
can trade shifts with Mindy. You remember her, don't you? She used to babysit
you, when you were little."


He laughed.


"By little you mean until I
was nearly old enough to date her? She's hardly aged, either. I used to have such
a crush on her. When I was about ten, or so." The woman was tiny, and had
that adorable kind of look that Calley did. Without the glasses.


"I know. Why do you think I
stopped asking her to look after you? I was half afraid you were going to ask
her to marry you and run off when I wasn't looking. Well, you've made it that
way, haven't you? Almost a man now. Days away. Already starting important work
and everything. I'm very proud of you, you know that, right?"


"Oh. Now I'm blushing.
Thanks."


"I love you, sweetie. Always
remember that."


Then, a bit awkwardly, he got off
the phone. Feeling a bit strange, he went and started to clean the cafe area,
then hit the sex rooms. It was funny, but an older woman had managed to hit the
timing right, and was sitting in one of them, actually reading a book. Like a
person might do in a bookstore.


She saw him with the cleaning
gear, and started to stand.


He waved her down, and spoke
politely.


"Not needed, if you don't
mind me doing some light work in here? I can wait too, if that's better for
you?"


"Ah! Well, in that case,
I'll just sit here and read for a few hours. Can I have coffee in here?"


She could, so Tyler ran to
get her one, with a lid on it. After all, it was cute, and what the room was for,
in part. Being friends now, she did let him clean a bit, though the other room,
the first one, nearest the front desk, was filled almost constantly after that.
He loaded the older woman, who had gray hair, wrinkles and a loose white shirt
on, with buttons on the front, with coffee and some cookies. They were large
and fresh, Palma having made them herself.


After an hour and a half she got
up, and patted him on the arm.


"Thank you for being so nice
to me. It's rare that I'm treated like that anymore. The cost of getting older,
I guess. There was a time, about four thousand years ago, when I used to turn
heads, I'll tell you that." She seemed really pleased by what she was
saying, and patted him again.


Tyler nodded about it, his mind
moving slowly, being only a normal Human like he was.


"Four thousand years? Your
hand was warm, so not a Vampire. I don't know if Dragon Shifters live that
long. Greater Demon then?" He spoke softly, but it wasn't a whisper.
Others would hear it taking place.


"Oh, yes deary. Very good,
noticing that. I'm The Storm. A little bird told me that a certain Line Walker
was seen talking to The Rotted about me. I did rather steal one of her slaves.
Not that I hurt the dear thing. I promise you that. She died peacefully. Would
you be willing to tell her that I stopped by? I was planning to kill
you, at first, but you gave me free cookies. Such a nice young man you
are. Let her know that I'll be seeing her?"


Twisting his mouth a bit, he
nodded. "I can put a call in? I don't really know her. We don't hang out
really."


That got a laugh, as if it was
different than that.


"Don't you? You might want
to think about that. I won't give her away, but she's been around, more than
you know. Now, I should be going. Can you put these books back for me?"


"Sure. Don't worry about
it."


Then he paused.


"Oh, um, hey, are you in on
the whole Coalition thing? It's just getting started, but it can't hurt to get
in on the ground floor."


That got the older looking woman
to stop, look at him like he was mentally defective, and then pat him again.


"I promise nothing. I won't
work against you in that. For now that's all I can grant you. Thank you for
inviting me. I'll spread the word to the others, if anyone asks?"


Then before he could thank her,
she stepped to the side and wasn't there anymore.


Tyler did another cleaning of the
room, then took the six books out. They were all about pottery, for some
reason. Ceramics, glazes and things like that. After they were on the shelves,
he clocked in, even if it was still a tiny bit early. Any day he had to deal
with strange Greater Demons like that, he deserved an extra two dollars and
forty cents, or whatever he'd get from it. Then he waved Zack down.


The man looked at him instantly,
but didn't seem worked up or anything.


"The Storm stopped by? She
said something about not killing me because I delivered free treats. You're
good with that, right? I'm pretty much handing out cookies to anyone too Demon-like
from now on. Not that she was. She actually seemed really sweet."


Not being shy about it, Zack held
out his hand, like he wanted to shake, which he explained. "All of us, my
people, can sort of download information on contact. It's one of our racial
abilities."


Thinking back, all the Greater
Demons had tried to touch him, he realized. Most people didn't do that all the
time. Some did though, so it wasn't that odd. Ty took the other man's hand,
wondering if it was like reading minds.


"More like getting
everything, all at once. I already had a copy of you, so this is just an
update, which is easier to deal with. I'll get you Anne's number. It might be
best if you do the talking, since it was your life that was saved. Heh.
Cookies." 


Letting go of Ty's hand he kept
going. It had been warm, but just nice, not blistering hot. He didn't seem any
more worried now either. It was reassuring. Also, the guy was really hot.


Tyler lashed out, without
warning, and punched him in the chest. There was a twitch, but no instant death
to follow along behind it.


"Did I get that right? I
didn't think about it until after the contact broke, did it take you by
surprise?"


There was a considering look,
tightened lips and a head tilt that reminded him a bit of an old movie with
Robert Deniro that he'd seen.


"Not bad. I probably could
have gotten out of the way, and most Greater Demons wouldn't be hurt by what
you can do physically yet, but I didn't even catch that you were going to,
which is your point?"


"Coolness. Sorry there, I
couldn't think of anything else at the moment. I should have kissed you.
Well, if it comes up again, I'll go that way. Anyway, if I'm not fired for boss
abuse, I guess I should get on that? Talking to Anne, The Rotted."


"I'll get that number for
you. In the future, well, if you feel like you have to hit people, do a better
job than that. Too many around here could accidentally kill you, if you don't
manage to bring your 'A' game each time." Then he left the central stack
floor to go, and presumably, get Anne's number for him. Except that wasn't it
at all.


Instead he came back about ten
minutes later, with a tiny school girl, who was in a different little outfit
than she had been before. The glasses were the same, but the skirt was bright
yellow, though she had on a less eye splitting top that was merely white.


"Clerk. I hear that you
drove off my enemy? The Storm?"


"Drove off... Gave cookies. Here."
He held his hand out, since it would be faster that way, and he doubted that
hiding information from the girl was a great plan. There wasn't even a pretense
of not understanding that he knew what was going on that way.


Instead she just placed her dry,
and warm, palm against his own. After about half the time that Zack had spent,
which still wasn't long, the girl took her hand back, and smiled at him,
happily.


"Thanks. I can use that. I
wonder why she was going to kill you to send me a message though?"


"Well, because you're
someone else that's been around? Probably Ben. Unless... Lyn is a different
Greater Demon, isn't she?"


Zack looked away, subtly shaking
his head, but The Rotted glanced around, then nodded.


"The Changeling. In hiding
for now, so try not to tell everyone. Not that half the Mall here doesn't know.
We're concealing it from the new Mage Ambassador however, since Lisa has been
having a rough time lately. You should go and make contact with her. She could
use a real Human in her life right now. Plus, you don't have the Mages in your
Coalition yet. I know, why don't you run do that now? I'm sure she's
here."


Zack glared a bit, but then
patted Tyler on the back, because, clearly, he was a dog. The thought that he
might have that base level of value to these beings, if that, suddenly
hit him. Also, hard on the heels of that, he considered why they wanted this
Coalition of Nations so badly. The idea that it was that great of an idea
wasn't real. Everyone could see that.


"I could do that. I suppose.
Who should I talk to?"


Zack looked at him, his face
softening a good bit.


"Lisa Weise. Blonde, nice
looking. In her forties."


He waved a bit and walked out,
not looking back. It was a relief to get away from those two. Not that he was
turning into a Greater Demon bigot, but being that near people that knew
everything about him like that was kind of hard to bear. Each little hatred
he'd ever had, they both knew about. His secret desire to boink Zack in the ass
was in there, too. So was the idea that The Rotted was a creepy little girl.
That one could have been worse, because she was kind of cute, and while he
didn't go for kids, that didn't mean his subconscious mind wouldn't consider
it, knowing that she was more than old enough in reality. It was sick to think
about.


Also probably a thing that he
couldn't help, now that he'd considered not wanting to think about that kind of
thing. At least it was like not thinking about a pink elephant, rather than
something that was always there for him.


The thing was, she'd know about
him thinking all of that, if she didn't already.


Tyler had a rough idea about
where the Mages were located, that being the candle shop across from the
Vampire yogurt embassy. Eve was there, behind the counter, so he waved at her,
and spoke, understanding that she'd get the idea.


"Visiting the Mages. To see
if they want to hook up with the incredible machine that is the Coalition of
Nations. That's a good line, right? Make it sound like it's not just me and a
cell phone?"


She spoke back, which meant that
he had to read her lips. Thankfully she looked at him.


"Lisa's nice. Do you want me
to introduce you?"


"Yeah, that might be good? I
know I wouldn't trust me if I walk off the street and said 'hey, I'm
here to help you.' I need to hurry. The store needs to be cleaned up before the
shipment comes in.


"Got it. Ed, will you cover
for me? Thanks. Be right back."


Then she jogged, at very human
speeds, out of her shop. She didn't even take her apron off, just walking
toward him. It was a flowing kind of thing, one that reminded him that he
needed to pay attention to that kind of thing for himself. If you moved right,
doing it economically and in a well balanced fashion, you didn't use as much
energy. You also wouldn't risk injuring yourself as much, at least when
running. It was slower though, when he tried it, which meant Eve led him into
the little candle shop, holding the red painted door. The frame was wood, but
the center glass. To the left there was a sign that said the place was closed,
even though all the lights were on and the door unlocked.


Inside it smelled a bit of incense.
There was no smoke, just a hint of a variety of things that might be more
pleasant if they were on fire. There were probably hundreds of scents, but the
strongest one he could pick out was wax. A tiny bell tinkled above him when he
went in. Other than Eve and himself, the place was empty, or seemed that way at
first.


After about five seconds there
was a voice from the back, and a head poked out from around a corner. That, or
the woman it was attached to could walk through walls. She was a Mage, so that
could be the answer, as far as he knew.


"Hello? I'll be right there.
I just need to finish this phone call." The woman, who at a guess was
going to be Lisa, vanished again. It was just a pulling back however, unless
magic was involved that he couldn't discern.


Eve just stood there, not yelling
back. Then, she was probably listening to the phone call. It would either be a
really handy trick, or incredibly annoying, depending on what you had to listen
to, he bet.


They just stood around, for
nearly five minutes, until a well enough dressed, but kind of plain looking
lady came out. She was, as Zack had mentioned, cute. She wasn't wearing any
makeup though, and had on clothing that was probably meant to be trendy, but
seemed a bit like it had seen better days. A black sweater, that practically
bagged off the woman, and a pair of black slacks.


"Sorry about that. What's
up? Did you bring me a new prospective clerk? I... Things have been a bit hard
for a bit. Todd still comes in on the weekends, and Lyn is a great help, but
with the rest of it..."


Eve shook her head a bit, and
waved over at him.


"This is Tyler. Ty Gartner.
He's the head of the Coalition of Nations. The new group that's being set up to
liaison between the Humans and the rest of us. It's a real thing. He was on
national radio for it earlier today."


That got him looked at, but
unlike Rochelle from the radio station, this woman just shifted gears.
Sort of.


"That doesn't mean he won't
want a job here though, right?"


Eve giggled. It was a light and
happy sound, which fit her better than most of the Vampire things did. Then,
he'd lived around Humans all his life, so that was what he knew. The rest still
seemed strange to him.


"He works down at the
bookstore. Human, though, so I bet if you offer to blow him a few times a week
he'll come in and help out here."


The blonde woman tensed up, her
face going hard. Then she glared at Eve for a bit.


"After that stuff with
Warren..."


The Vampire looked at Tyler then,
and explained.


"He used to work here. A Mage.
He used magic to rape Lisa, the old Ambassador, and me. I used to work here,
back when I was a Human. Not that we remember it. Though..." She took a
deep breath, which was probably not real, considering the whole thing where she
was dead, and sighed. "Bob turned out to be a Greater Demon. The Mimic.
Keeley took him as a slave, but before that I doubt that Warren could have
really used his magic on him to do that. Rape him, I mean?"


Tyler turned and looked at each
of them, one at a time.


"I... See. So, this Warren
is in prison?"


There was a bit of shifting then,
and a head shake from Eve.


"Dead. He was also
trying to start a war, using other people as pawns. I can tell you about it
later if you want? My point here is that Lisa shouldn't use that stuff as an
excuse anymore. Yeah, we were used. Get over it. Neither of us remember it."


Lisa looked away, and Tyler shook
his head after making eye contact with Eve.


"That's kind of cold. Is
that a Vampire thing, or just an Eve one?"


"Both, probably. We'll probably
have to get Zack or Darla to turn you into a girl first though, if Lisa's going
to make that trade. She likes girls." There was no hint of playing in the
words. It was just a fact.


"Or, and I'm not saying no
to any of those ideas, Lisa, but what if we worked out how to get the Mages
into the Coalition first? Then I'll see if I can't get you some help around
here? I may be young and horny, but I try not to be an asshole
about it. Most days at least. Not that I know of."


No one so much as smiled, but
Lisa did let that be an excuse to change the topic and seemed grateful for it.
Then, he was only average looking at best. That could be an issue, along with
all the other stuff. That Eve had been that mean to the other woman was a bit
shocking. You were supposed to be nice to people that had been attacked like
that. On the good side they wouldn't have to kidnap the man that had done it,
Warren, and bury him in the woods.


The Ambassador for the Mages
licked her lips a bit, and then rubbed at her nose, which was a little red, he
noticed. Like she'd been crying, or had a cold. That, or snorted drugs. It
wasn't his business though, so he tried to pay attention to what she was
saying.


"I've heard a bit of talk
about this coalition. What kind of services are you offering? Basically, what
do I get out of it?"


"Ah. Great question. The
real answer is nothing that you couldn't do yourself, except that, if the Human
authorities find out about something going on that involved your people, or
might, then they can call me up and I'll get in touch with you, or your
national reps, and help them coordinate with law enforcement. So far it seems
to be working a hundred percent of the time. Two whole issues
down." Not that they really were yet. Still, they'd been started at least.


"Okay, I can see that as
useful. What will we need to do for it? The Mages, I mean?"


"If a problem comes up that
you can help with, that won't cost too much, then you do. That's all. I may be
wrong, but I'm still thinking this will mainly be stuff done on the phone. Maybe
some paperwork. You know, some mage guy uses a spell to harass his
ex-girlfriend, and I pass that along to you, if it's needed. That kind of
thing?"


There was talking about the
particulars, but in the end he asked her if she wanted to come to his party on
Saturday.


"If I ask enough people, I
just know one or two will come. I know it!" He tried to seem hopeful, but
Eve cleared her throat, and then shook her head a little.


 "Don't buy it. Half the
Vampire Council is already coming, and at least a quarter of the Ambassadors
here. If you don't come it will look like you're giving up. Don't do that.
Anyway, now to my thing, since you seem in on that. A blowjob every time
he comes in? I know you like girls, but it won't hurt you to broaden your perspectives.
For your part Ty, that will mean eight hours of work. Good stuff, not just
filling space, leaning on the counter. I hear you know how to work a mean mop."


Instead of screaming for them to
get out, like she probably should have, Lisa sighed and shook her head.


"Is it wrong that I'm
seriously considering it? I could use the help." Then she looked
away, seeming miserable.


Instead of pushing the matter, he
looked at Eve and then shook his head a bit.


"Eve will come in.
She knows the job, right? You don't sleep, do you?" Ginger didn't, but
he'd never asked the other Vampire about that directly.


"I don't. Aaaand I can
do some time in the evenings, a few days a week, I guess. We can get
Zack in, too?" That was a question, and Lisa stiffened up a lot.


"I don't know. I... We
haven't been close in a long time. He's a Greater Demon. Who knows what he
might do to me?" She seemed scared, but really, there was no real reason
why that was, as far as Ty could tell.


"He won't do anything. I hit
him earlier, just to test something out, and he didn't even do it back, which
would have been totally fair. I bet he likes you better than me,
too." She was cuter, and could probably pull off more than that, if she
tried. That never hurt on the whole being liked thing. Not for women. Probably
not for anyone.


Finally, after a bit of cajoling,
she decided that it was better than letting the whole place suffer, since she
couldn't keep up with it all. After that, Eve hugged him with one arm as they
walked out, not speaking until they were in the hallway. Out of Human, or Mage,
hearing.


"I know that seemed like me
being a bitch, which it was, but she hasn't been doing well for a while now. If
you can, you should try and be her friend. Yeah, I know, the guy code says you
shouldn't waste your time, since she won't put out, but it would be good for
her. There are other things you might get out of it. Like contacts? Really, if
you want I can get Kait to sleep with you. You know, in exchange for all your
hard work and Lisa centric help?"


Like he'd let himself be bribed
with sex? The answer, the real one, was that he would, but he could
probably get that on his own, if he was careful. Doing things like, oh, asking
the would-be bribe for sex himself, if he wanted. Eve seemed to understand that
he knew that though, so grinned at him.


"Or I could do it.
She'd just get to actually enjoy it. That's one of the things I miss most, not
being Human now. No sex drive, or pleasure from it. The whole world seems
different in a way, due just to that. I also miss food. Not that much, since
blood is more than a substitute, but enough that I notice it. Anyway, I
need to get back to work." She walked away then, abruptly, as if she hadn't
just offered to do him.


She totally had. It was kind of
hard to understand, but what Zack had said earlier came to mind, about keeping
women interested by making sure they knew that other women were interested in
him. Still, he was willing to bet that he got a few days with Calley and Ginger
that way. Then again, the Bat-g irl had made it pretty clear that she wasn't
going to be turning down a lot that way, if it came up. From anyone. That didn't
mean they weren't in a relationship, but it did mean that he had a lot of
possible competition there. Ginger would be easier that way, he bet. He just
had to keep her interested outside the bedroom.


Suddenly that didn't feel like
the simpler thing at all. After all, he wasn't exactly someone that was vastly
intriguing or anything. Just a guy that worked at a bookstore, and even if the
coalition thing took off, it wasn't like it paid anything.


Still, that gave him something to
think about when he went back to work. No one mentioned him having been gone,
so he started right in on getting everything ready, like he had the night
before. The same crew was there again, but the order was only half as large, so
they had it taken care of by about eight-thirty.


The De'geru chief, or whatever
his title was, called in, and mentioned that some police had come by, and
apologized for shooting at them. No one had mentioned the puppies though, so
taking a deep breath, he had. That led to a very, very interesting discussion
about things he really hadn't been ready for.


The semi-aquatic creatures hadn't
been kidnapping puppies to resell, or to eat. No, both of those answers would
have been far too normal. Boring almost. They weren't even having sex with
them.


It turned out that they
reproduced by introducing their genetic material into mammals, by stabbing them
with a special claw. Then, over the course of several years, the infected being
would become one of them. Most of them had started life as Humans, originally,
but it wasn't required.


Ty pretended that wasn't a
huge, mind warping thing. One so different from what he'd envisioned reality
being that it actually shook him for a while. On the good side, they wouldn't
need any more kids for about ten years, so while the puppies were gone, the
disappearances would stop for a long time.


After that, nothing but work
happened for the rest of the night.


Which was, he noticed, a first.












Chapter fourteen





 


Tyler was scheduled for a far
earlier work time the next day, which had good and bad parts to it. It meant
being there at ten, which was harder than it sounded, since he needed to
exercise first. That meant getting six hours of sleep, then climbing out of bed
to run and do some calisthenics before jogging over to the mall for the day.


The bookstore was just the store
that day. In fact, Zack came out to work with everyone else, not having to go
anywhere at all. It was a bit shocking, since he was a good worker. Better than
Tyler was actually. The place was very clean, straightened and tidy by eleven.


"Hey, Zack..." There
was a tone to his own words, which was telling enough that the thin guy next to
him turned and seemed skeptical. It was the right thing to be, naturally, since
he was about to ask for stuff.


"Yes, Ty?"


"Are you busy for the next
couple of hours?"


"Nooo. Why do you ask?"


He went quiet for a bit, then
realized that the other man hadn't touched him that day. It wasn't a noticeable
thing, since men didn't casually make contact with other guys that often. That
was just life in the real world. Tyler wouldn't have actually noticed that part
of things except that the whole Greater Demon thing was still fresh in his
mind. The Storm had shaken him a bit, even though he didn't let himself feel
scared about it. Even if the old woman could have killed him instantly, she
hadn't been scary really. That probably meant he was stupid.


Once you know a threat is there,
it only made sense to pay attention to it, as well as you can.


"Lisa needs help, in her
store. I kind of said I'd see about sending you down for that. Not that I
promised anything, but you two are friends right?"


There was a strange, very drawn
out, looking away then. Like the confident man didn't want to deal with that
kind of thing. Then, after a bit, a nod came.


"I scare the fuck out of
her. It's what I am. When I started working with her, I didn't know what I was.
I told her about it as soon as I could, or tried, but someone else told her
first, so she freaked out, thinking I was trying to trick her into being a
slave, or something. I don't think she even knows what it was I might have been
doing. It just felt like a trick to her. After that..."


Silence came then, over the whole
place. It was telling enough that Tyler tensed, ready for something big to
happen, but it was just happenstance. Zack went on then, seeming a bit sad.


 "Well, in her fear, she
kind of drove me away. The Mages fired me, because she was scared, instead of
helping her deal with her fear. Her dad, Eric, isn't a fan of mine. Oddly
enough because he'd always thought I was a Greater Demon. I honestly
didn't have a clue."


Tyler looked at Zack and then
smiled, shaking his head.


"Wait... Eric Weise. That's
Harry Houdini's real name. I read a book about him when I was a kid."


That got a shrug.


"Mages live a long time.
Especially if they do a lot of healing magic. It's not a small effect either.
There are a few of them that hit five or six hundred years old. That's really
rare, because it's hard to be that altruistic all the time. If they're willing
to give away their work freely, they're repaid with long life and health, but
people are selfish things. Just so you know, so are Greater Demons. Not all the
other groups are like that. Mages are basically just Humans with power.
Vampires are angry Humans with power. Shifters are kind of the same.
It's why you hit them up first, by the way. They're the people you can
understand easily. You should get with the other societies as well. Now, I
mean."


They were both in the center of
the store, out in the middle of the whole thing, with nothing to do. Not work
related things.


"So, go help her out anyway?
Oh, also tell her that I'll be by later for that blowjob? It's a joke, but Eve
kept going on about it." It wasn't really funny to him, but Zack smiled.


"Got it. That will help, I
think. Not that she'll want to do you, but it will let her understand
why I'm there. Because you made me, so you can force her into doing what you
want. The fact that it would be really hard for you to cause that to happen
won't matter that much. Just don't really try to collect. That will make it
seem like she's being raped. Even if you joke about it too much. Because to her
mind they're the same thing."


He could see that. If she felt
too pressured, it would seem fear inducing to her.


"Yeah. Not to be mean, but
she really isn't that attractive to me. She's nice enough, but..." It was
hard to explain, since the fact of the matter was that, if she were straight
and wanted him, he probably would have had sex with her. There was just something
that told him not to do that. A warning from his subconscious mind.


That and Zack. Clearly.


The other man left then, not
saying anything else about it all. On the good side, that meant the boss was
gone, so he could work without feeling like he was going to get in trouble
instantly. Not that it had ever been an issue there. The whole thing was laid
back and relaxed for an hour, and when the situation changed, it was actually
not a horrible thing, since his mother came in.


She looked happy, a big smile on
her face and a nice rosy color to her cheeks. She was dressed in jeans and a
t-shirt, since Lucy was a casual person outside of work. Her hair was brown,
and shoulder length. Very straight, with a line of bangs across her
forehead. There were lines around her eyes, making her look a little older than
the forty-three she actually was. Her waist was trim though, and she had a lot
of energy. Overall she was normal, rather than skinny, her constant work
keeping her from being chubby.


She wasn't good looking, really,
but her attitude made that nearly unimportant, even for people that had just
met her.


"Hey sweetie! I thought that
I'd swing by and make sure things were going well for you." Her eyes
searched the place for a brief moment, and she sniffed the air just a little
bit, checking to make sure it was all right for him. Just about that time her
eyes locked on Kaitlyn, who was coming out of one of the side rooms, being
followed by two young men, who looked obviously bashful. To Tyler it was kind
of embarrassing, since his mother was right there, but no one else seemed
bothered by it.


In fact Kait beamed at him as she
walked up.


"You have a friend? Do you
need one of the rooms?" It was insane of course, since even if Lucy was
holding his hand still, it was the kind of thing that anyone might do. At least
if they were your mother. A Greater Demon too, but Zack didn't hold him like
that.


Rather than get angry, he just
shook his head and tried to explain as if dealing with different groups of
people was old hat to him.


"Kait, this is my mother.
Lucy Gartner. Mom, this is Kaitlyn Swanson. Succubus. Alede, more properly. So
to her offering to free up a space for us to have sex was probably about
right." Not knowing that Lucy was his mother, that was. The girl didn't
require him to explain that thought however, just letting her smile become
bigger.


"Hi! Yeah, different rules.
I hope that wasn't insulting? I know, why don't you take her to the cafe for
lunch? It's free, and pretty good. Really excellent, actually. I'll cover the
front?"


Tyler examined the scene, and
realized that his mother wasn't actually responding much to the whole thing at
all. He was, of course, feeling embarrassed and uneasy about the implications.
Lucy was acting like they'd been talking about the weather. Her smile was warm
and not judging however. She almost never was.


"Thanks. We won't be long. I
get half an hour for lunch, I think." He didn't know that it was all right
for him to give free food away like that, but if it was an issue, he could pay
for it later, it was important that his mom knew he was allowed to eat, and
could handle himself well enough to provide a meal for someone else. It was a
sign that he was working hard and doing well. If you had the resources to keep
yourself going, plus enough for others, then you weren't really at risk.


He waved a bit to get his mom to
follow along with him, headed toward the back. Her hand flew out, to touch
Kait's arm then. It was a casual thing, and while it might be a little flirty,
it wasn't so bad that he had to have an issue with it. Ignoring it was the high
road, he decided.


As far as he knew, Lucy hadn't
had a single date in the time he'd lived with her. Okay, so she might have just
been hiding that kind of thing from him, and it wasn't really his business. She
did work a lot. It was possible that she could have taken part of the time for
herself, and it would have even been fair. Though if that was the case, she
could have done it openly, too. Ty wasn't going to judge her for having a bit
of a life. She deserved it.


His mom let go of his hand as
they walked, and they settled into the cafe area at one of the tables near the
wall. He asked for the food that they wanted, which was fruit and a small salad
for him, and a decently large turkey sandwich for her, along with some fruit
juice, which they both had.


As they ate, they chatted about
things that were a bit different than he would have suspected when she walked
in. The main one was about what he wanted for his birthday. It was one of those
things that he simply hadn't been thinking about.


"I have no clue? I don't
need much, really. Just show up, if you can and that will be fine. Really, if
you need to work, we can do something later. It's just a birthday. I'll have
more. Barring massive problems at least."


There was a wry look from his
mother, who fixed him solidly with her gaze. It was both happy and steely at
the same time. Which wasn't fair, since it got him to freeze thanks to years of
training.


"That won't do, and you know
it. If you don't tell me what you want, I'll end up spending five times
as much, trying to make sure you get something good. Even if you won't ever use
it. It would be much better for you to just let me know. So, what do you need?
Clothes? Socks? A new keyboard? Sex toys for your new friends here?" She
was saying that last one as a joke. He hoped.


Blushing, or at least feeling
like he was, Ty glanced away. It was hard not to feel shy about sex still. That
kind of thing was a huge problem in his life. He was, like most real men, the
Human ones at least, preoccupied with sex. That didn't mean he was comfortable
with himself, however.


It was a twisting and tense
thing, thinking about that kind of thing. He wanted, badly, to have sex as
often as possible, but on the other hand it was also a vast distraction.


"Um, let's go with clothes?
You don't have to get me anything. You've had to do so much. It wasn't fair,
really. You took me in and cared for me for nearly my whole life. It made yours
harder."


Lucy smiled at him and shook her
head just the tiniest bit. There was a hint of humor in it, which was good to
see. It would have been too hard if saying that had made her sad.


"Tyler... That isn't the way
the world works. We make our own choices, and do what we need to in order to
make it all work. I didn't take you in as a burden, but as a way to make my own
life larger. You made things better for me, in a lot of ways. Yes, there
was work, but there's always that. There have been sacrifices, but again, we
all have those, whenever we try to get what we want from life. I have no
regrets. Not even one." She seemed very certain about that.


All he could do was hope that was
true.


"Thanks. I love you,
mom."


That seemed to go over well.


"I love you too, honey. Now,
I have some things to cover with you, about your parents. I... We should do it
after you turn eighteen. So on Saturday? Sunday? I don't want to ruin your
party."


That got him to stare at her. There
was no clue that he could see that would tell him what she was talking about.


"Great, now I'm curious.
What's the deal? Are they still alive or something? I know, you kidnapped me as
a baby, or you're actually my older sister, not just a friend of
theirs..." There was a smile, but also a waiting. A sense of the world
pausing for a moment, as if pregnant, and ready to burst out onto the world.


Until Lucy spoke. Then it all
just fizzled. There was a pleasant expression on her slightly lined face.


"Neither of those things.
You'll just have to wait. It... Well, it isn't a great thing, but it shouldn't
impact you very much either. It probably will, but... Well, you'll see.
Let's get through the party first? Clothes? For work?"


They chatted about that part of
things for a while, his attempts at bringing the topic back to what the hell
she was hinting at not working. That was a thing he was well aware of in life.
Lucy had always been able to totally control the conversations they'd had. It
was done gently, and with kindness, but so well that trying to really pry
things from her before she was ready to share them wasn't going to ever work.


She left, giving him a hug first,
which was what she always did. It was part of her way of letting him know that
he was loved. Unlike most of the people around him at the bookstore, she didn't
have any alternative motives in doing it. The Alede all wanted him for his
sexual energy, and the Greater Demons wanted to know his mind completely.


Well, Hiram and Ben were fine
that way. They also didn't try to feel him up constantly. Calley did, but what
she wanted was the contact, which made it feel a bit more allowable for
some reason. Not that blaming anyone for what they were was going to help
anything. That was a fact that he needed to focus on a lot harder in life, he
realized.


That point got put on the back
burner, since in the half hour that he'd been gone from work, even if he'd been
physically there, things had sped up a lot. At least that's what it seemed like
at first. There were people in the store, all standing around, looking shifty.
It wasn't just him noticing it either, since all of the Alede were suddenly
there, at the front desk. Behind it, as if that would act as a shield. Almost
the entire crowd of fifty people or so had a look about them that was similar.
The women all looked hard, in an angry sort of way. Their faces held no makeup,
which was fine, but they frowned and the whites of their eyes showed all the
way around on more than half of them. The ages varied, but there was a theme to
how they were dressed. The fashions held hints of being more or less manly.


The few men with them, a group
made up of seven men, seemed to be kind of the opposite. Most were kind of
pudgy, which wasn't a crime at all. Most people were like that anymore. The two
that weren't were very thin and still soft looking however. There were
subtle things about how they dressed that indicated they were a bit more
feminine than most guys. Their hair was parted on the wrong side, for instance.
It wasn't a major thing, but it made them seem a little off.


They also held back a bit, as the
tension grew.


Why that was, he didn't know,
though he found himself responding, becoming ready for the attack that would
come. Prepared to fight on a level that nearly had him attack the woman
who looked at her watch first, and started screeching. It was a bleating chant
that he couldn't understand to begin with, until the others picked it up. Most
of them sounded like normal enough people, thankfully, since the first
one had a horrible and shrill voice. It could have been nerves, of course. A
lot of people weren't wild about public speaking and public chanting had
to count for that.


"No sex, no sex..." The
call went on for a bit, as Ty tried to shift mental gears.


"This is an anti-sex
protest? Why hold it here?" He looked around the room, and fixed his gaze
on Kaitlyn, who looked very embarrassed suddenly. "For that matter, who
protests sex? I mean, half the Human race wants it as a biological
imperative, and the other half uses that to control them and get what they
want. It's like these women don't understand that." Even though it was
probably how they'd gotten the weak looking men to go along with them.


Like they weren't in it to try
and get laid?


Kaitlyn looked right at him and
rolled her eyes, speaking, unheard over the raucous noise. He could see her
lips though, so understood what she was saying.


"That's why. These
are all women that feel they don't have any power that way. A lot of
them probably don't really. Not compared to an Alede. So they want to take out
their lack of desirability on us. To punish us into... I don't know. They
probably don't either. We're biologically incapable of not having sex, really.
We have to harvest that energy to survive. Just making a scene won't help
anything. Which means that they probably know that, and have something else in
mind. An attack? Feminist groups are among the more violent ones, when it comes
to going after people. Bomb threats and killing dogs, mainly. Minor assault is
almost a given for them. You might not want to get too close."


Tyler hadn't really known that,
but then he'd also never been around that kind of person a lot. Lucy didn't go
in for politics, so hadn't raised him like that. If she was anti-man he'd
never been affected by it, either. The woman clearly wasn't against sex though,
for all that anything she'd done that way in life had been well hidden from
him.


The thing there was that he
didn't really know what to do at the moment with these people. They were
annoying, with the loud, and silly, chant, but that didn't actually harm
anything. He tried to make himself seem pleasant, letting a small, if tight,
smile come to his lips. It wasn't really his problem, after all. These were
just people trying to exercise their right to free speech.


Annoyingly, but that was probably
all right, in the long run.


After what seemed to be exactly
two minutes of this, a woman who looked to be about thirty, with curly dark
brown hair, heavy black rimmed glasses, and a loose button up shirt in white
and light blue, moved in front of the counter.


"We won't let you run a
whore house in a public establishment! Leave here, now!"


She tried to start another chant,
to prevent anyone from speaking, but Kaitlyn flashed in anger, her eyes looking
a bit tight. Holding up her right hand, still standing behind the wooden front
counter, she spoke in an even tone.


"We don't. We don't
take money or goods for the services we offer, and almost never turn anyone
away. It's our nature, and not a thing we can simply choose not to do. Why are you
being so bigoted?"


That got an outraged look from
several of the women, but no coherent response. The clear answer was what Kait
had already said. They were threatened by the pretty women and the fact that
they did offer sex to anyone that wanted it. That took away their own perceived
power, most likely. The fact was that almost all of those weak and spineless
seeming men that were there to chant against sex would have probably left their
horrible wives and girlfriends instantly, if they'd known that they could have
endless, no strings attached, love making with the Alede instead.


That was kind of a big
deal, most likely.


In fact, he was about to
recommend that to them when several of the women, working together, managed to
push one of the free standing book shelves over. It made a very large crashing
sound. It was very annoying too, since Tyler understood instantly that he, and
possibly Ben, would be the ones having to fix it all.


"Stop that!" The cry
went unheeded, as several groups formed, all of them making an effort to damage
the place, since reading was clearly a horrible crime that had to be
stopped.


Still, short of engaging the mob
in a physical altercation, there wasn't a lot he could do about it. Well,
except get pictures of them all, and call the police in. Honestly, that should
have been the first thing he'd done, but he hadn't figured they were going to
actually riot.


Silly him.


He called to the front, making
eye contact with Alexis this time. She looked frightened, but hadn't run away
yet.


"Call nine-one-one! I'll get
pictures."


He had a cell phone, though it
took him a bit to work out how to hold the thing horizontally in order to get
good video. Tyler didn't try to close with people, just moving from face to
face. After about two minutes, another chant having gone up, one of the women
seemed to suddenly realize what he was doing, and closed with him.


"You can't take my picture!
That's rape!" Then she tried to slap the thing from his fingers.


His mind reeled for a second.


"Um... First, I'm recording
a crime, in a public place, which is legal, but how in the world is that rape?"


"I didn't give my consent.
Stop, now! Rape! Rape!"


He kept going, since the only way
he had to prove that he wasn't assaulting anyone were the pictures on the
phone. It was a public space, so he had a legal right to get the video. He knew
that one, since Zack came out when the police finally arrived, and told him to
keep going.


The mess in the store was pretty
big, but what happened next baffled the fuck out of him. It was, he supposed, a
good enough tactic to try and control men with threats of making false rape
claims like that woman had. A lot of guys would have backed off, intimidated by
her, fearing being arrested just based on the words alone. That could happen,
and this crowd, or at least that one lady, seemed to know it.


The thing was, when the police
started trying to get them to leave, asking with gruff and authoritative tones
that really were kind of a-holish, the same woman approached one of the
men, and tried a different version of the same thing. It was a bit more polite,
but not much.


"You can't touch me. I'm a
woman! Violence against women is always wrong!" This was repeated a few
times. To her credit, it seemed to be working at first. The officer didn't grab
her or anything, simply asking her to step out of the store, even though she'd just
vandalized the place.


Finally he did reach out, to take
the slightly chubby arm, to get her to move along. That got her to pull away
sharply. "Don't touch me! Rape! Touch rape!"


She started to slap at the police
officer, only to be tackled instead, by Kaitlyn. It was a very clean double-leg
takedown, that slammed the heavier seeming woman to the ground with a smack.


She stood up immediately as the
formerly insane sounding screeching woman started to cry and hold the side of
her face.


"I'm going to sue you!
Arrest her." This was said to the cop that Kait had clearly just saved her
from assaulting. The man snorted, as the whole place went silent.


Tyler spoke out loud, still
capturing the whole thing on his camera.


"Is... This some kind of
performance art? None of it makes sense. Or... I don't know, mind control? I
can't work out how any of this makes sense. No one acts like that. I don't care
if they're feminists or not, this isn't normal. Touch rape? That's
insane, isn't it?"


The woman on the ground glared up
at him, still holding her face, which to be fair, Kait had helped smash
decently well. There were a lot of high school wrestlers that couldn't have
done it as quickly or gracefully. The woman didn't seem to appreciate that
though, and tried to kick at the Alede woman, aiming roughly for her upper
thighs.


"Male pig! You and your kind
have been keeping women down for millennia! Down with the Patriarchy!
Pigs!"


Then she started to cry, scream
and fight as the police flipped her over, and put her in handcuffs. That meant
several other women tried to get involved, even as their men made an effort to
pull them away. They at least, seemed to get that being a girl wasn't going to
excuse assaulting the police.


Ty was freaking baffled though,
and looked around, hoping someone would be able to explain it to him. Finally,
Zack took pity on him, and did just that.


"This isn't mind control.
Not directly. The issue here is that we have two entitled groups colliding.
These women believe that they can't be hit, harmed or touched by men, since to
their minds they have a shield of protection that way. Which they do, by
and large. The police however get a cultural exemption from that, so they can
do their job, since it comes up. Most women aren't like this. This is kind of a
perfect storm type of thing." He looked at the place, his face bland as he
examined the wreckage.


Tyler still couldn't make his
brain understand it all.


"So, this is feminism?"


The Greater Demon went on then,
shaking his cute head a few times first, and seeming charming about it. Which
was, no doubt, for the camera.


"Nope. Feminism is really
two different movements. One of them is basically female centered egalitarianism,
with a slight focus on gaining special privileges for their group. They
can't understand that special treatment isn't the same as equality, or
that having the same right to work hard is all that's needed for that in the
long run. They see that there are more men leading, or that are captains of industry,
and understand it as a sign of inequality, when it's actually just a difference
in how hard people have worked to get into place. They aren't bad. Just
too self-centered to get what they are doing all of the time. Not that you can
tell them about it. Those kinds of feminists have a broken idea of reality, but
they don't hate all men. They aren't a hate movement at all."


There was loud crying from
several points, as a few ladies started to realize they might just be in
trouble for what they'd done. A few of them called out that they were being
hurt by the process of being arrested, too. Even though he knew they were
guilty, it still left him feeling bad, hearing that. He wanted to help
them. It was clear from the expressions on people's faces that he wasn't alone
in that feeling.


Oddly, it was mainly the men in
the attacking group that seemed like that. They shifted, and looked like they
wanted to protect their women, but couldn't, since trying would just lead to
their own arrests, if not beatings. Then, Zack did mention there were two
special and protected groups there. Well, he'd said entitled, but that was what
it meant.


"So, these are the other
ones? Because I can't see this as reasonable behavior. Really, I've gotta say,
I feel pretty hated right about now." He didn't want to be mean
about it, but it was a mess, and Ty was the lowest person in the place,
meaning he'd end up having to try and fix it himself.


Zack nodded, and waved around the
store a bit.


"Yep. These are the
anti-male hate movement. They can't see themselves that way, but hate movements
never really do. It's one thing to be a bit into your own group, but another
when you start trying to harm half the Human race because you can't really see
them as people. Kaitlyn wasn't wrong though, about this situation here today.
These women mainly just feel threatened by what they see as a thing that they
have a right to control, but don't. Sexuality. The question is, what was their
real plan? No one would come here and do this just to damage my inventory. Not
if they expected to live, anyway. So, what's the other shoe?"


The answer came about five
seconds later, when the gunfire started.












Chapter fifteen





 


Zack vanished. There was no
stepping sideways first, either. It was kind of like what happened when Eve
moved like she did. He was simply, and totally, gone. There wasn't even
a hint of moving air to let him know something had taken place. The sounds were
coming from the outer hall, near the plus sized ladies clothing shop across the
way, which had the other Alede all doing different things. Alexis went wide
eyed, and froze, as Kaitlyn ran from around the counter, trying to leave the
store through the front.


The cops all moved that way, too.


As soon as they were gone, with
him still standing there, about halfway back through the store, walking slowly
toward the front with his camera held up, the whole thing changed suddenly. One
of the weak looking men who had been standing back the whole time reached into
the black bag that he was wearing, and pulled a small, efficient looking, black
firearm.


No one else seemed to see it at
first, as he aimed the thing at Alexis, his face going hard.


"No sex!" The
scream was shrill, more panicked seeming than girly, as he tried to pull the
trigger. Ty was too far away from him to do anything, even as he dropped the
phone and ran at the guy.


Oddly enough, it was another of
the men, a skinny, weak looking fellow with curly brown hair, that did
something useful, jumping between Alexis and the gunman as the firing began.
The girl ducked behind the counter as the booms rang out. It was deafening.


The skinny man that was fighting
with the larger fellow wasn't exactly a martial arts master, but he'd grabbed
for the weapon while shouting.


"No! Killing is wrong!"
Which was a sentiment that Tyler could get behind.


Especially since the bullets that
came out all managed to hit him. Right in the chest too, or the stomach,
but that was close enough for him, which was far from fair. The impacts kind
of hurt, he thought, but not enough to keep him from moving forward. He slowed
though, the impacts, three of them, pushing him back a bit.


He could fight regardless of
that. At any rate he kept moving toward the violence in the middle of the room.
When he got to the man that was trying to kill people, because of some kind of
skewed idea about... Tyler had been there all day, and honestly didn't know.
The fact of the matter was that there didn't really seem to be a reason for it.
Not one that was understandable from the outside.


Even if this group was upset
about the Alede being what they were, that couldn't be changed. It just wasn't
a thing that was going to happen. Then, if he had it right, feminism was, in
the end, about demanding that men be required to change what they were,
even though most of what was being called for would require massive biological
and chemical alterations to take place. That wasn't a thing that would happen
either.


Maybe it just made sense to them?
They were so entitled that they actually expected nature itself to bow to their
whims and desires? To make things fair for them, just because they chanted
things a few times?


Tyler didn't know, just hitting
the man with the gun hard and fast, taking him down to the ground, and then kicking
him in the head until he stopped moving. Then, reaching down, he pulled the
weapon from his fingers. The man was still moving, meaning alive, and all the
shooting had stopped, in both locations.


The skinny man, who was one of
the protestors, stared at him. It was the kind of thing that would have been
rude in most cases, unless he wanted a date. Looking down he got the idea
though, since he was bleeding in several places, having been shot.


Really though, while he leaked
red stuff, it wasn't all that bad. It stained his shirt, but not the floor yet,
for instance. Sure, he felt a bit weak and sick now, after looking at it, but
Ty could still walk, which he did, after dropping the gun and kicking it away.
If he went down, then the fat fellow on the floor couldn't be allowed to get it
again. If he didn't, then holding it was a poor plan, because the police were
coming back.


The other man that had tried to
protect Alexis gestured at him.


"Maybe... You should sit
down?" He seemed scared. Which he probably should have since the
incoming cops tackled them both to the floor, one of them ending up kneeling
over one of the bullet wounds.


"Um, not to be complaining,
but I'm shot here? Me and this other guy stopped the chubby one over there? I
could use some medical treatment, and if you could stop using me as a foot
stool? Maybe?" Not that the guy was, just putting all his weight on him in
order to keep him down.


The officer looked at the wounds,
and was smart enough to figure out that he might not be the bad guy. That
was enough to buy him a bit of space. He was still frisked.


So were the others, which meant
he didn't worry about it too much. He was starting to hurt enough to get that
things were not going well for him, which was a thing that he'd known
abstractly, the whole time. Thankfully enough, he blacked out about then. At
least he kind of went blank, like when he slept at night. There was still an
awareness of what was going on around him, but it didn't really impact him.


Tyler felt himself moving, a few
times, and could hear people speaking, but didn't really come up for air, until
a good while later. Not that he knew the time, since the operating room he was
in didn't have a clock on the wall that he could see.


It was the yelling that did it.
For a long time it was pretty incoherent, but eventually things got quieter,
and one of the voices, a man's, spoke gently.


"Call it. Time of death,
three-forty-two..." Opening his eyes he stared at the man, took a pain
filled breath and shook his head.


"That... Sounds a bit
premature, doesn't it?" His words were raspy, and the man jumped back,
squeaking a bit.


"Holy fuck!" Then he
started working again, his words rational enough. "It must be an equipment
problem. Crap! Get back in there, stop the bleeding and close..." It sounded
like a medical program anyway, though also like he was talking to himself,
rather than telling the other people in their light blue hospital attire what
to really do.


Even he could tell that. After
all, you didn't close until after the work was done. He didn't let
himself go out again, and while the work hurt, he didn't complain. It was bad,
but not unbearable.


The thing was, none of the
machines they hooked him up to after that seemed to work. His heart wasn't
beating, as far as anyone knew. That didn't seem right to him, since other than
Vampires, he didn't know how anyone could survive that way.


Given that he didn't feel a
sudden, overwhelming, desire to drink blood, it wasn't that, he didn't
think. Ginger had described that part of things to him, and while he was
a bit thirsty, it was just for water. Which, as it turned out, he wasn't going
to be allowed to get to. There was no one with him when he came to, but he had
tubes in his arms, which did seem to be dripping something into him. Not that
it was working.


The line was filled with unmoving
clear liquid. Which made sense, given that his heart wasn't pumping blood.


It was hard to wrap his mind
around, but he was alive. At least he could move, and though he didn't feel good
about being shot, the pain wasn't so bad he couldn't have gotten up and walked
away. Still, it was pretty clear to him that something just wasn't right that
day. Not at all.


As soon as someone came in, who
happened to be a nurse, he tried to ask after that water.


"No... You were shot in the
stomach, so that would be a poor plan for a bit. Also, no carbonated anything
until you heal up fully. Intestinal wounds don't handle that well. I always
tell people that, and half of them ignore me, then end up screaming most the
night after having a coke."


Sounding a little raspy still,
but much like himself, Ty shook his head.


"I don't do soda, so not an
issue."


That got the woman, who was
busily examining the lines, to shake her head.


"Good. This isn't
working." She tried to adjust the thing, but nothing seemed to work. Even
sticking him again ten times didn't do much. The liquid just wouldn't feed.
"I..." She used a stethoscope, but then shook her head. "It's on
your chart that you don't have a noticeable heart beat. I can just
barely make it out, listening. What I can't understand is how you're moving
around like this. How do you feel?"


He paused for a moment, knowing
what she really meant. She was asking how he felt physically. Still, it was
nice to have someone to talk to, so he decided to do the whole thing. She
asked, so could suffer through it, he decided.


"I feel all right. I mean
there's pain, kind of, but I think I can move. My breathing is fine, just
laying here, which is good. The whole not having a heart beat, or not much of
one, is kind of a scary thing. I don't know, maybe I'm just weird?"


That got a bit of a smile, and a
nod from the woman.


"Aren't we all? Still, if
you feel good, that's something."


"Yeah. Now, emotionally,
I'm a bit conflicted. On the one hand, some douche-bag shot me, apparently
because his support for ultra-feminism means that killing people is all right?
That's annoying. On the other hand, his gal pals and marginalized brothers in
the movement, also trashed the store I work at. That doesn't leave me
liking any of them much at the moment. I mean, I'm for equal rights, but what
about my rights? You know, to not be shot, harassed, or insulted?"


The nurse, who was clearly a
charming person, used to talking to others that were nearly dead, made a very
silly face, which involved rolling her eyes to the heavens, and puffing her
cheeks out.


"Spoken like a phalocentric
woman hating misogynist. Didn't you take a women's study course in college? I
did. That's why I know that you being shot was all your own fault. For being a
man. Obviously. If you hadn't been oppressing those women with your maleness,
then none of this would have happened. Now, if you'll kindly feel guilty over
that, I can go see if the doctor wants to let you try some water, since it
looks like we aren't getting fluid into you any other way."


Tyler nodded.


"I'll work on that. The
feeling guilty for the way I was born thing. Except, it seems a bit backwards,
doesn't it? Shouldn't we all try to understand where the others are coming
from? Part of my job is to try and help Humans and other groups of people,
Vampires, Shifters and all that, get along. There are differences, but
just by trying to learn what they are and allowing people to have them, we should
be able to get along all right."


The nurse smiled at him, her blue
scrubs bright under the florescent lighting above.


"Of course. The thing there
is that feminism doesn't work if you have to admit that. Feminist theory
states that everything is socially based, learned traits, and part of a
conspiracy to keep women down and oppress them. There's a lot of science that
tells us that some things are hard wired, but they can't let that be
true, even though it is. To be fair, it isn't just them. Every group
that's wrong has to go through the same thing. If the facts don't mesh with
what you believe, you have to try and ignore them. Smart people won't do that,
but it takes a lot of work, and most won't bother."


"Oh. I can see that I guess.
Otherwise white supremacist, or anti-Vampire groups would have to stop thinking
the way they do."


"Exactly. Just remember,
after being shot like this, that not all women are part of that kind of thing.
Not even all feminists are. I mean, hey, I'm a feminist. I just don't
believe that it means hate is all right. Or that facts don't matter. The
problem here is that a lot of people will end up looking at this and thinking
that I'm a man hating would be killer, thanks to the actions of a few people.
All groups have that though, don't they?" She turned then and moved out
with a bit of spring to her step.


Not that she was all that happy
seeming about what they'd been discussing. She was probably right. All groups
really did have to deal with things like that. Christians got a bad rap,
because the loudest members of their faith were kind of evil and vile people
that hated others based on who they loved. Most of them probably didn't think
that way, but all you saw or heard were the crumb-bums that went around
screaming about how two men getting married would lead to people fucking baby
farm animals.


Though, was the same true of
groups like the Ku Klux Klan then? Did they sit around having picnics and
hanging out with their own, quietly not bothering anyone, only to have a few
hard liners make them seem like horrible people? Did the Aryan Nation do the
same thing?


Tyler didn't know, but it seemed
likely. Most people weren't actually for hurting others. They didn't
call for their deaths, and if those groups were trying to kill all black
people, there would be a lot more death from it, one way or the other.


So, did that make all those kinds
of groups basically the same?


Were all groups hate
groups, if you didn't agree with them?


He was busily thinking of that
when Zack came in, along with Darla, the hot blonde Greater Demon.


He waved to them both, his face
working hard to form a smile. It was just his existential confusion stopping
him, not discomfort. However that one worked. He was pretty sure no one had
managed to give him any real pain meds yet.


"Technician. Line Walker. I
get to have visitors already? Neat. Thanks for stopping by." That ran him
out of small talk, but Darla moved in and touched his arm in what looked like a
comforting gesture. He remembered what Zack had told him however, about
drinking in all the information he held within. It was almost certainly that
one. Luckily he hadn't had any sex fantasies about her. Yet.


"Don't worry about your
heart, it's fine. It's just a thing that some people have, that medical science
hasn't encountered a lot of. Thankfully they didn't bury you first. That's
pretty annoying, let me tell you."


Zack smiled and nodded.


"Yeah. You've been that way
since you were a kid, so this isn't something to worry over now. Anyway, I just
came to tell you that everyone else is all right. Well, the guy you kicked in
the head has a pretty bad concussion, but he'll live to stand trial. Oh, I have
your cell phone for you. I took the liberty of putting the footage you got up
on-line. It wasn't too bad. You need to work on how you frame your
shots, but at least you got all the faces. The sound picked up a lot of it."


Tyler didn't know how to feel
about that. On the one hand, it was good that people could see what was going
on, on the other, it probably wouldn't change anything.


Darla snorted a little at that.


"True. Ideologues won't
change due to this. The people that hate women will just have more fodder to do
so, and the ones that hate men will see this as oppression. I noticed that some
of the more radical groups are already applauding their sisters for nearly
killing you. It really isn't a good thing. They should at least keep their
mouths shut, since it hurts their movement. No one knows that you're the head
of the Coalition of Nations yet either. They do know that you were the
one to stop the shooter. The other man that stopped him, Will, made sure that
the press got that message. Now there's a man who suddenly seems to be
turning against the people he was with." She didn't seem pleased by that,
just matter of fact.


"Good? It's probably best
not to hang with fringe groups like that anyway. Hopefully he was at least
getting laid for his good-girl-centric works."


That got Zack to shake his head,
not even trying to be subtle about it.


"Nope. It was part of his
reason for being there, if only subconsciously, but he was just being used the
whole time. This kind of thing is ridiculous, but can be useful, in the right
hands. Honestly, you should see about taking over feminism, Darla. I know that
you aren't wild about Gregor's whole Christian thing. They're already pretty
much against the church, so it wouldn't be that hard to use them to unravel
it."


That got the blonde to nod, one
time, while looking at Ty.


"There's truth in that. In
fact, all I'd have to do is make two or three tiny alterations. It wouldn't be
that hard. Or I could have them all turned into men, to teach them a lesson?
What do you say, Tyler? I'll trade you for it. All those Rad-Fems that hurt you
and made a wasteland of the bookshop, waking up tomorrow with penises, testosterone
coursing through their systems, suddenly learning the hard way that being male
is very different than they thought it was?"


It was a tempting idea, but he
shook his head.


"Nah. I don't care enough
about any of them to want to help them out that much. I'm all for having people
walk a mile in the others shoes, but I can't think of a single thing I could
give you that would be worth that. Besides, like I said, I don't care
about them. I'm a bit pissed at them, actually. Not enough to hurt them back,
but I can't say I'll be making a donation to their cause this next
Christmas."


That got a low laugh from Zack,
and a wave at the female Greater Demon.


"We should head out soon.
I'll leave your cell phone here." That went on a movable table that seemed
like fake wood on top, but had a lot of metal too. The frame was made of it,
with hinges and things like that, so it could move around.


It was within reach, so at least
there was that.


"Thanks. I'll try to get
back to work soon. I know that it's going to be a lot of work to fix
everything." That caused a real flash of anger toward those women. They'd
made his life a lot harder, not caring about anyone else.


Worse, from what Darla had said,
it seemed like a lot of women didn't care about it at all. It was hard to believe,
but some people were online already announcing how happy they were that evil
old him had been shot? That, or the Greater Demon had lied to him, in order to
manipulate him. From where he was, it would be hard to tell.


His phone rang, the soft chirping
getting him to snag at it too fast. It hurt, but he managed to sound all right
when he spoke.


"Tyler Gartner, Coalition of
Nations, how may I help you?"


"Mr. Gartner? Richard
Swerlin here. I don't know if you've heard about the shooting at
Westfield?"


It was hard not to snort, but the
man wouldn't be calling him if he knew the whole thing. It took a bit of mental
searching to get who the man was. The Vampire House of Representatives member.
From Maine, or New York. Honestly he couldn't remember which. Famous. He was
the first of the Vampires to come out in a way that anyone had believed.


Given his new job, he needed to
learn that kind of thing. That, or gain access to a computer, so he could find
out what was needed. That would count too, he bet. They had them at work, in
the back room, so that might be doable, until he could get his own. Zack had
asked him to set the whole thing up, so he could help out that way. It seemed
fair.


"I've encountered that one,
actually. In a closer way than I like. Um, Human feminists upset that Alede
have an easier time getting laid than they do, if I have it right." It was
a bit mean to say it that way, probably, since the women had probably
considered it differently than that. To them it had probably even made some
kind of sense.


If it didn't, then they wouldn't
have taken action.


The man on the phone spoke
firmly, his tone relaxed, but confident. Like a politician, which fit pretty
well.


"That's what I've heard as
well. It seems that one of the ladies involved, a Carol Montague, is from
Maine. Her mother called me, to ask if there was something I could do to help
her get out of trouble. I don't know that I can, but I've heard about your
group, and wondered if that would be possible?" The man did sound hopeful.


"That's isn't exactly what
we do, as an organization. It's more about making certain the right authorities
in different groups know that things are going on. I don't actually have any
influence that way." He sighed though, because it wasn't like he really couldn't
make some calls. "That said, I might be able to see if anyone wants
to listen to me? I don't have anything to write with here. Um, I have your
number. That was Carol Montague? If she was behind the attack, or a shooter,
then she's going to be punished for it. You get that one, right?"


"Understood. I don't
actually have a horse in this race, but it never hurts to try and help a
constituent. Thank you. Do you need anything from me in return?"


He nearly just said no, but then
realized that having the man owe him a favor might not hurt.


"Just keep this in mind when
I call you and ask if you'll use your influence to help someone that
probably doesn't deserve it?"


There was a chuckle then, a warm
thing that seemed genuine. Friendly even.


"I think I can do that. Let
me know if anything might come of this? I might be able to leverage this into
some free publicity."


That was enough for him, so he
hung up, and tried to think of who he needed to get in touch with about the
whole thing.


That was, funnily enough, Chief
Sims. His old buddy. Seriously, he'd been calling her so much that he needed to
send her a Christmas card at the very least, when the season came around. Over
the course of two hours they worked out that Carol, while a vandal, and
guilty of real enough resisting arrest and assault on a police officer,
wasn't part of the actual assassination attempt. That knowledge had required
sending Zack in, to find out who was really part of the whole thing, but Althea
was willing to take his word for it and so was, for some reason, the
prosecutor. Even if they were moving very fast. In the end there were
only five people in on the murder plot, which had been directed at the Alede.


All of them. Any that were
available to kill at the time.


That part was scary, since it
meant that people were trying to hurt others, simply for being what they had
to be.


By six he was able to get back in
touch with Swerlin though, his voice a bit rough.


"Richard? Ty Gartner here.
Okay, so I made some deals, and got your girl about halfway off the hook."


"Oh? That sounds good."


"Yeah. She has to help fix
the bookstore she and her friends trashed. Most of them didn't know anything
about it. The assassination plot, I mean. The Line Walker, Zack Hartley... Do
you know him?"


There was a soft gasp.


"I do. Gods, please tell me
they didn't do this at his node location? I've been praying that it was some
other bookstore they went after there."


"I could tell you
that, but it would be a lie. Anyway, he's not pressing charges for the
vandalism. They have to fix it though, and pay for any damage they can't repair,
as a group. Carol also attacked a cop, which she'll probably sit in jail
over for a while. Nothing I can do about that part of things. Or, well, I might
have been able to, but a favor from you later isn't worth as much to me as
burning one with the local Chief here. She's already backed me up with her own
people twice so far, without asking for anything in return. I can't let her
people be hurt or attacked, or ask her to give these people a pass for
it."


"Of course. I can see that.
Good to know, however. I wasn't aware that the Line Walker was part of
this. I swear that to you. I wouldn't have asked at all if I'd known about
that. They're lucky to be alive. Well, I think we can use this. I'll keep you
in the loop from my end on this. Talk to you soon, Mr. Gartner."


"You too, Mr. Swerlin."



That wasn't the last call, but he
didn't get a lot more work done that night. The nurse, who'd made a point of
checking on him regularly, even as he chatted on the phone, gave him a shot of
something that knocked him out pretty well.


Luckily he managed to get hold of
a charger that the lady had at the front desk said would work for his cell.
Keeley hadn't given him one, but the charge was almost gone already. That meant
it wasn't a special, magic phone, that would work forever. Not that he would
have ever considered that. It was good enough to have a free phone to use, as
far as he was concerned.


The next day he finally got to
meet a few of the doctors, who were a lot less concerned about his wounds than
they were about the state of his heart. The truth there was that he was fine
otherwise, as far as they could tell. They wanted to do a lot more tests, but
since he was going to be paying for it all, he said no. That didn't leave them
all feeling happy about him, but they did leave him alone after a while.


Several calls came in about
different issues around the U.S. It was all easy enough to deal with however,
and it was funny, but about half of them actually went back to the attempted
murder of Alede the day before.


At a little after one in the
afternoon, about twenty-four hours later exactly, after the shooting, the phone
rang again. This time at least the voice on the other side was a woman. She
sounded friendly, and like she wasn't too worried about anything. A bit sexy,
actually, but in a normal, healthy way. One that meant, three bullet wounds or
not, he probably wasn't all that hurt. Most of the damage had come from the
surgery to get the lead out, he bet.


"Hello? This is Ty Gartner,
Coalition of Nations."


"Oh? Good. Hi! I'm Judy
Swan. I'm... An Alede. You've heard about the events that took place at the
Westfield node complex yesterday, haven't you?"


It was the most common question
people had been asking him. Like he wouldn't have known about it, for
some reason. The idea was funny, since this was about the tenth time he'd
gotten that one.


"I have. Judy Swan... Wait,
the actress?"


"That's right! My daughter
and granddaughter were there, at the complex that was attacked. I don't know if
this is the kind of thing you handle, but a coworker of theirs, a Human male,
was shot, protecting one of our people. An Alede. I heard that they're
all okay, but this man is in the hospital right now. Because of evil carpet
munchers targeting my people." She seemed a bit concerned, as shown
by her using carpet munching as anything except a suggestion for a fun
evening's activity, but Tyler couldn't work out what it was she wanted.


"Okay. I'm not really
tracking you here. How can I help you with this? I want to, but I just
can't see what you're getting at. Do you want me to help you punish the
attackers? The Human authorities have them right now. The ones in on the
attack. The others, the ones that vandalized the place, are being handled by
the Line Walker. The Greater Demon? Just something like fixing the mess they
made, so nothing too bad. He promised not to kill them for it, or torture them.
Physically. He was really careful about adding that part in, so I bet
they're in for a fun time, but they'll live."


There was a little pause.


"What I was thinking was
that we need to make sure that the Human that was hurt is taken care of. I've
seen this before. More than once or twice. Someone jumps in to help one of my
people, simply because they're pretty, and then ends up horribly hurt, losing
their jobs because they can't work for a while, and being buried in debt. The
girl that was saved, Alexis, she can't afford to cover things like that, or
take time off to help him, but I can. I was wondering if you could
arrange that for me? I don't even know how to find him. I asked Kaitlyn, my
granddaughter, but she won't tell me anything, to protect him. I guess I can
see that, but there's a risk to waiting. Who knows what's happening to him
right now?"


He didn't know what to say,
really. After a moment of silence, he sighed. It hurt a bit. Then he tried to chuckle
a little. It came out soft, and slightly menacing, to his own ears.


"I... Okay. I guess I can
tell you, but I need you not to tell everyone? Promise?"


"All right? Why?"


"Um, I was the one
shot. I think we're covering that up, to help protect the feminists that
weren't in on the attack. I don't totally get it, since I'm not important or
anything, but there seems to be a plan in place. That said, I could use some
help, financially. I don't get paid for this part of things. The Coalition? So,
that really would be helpful, if you mean it. I should be getting out of here
in the morning tomorrow. But I don't know how soon I'll be able to get back to
work. Other than answering the phone, I mean. I'm going to try and get a Mage
to heal me, if I can."


"Oh... I... I'll be there
then. I'm flying up now. Let me..." Then the phone went dead, which was a
little off. After all, while a bit of money would be helpful, in covering the
bills, he couldn't see why he needed an actress in particular.


Not that he was going to turn one
down, come to think of it. After all, it never hurt to have friends. Plus, it
was really kind of sweet of her to have thought of him at all. Her concern
hadn't been about gaining anything, just making sure that some guy she didn't
know wasn't left hanging after risking his life for one of her people.


That was kind of awesome,
come to think of it.


 












Chapter sixteen





 


"What? You can't say
that." The Mage Ambassador, Lisa Weise, was standing next to his hospital
bed. That was really nice of her, actually, but it seemed that she didn't want
to hear what had happened at the bookstore.


"Um, sorry? All I said was
that a feminist hate group came to kill some Alede. They are one. Aren't they?"


He was waiting for her to
explain, worried that he'd actually gotten something wrong. Were they violent
Christians instead, and he'd just been confused the whole time? He had to
wonder. Maybe they were something else, like a really girl-centric gang of...


Actually there was nothing that
fit there, and he knew it.


Lisa looked like she was about to
soil herself, but spoke rather than running to the little room next to them.


"Feminists didn't do this.
It was just a group of wackos claiming that." She seemed pretty certain of
that too, so he decided not to make a big deal of it. There was probably some
truth to that.


His mouth started working anyway,
since it had been on his mind.


"Like how most Nazi's
weren't anti-Jewish, just their leadership was, and about ten or twenty percent
of the population. Even they didn't want to burn people in ovens. Most of the
Nazi's were just going along with the ones doing the bad things." It was a
historical fact, though a bit out of context. The feminists that chose to
believe as they did could simply not do it and be fine. The Nazi's would have
probably beaten or killed the ones that didn't go along with them if they'd
tried it.


"You're comparing feminists
to Nazi's? That's a bit... I mean, okay, they shot you, I guess that
could sour a person on a group. I mean, I don't love Greater Demons, but being
truthful, none of them ever really hurt me personally. Just people I
knew." That was a bit dark, but she didn't leave, even though he couldn't
really chase her.


He tried to explain, just in case
it was important to her.


"I just meant the division
of the group. Where we see a small radical version doing things that taint the
rest of the group's idea. It happens over and over, too. The problem, I think,
is that our minds are built to group things together. To me, well, I know that
feminism isn't a single group. Women aren't, either. Or men. They're all
made of thousands or millions of people. Each one is at least a little
different from the others. We still do it though, for most groups. Why should
feminism not be counted as one thing?"


"What? I mean I kind of see
it, but..." She was either being nice, since he'd been shot, or she wasn't
sure how to answer that.


"Yeah. It's that stereotype
thing really. We should make the effort to see everyone as individuals,
but it's a lot easier to just make bulk assumptions. A guy in a dark alley with
tattoos is a 'bad guy', so we don't go down there to chat with him late at
night. We know nothing about them though, we just lump them into a group, based
on a few factors. He could be a saint or an opera singer, but no one would
guess either of those, would they? It's probably like that. Feminism is that
kind of thing. Some people that use that name say outrageous things, call for
the death of all men, or claim that we're all rapists, which makes everyone
assume that anyone saying they are a feminist is like that too, even if it's
secret. Good point though, I shouldn't say that kind of thing, just take them
as individuals." He nodded a little. It really was a good idea. Harder,
but he had the time.


"I guess..." She gave
him a weak smile and was clearly not saying something. Looking around, he could
see that one. Berating a man in a hospital bed seemed like a thing he'd want to
avoid if it were him in the other position.


"I'll try to do better. It
is a little hard right now." With a wave he indicated his middle. It hurt,
he imagined, but not that much. Ty really thought it would have been worse.


Lisa gave a small chuckle, and
sat, which surprised him. He'd actually figured that she was planning to come
in for about five minutes, then would be ducking out. They'd only met once
after all. All that time Eve had needled her using him, so it probably wasn't a
happy memory for her.


"Well, I can't blame you for
that one. I try to do that myself, in theory. Judge each person as an
individual. Except the Greater Demons." She shook her head. "You
know, with most people, when I say that, they just nod along. We all get that
one, but you don't do you? Humans don't believe in them really. I was taught to
avoid them, as a real thing, from childhood. One of the first things I
remember learning was that you never dealt with demons. I think that a
lot of people, Humans, don't understand how real that kind of thing is for some
of the other groups. Now I have them all around me, and even though most of
them have been fine, I... I'm afraid of them." She sounded like it, and
looked around like it would summon one of them.


Ty smiled though, trying not to
be an asshole about it all.


"Well, that sounds hard.
Just, you know, I'm kind of afraid of women. The better looking they are the
worse it is. But my fear isn't real. Some women have done some horrible
things, but most don't. Because of that I need to trust that they aren't
all horrible. It's a bit of the same thing, isn't it? Some Greater
Demons are probably monsters or insane, but some of them seem kind of like
regular people. Manipulative ones maybe, and evil inside by nature, but a lot
of regular Humans are kind of like that, too." Like women, though he didn't
point that out. Men had their moments that way as well, he supposed.


The fact was, Ty couldn't think
of a single episode in his life where that had happened, but then again, he
also couldn't really show any places where women had. Not as a group. That
probably meant he was being kind of an asshole on the topic, thanks to being
shot by that kind of person. It made it seem like all of that group was going
to support the actions that got him hurt and wrecked the place he worked, but that
probably wouldn't be the case.


People weren't, in general, evil.


Lisa sighed, seemed slightly put
upon, then rolled her eyes.


"I know. Zack is a good guy.
I was so scared of him that I treated him like crap for a long time, and he
never held that against me. All he's been is kind. Some of the others
haven't really hurt me too much, but where they go, things break. People
die..."


Which would be honest enough, he
realized when she covered about ten people she'd known who had died. Including
one of them that had just been a boy.


She looked around again, and
leaned in, the metal frame chair she was in creaking under her slight weight.


"Zack killed a boy.
For trying to compel Lyn into having sex with him. That's illegal, but the boy
was only fifteen. He just punched him in the head. So hard that it vanished.
That's what Bob told me. The old Ambassador. Except... Well, he wasn't one. He was
a Greater Demon that had killed my mentor, and taken his place, for years. I...
It's so hard to trust anyone now. Even people like you. How do I know that you
aren't one of them? Everyone I know seems to be."


Tyler didn't have an answer for
her, "all I can do is say that I'm not. I mean, are you one?"


That got a strange answer, with
the woman, her hand pale and soft looking, was waved a few times, and the topic
changed, like he was being silly. That was suspicious, so he interrupted her.


It was rude, but hey, she
was dodging the question, wasn't she?


"Wait. You didn't answer, are
you a Greater Demon? I know that they can change shape. That's what the one did
to take Bob's place, right? You can't tell by looking at a person, can
you?"


The woman made a silly face,
sighed and shook her head.


"That's... Of course I am.
You caught me, didn't you? What a good little Human you are! Very clever. Not
that I didn't leave ten thousand signs for you to follow, but even given that
most of you would have missed it. You aren't a normal boy though, are you, Tyler
Gartner? The truth is I was hoping that The Rotted would come by to see you, so
I could ambush her. Now I suppose you're going to tell on me, aren't you?"


The thought did cross his
mind.


"Well, I would, but I
don't really know how to get in touch with her. Why... Why do you keep coming
to me for this? I've met her maybe twice in my life. Even if she's been around,
like you claimed before, how would I know? Like you just pointed out,
Humans miss that stuff, don't we? I can see how that would happen. If you look
like Lisa, how can you not be? That wasn't even a thing that could happen as
far as I knew, even a few weeks ago." Greater Demons weren't one of the
groups that had come forward to the public.


The Demon, if it wasn't really
the Mage Ambassador being a pill and making fun of him, reached toward him and
touched his arm, holding her bare flesh against his. Drinking in everything he
was, or had ever been. It was a neat trick, but a bit of an unfair one really.


She chuckled softly though, and
shook her head at him while holding a slightly sexy smile.


"Oh, you. I'd mock you over
being so slow and stupid, but it really is just part of what you are. You can't
help it. Well, that isn't exactly true. You, like all people, have the
ability to try to reach beyond what you were created to be. The pure
fact is, most people will never bother making the attempt. That's the crippling
part of your kind. The lack of understanding, as far as reality goes. I mean,
you just sat here discussing gender issues with me, as if any of that is real?"


It was tempting for him to hold
back and pretend he secretly knew what the fuck she was talking about but
couldn't really, being to curious about what she might be saying.


"I have to admit I don't
know what you mean. Men and women are really the same? I thought that..."


"No, pumpkin. Men and women
are very different. That's the thing. Yes, you can reach beyond what you are,
but only if you can learn what that is. Men and women can't change
however, because they're all blind to their own roles in the greater scheme.
Now, an individual might be able too, if he, or she, were willing to see
what they really were. For the fifteen minutes, before the rest of the world
comes for them, trying to stamp them out for being different. People, Humans, truly
hate the enlightened."


Ty was silent for a while, just
sitting and thinking about the whole thing. When he finally spoke, his voice
cracked a tiny bit.


"Sooo... You're saying that
all of this man versus women thing is useless? That there's no point to it at
all?"


"Pretty much! Men have to
fill their roles in the world, protecting women, being the provider and
grinding themselves against the world to save the women. Women have to try to
find the best mate, protect their children and use men up to do it. Neither
group has a choice, because it's part of what Humans are. It isn't even wrong.
It's so strongly inbuilt that even having told you this you may not be able to
understand it all. Then, you also might get it. You know what I am now, and
that I won't lie about these things to you. Greater Demon means being honest,
after all. At least with ourselves. Even us insane ones. We say insane, but
compared to Humans we're perhaps a bit... Quirky. Like my inability to let go
of what I once owned, until I'm ready."


He nodded. Not because he
understood what she'd really been saying, but because that's what you did in
conversation, to keep people talking, and not rending your flesh from your
bones or whatever she had planned for him.


Scrambling, Tyler tried to work
the whole thing out, keeping the talking going, stalling the time of his own
death.


"So, men are kind of slaves?
I thought they ran the world? Is that wrong?"


The forty-odd year old looking
lady, who actually had makeup on now, as compared to the other day, let her
head tilt a bit to the side. It was a subtle movement, but it told him that she
was thinking, or at least trying to guide him into thinking that.


"No. It isn't slavery to do
what you're built for. Men are the workers of the Human world, and always have
been. The builders, creators, and protectors. The hunters and guards. Father means
warrior, too, in a lot of real ways. Boy means future husband. On the
other hand, woman means protected being. The life giver. The one that cares for
the children. The taker. The user. This doesn't make them the masters of the
world however, since if you paid attention to what I just said, they clearly
can't exist and survive without men. Not until they find a way to replace them
completely. A caste of worker robots perhaps? Automated providers that will do
all the things they won't, without asking for anything in return?"


It was a lot of information, and
didn't sound like the world he knew at all. Then, while it was probably all
true, it might not be his truth. It could be that the Greater Demon was
confusing him, with bits of information that he wasn't really going to be able
to see or understand.


Still, he tried to keep things
going, wanting to live.


"I... So, men are... Um,
driven to get sex, love and attention from women, and women... I don't know
what they want."


Laughing, a soft hand going over
her mouth, the Demon explained, like a mother might if she were talking to her
own child.


"Think. Use that brain in
your head, kiddo. Women are the ones that have the children. They're physically
weaker, and know that men want sex on a level that is baffling and hard for
them to understand, but which gives them control in many, many ways. Women want
security. More than anything else. Keep that in mind, and you'll have the key
to how they're going to react at any given point. Where men want the prettiest,
healthiest, woman, who will bear children well for them, women want to be
protected from the world."


"Um... So, the biggest, most
powerful guy?"


"Right! The aggressive bad
boy? The one that can stop the mastodon, or the other men in the tribe that
might try to harm her or her little ones. Or the rich man, who has a lot of
resources and can hire minions. Or, at times, even the high status male, who
may not have obvious wealth, but who can control the environment in some other
way that has benefits to them. If you learn to look for those things, you'll
know what women are going to do in almost every part of their lives."


Men too, given that.


He paused, and looked at the wall
of the hospital room. It was a bland and smooth thing, with no art on it, being
a white color that was nearly a soft blue under the lights above him. Lisa
didn't shift, just watching him closely for some reason, as if waiting for him
to make connections based on the tidbits that he'd been given.


"So, men will always try to
protect women? At least that's the set point? Women will always try to get the best
protective detail for themselves that they can?" It was just repeating
what was said, but that was part of good stalling tactics.


Tyler hoped.


Lisa the Demon gave him a shrug.


"There's more to it than
that, but if you can get that much, you should be able to get the rest. Think
about it. If you can see your part in all of this, you can have a choice as to
what you eventually do. After all, you can't have children anyway, so removing
that kind of thought from your worldview will only add to your ability to enjoy
yourself."


"I can't have kids?"
That was news to him.


Lisa stood up, her face twisting
a bit into a wicked seeming grin.


"Of course not. After all, Tyler
Gartner. Clerk. You aren't alive. Only the living can reproduce. Now, on that
cheery note, I'll make my leave. If you want to know why you aren't
alive, well, you might want to speak to The Rotted about that, don't you
think?"


She started to head for the door,
but he spoke anyway, since dumping that on him wasn't fair at all, was it?
Especially if it was true, which it wasn't. After all, if he were dead, he
couldn't have moved around. Except that Vampires did that all the time.


"Why are you fighting with
her anyway?" It probably wasn't going to be something anyone would tell
him, but it wouldn't hurt to have information, if he could get it.


Lisa turned, and looked at him
blankly for several seconds before responding. When it happened the words were
dark, and a bit sad.


"She stole something from me
once. A prize that had been mine, that she had no right to. So now I'm going to
take everything away from her. Piece by piece I will dismantle her entire
world, then destroy her so completely that no one will ever remember that she
existed at all."


"Oh." That was all he
got to say before she left, using the door like a regular person.


What he didn't know at all was
what he had to do with it.


She'd said several things to him
that he really needed to consider. It was hard. That part surprised him a
little bit. After all, he'd just been told that he wasn't alive, had no
heartbeat, and that a Greater Demon that he didn't really know had been around
in his life for years. That wasn't normal. The ideas just wouldn't stick in his
head for some reason however. It was like he was dreaming, and the information
just couldn't hold in place when he woke up.


Actually, after a bit, he decided
that was what had actually taken place. The Storm hadn't been there with him,
telling him those things. Not really. His confused mind had simply made it up
for some reason. Boredom, most likely. He didn't even have a television in his
room. That probably indicated he was in the ghetto section of the hospital, he
bet. A thing that was probably good, in the end. After that night he'd get to
go home, and paying an extra hundred dollars a day just for something to do
wasn't a good trade off for a poor guy like him.


The nurse came back in, a while
later, and made sure he had food. He didn't eat most of it, since they'd
brought him Jello and ice cream. Both were things that weren't in his diet.
There was applesauce too, so he had that, and tried not to whine about not
having enough. For some reason Tyler really didn't feel hungry anyway. Only he
did, at the same time. A constant gnawing that was always there, but couldn't
be fixed by having fruit.


The night was a bit restless, but
there were no more dreams of Greater Demons coming to tell him uncomfortable
truths, and in the morning they let him go. He hadn't really made any plans as
far as getting back home went, figuring that his mom might come to get him. She
hadn't been around the whole time, which made him wonder if anyone had even
told her about the shooting. If not... Well, the time to let her know about it
was after he was back home and mostly fine then. That didn't get him to
where he needed to go however.


To his surprise, Zack was at the
front desk when he was wheeled past. The hospital was insisting on his riding
in a chair, even though they weren't letting him borrow it. It really didn't
make sense to him, since, if he was ready to walk on his own, why not let him?
They claimed it was all about rules they had. Left over things from the last
century, that mainly had to do with liability insurance.


His boss, looking cute, pale
skinned and slightly Japanese, winked at him warmly.


"Hey Ty. I figured it would
be easier for you to get home with me than to call a cab. Cheaper, too. I hear
Judy Swan is coming in to take care of you? That's good. I was going to do it
myself, but she's a good person. You should try to make friends with her."
There was a pat to his shoulder, as the world shifted, ending them both in
Calley's living room. His now, too. There was no one else there however.


It was just him, Zack, and the
now stolen wheelchair.


"One sec." Zack moved a
bit, took him under the arms and lifted him like a small child, out of the
chair. The physics of it didn't work, but there he was almost floating over to
the the sofa. Then the thin Demon turned back, touched the chair and vanished.
A few seconds later he was back. "That way we won't be charged for it. You
don't really need it anyway. You're almost better already. You would be,
if they hadn't cut you up like they did."


That got him to look down at his
middle. The pain wasn't that bad, but he had to figure that was due to the
drugs. Not that he remembered getting any of those really. Some pills, but the
good kind came in shots, which didn't do anything to him, since his blood
wasn't moving much in his veins. As he did it, Zack shook his head a little.


"No. It's like The Storm
said. You aren't alive. You haven't been the whole time I've known you. I can
work out how it happened, but I think you'll be better off getting the story
from Anne. The Rotted? I haven't been able to get in touch with her for a few
days. That can happen however, so don't let it worry you." He smiled, like
telling people they were dead was a normal thing to do.


"I... I can't really be
dead. I mean, the heart thing, but..." His brain tried to shut down again
on the topic, even as Tyler desperately clung to the whole thing. In the end it
didn't really work.


"Look, you can't really do
this right now, which is why you need to talk to Anne about it. For now, just
know that you pretty much aren't going to need six weeks off work like a
regular lazy Human. Really, you should walk over later, and yell at some
feminist radicals with me and Kait. They're coming in for their first day of
work in a few hours. That was your idea, so it's only fair that you suffer for
it. Not that it's a horrible plan. We get free work, and you get Richard
Swerlin owing you a favor. Plus this way we can torture them a bit for annoying
us." He sighed and looked away, then back at the seated Tyler.


It was a telling thing, but what
it said was too hard for him to think of at the moment. Zack grinned though,
after a bit.


"Darla thinks that I should
have them all killed for harming one of my valuable employees like that. I did
mention to her that not all of them were really in on it, so I should be
killing them for harming my valuable books, but I think she likes you, in
particular. That part will be up to you though, since you're the head of the
Coalition of Nations, and it's your word and agreement that got them free from
Human custody. I do think that we should set something up. Otherwise
they'll think it's all right to annoy me, and I really can't have that.
Think of something good, will you?"


Then as if that were the closing
line, he left, just moving to the side, and not being there anymore. It was
cool as fuck. Really, it had to be awesome to have super powers like that. All
he could do was be hit by bullets and not die. Sort of. Still, it was very
early in the day, and he didn't need to sleep, so Tyler stood up, very slowly,
and hobbled over to the bathroom. A shower would be nice, since they hadn't
really done anything to keep him clean at the hospital in particular.


Not even a sponge bath from a hot
nurse or anything. True, he hadn't been in the mood for that kind of
thing, but still, they could have offered. What was he suppose to write
about now, when he retold the story? It took a while, but the wounds on his
middle, while puckered and sewn shut, really didn't seem bad. There was no
redness, and they really did seem almost healed over already. It still hurt a
bit, he figured, but it was pretty clear that he was, like Zack had claimed,
pretty much better already. Like they were just lines of stitching on his
flesh, not real wounds at all.


That was hard to think about, so
he walked through the house, naked, to get to his room. It wasn't a far trip,
but he'd forgotten to get clean clothing. It would have been too risky
normally, since he was flashing the world, but no one was there, so it wasn't
that big of an issue, he didn't think. Looking around in the short hallway
space, his slightly damp feet on the hardwood floor, Ty half expected someone
to come in and catch him. No one did though, since normal people worked during
the day.


What did happen though was his
cell phone ringing. It was in his pants pocket, which was held at the moment in
his hand. That was a horrible habit to get into, since he'd really forgot the
thing. If he'd done the wash, it would have been destroyed in there, he bet.
Standing there naked and still a bit moist from the shower, but feeling
springtime fresh, thanks to the soap he'd used, he answered the thing like
always.


"Coalition of Nations. This
is Tyler Gartner. How can I help you?"


There was a polite pause, and
then a male voice spoke, sounding a bit reticent.


"Ah... Yeah, hi. This is
Officer Mike Ledbetter. Canton Ohio PD? We, uh, found three, erm people?
Vampires. The tall white kind? They're outside though, just laying under a
bush. We were told that if we have anything we don't know how to handle to pass
the buck to you people. I have to admit, I'm lost here. Normally I'd just say
screw it and leave them, now that I know what they are, but it's right near a
school, and the parents are getting a bit worked up." From the sound of
it, those parents were right there. Being agitated, like he'd mentioned.


"Okay. You have the right
idea. They won't be awake for a good long while. Though, why are there parents
at a school? Don't you have summer vacation there?"


"Yeah. There's this special
program for genius kids or something. Math camp? So it would be best if we can
do something about this. We could just move them, but I don't want to end up
with some wild and flailing Vamp in the back of my car if I can help it. I just
cleaned it. It would be a shame to have the doors ripped off."


Which was a point, even if
the man was being funny.


"No problem. We'll call the
local embassy there and let them deal with it. It will be a bit. I need
to make some calls. Can I get a location for that? An address so we can send
people there directly?"


It took a bit, since he had to
run to the other room for a pen and some paper. Thankfully Calley had a pad on
the fridge. It had a partial food list on it already. Turning the page he
started writing the info down right under the red rooster in the left hand
corner of the otherwise white page.


"I'll get back with you as
soon as possible. One minute here. Or more likely twenty, but I'll try to hurry
so that crowd doesn't lynch you. Stay strong, Officer Ledbetter. You're our
only hope."


That got him called a wise-ass, but
in a friendly way.


The trick was finding the number
for the Ohio embassy. He had it though, written in the notebook that Darla, The
technician, had given him for that kind of thing. It did occur to him
that her advice was already paying off that way. Collecting information was
useful.


It didn't take long for him to
locate the thing, which had been placed on his bed, in his room. It had been at
work, but someone had clearly brought it back for him.


A few seconds later, on the first
ring, the phone picked up and a youthful sounding woman answered it.


"Yoghurt World, this is
Ginger speaking." That was all, but it was enough for him.


"Ginger! This is Tyler, your
loving boyfriend. So, how would you like to help me with some bodies?" He
was trying to be cute, but her tone was deadly serious on the reply.


"Hang on. I need to get
someone to cover me here. I'll be right there..."


"Nope. These are on your
end, in Ohio. Three, um, Manthori, under a bush at an elementary school? It
really shouldn't be a big deal, but the police don't know what to do about it,
so asked me. I, in turn have cleverly called you. I have directions?"


That got a laugh, and after taking
the instructions down, she giggled.


"So, I need to hurry, if I'm
making your party tonight. That bitch Eve only scheduled in three hours for me
to run halfway across the country. No one is that fast. Well, her, and Bey. And
Zack... Damn, that makes me sound lazy doesn't it?"


"Kind of, but since it would
take me about two years to make the same trip that way, I don't think
I'll be judging you on it, this time. Thanks."


That got a chuckle, but
apparently she really needed to hurry, since she only made another two
minutes worth of small talk.












Chapter seventeen





 


The trip to the mall took him
about twenty minutes to make. Ty had to go slow, even if he were feeling all
right over all. There was just no real energy for making the trip. That, or,
and he had to admit it was possible, he might have been dragging his feet a
bit, not wanting to go and deal with people that had helped nearly kill him. He
hated nearly being killed.


The only thing worse was, no
doubt, actually dying.


His middle wasn't comfortable, at
least if he thought about it, but he could walk, and there was no incredible
pain from it all. A dull ache, maybe.


He made a point of walking
smoothly however, measuring his steps, to prevent jostling or pounding the
blacktop under his running shoes. Still, after a while he ended up standing at
the front of the bookstore, which had been tidied a good bit, but was still messy
in places. There were piles of books on the floor, for instance. All the
shelves had been put back into place however.


There were two people working out
in the room, slowly fixing the mess that had been made. One of them was Alexis,
and the other was the guy that had wrestled for the gun to save her life. The
skinny one that had gotten him shot three times. Will. Not that Tyler
was holding a grudge. It had been a noble attempt, even if it hurt him
personally.


Looking around, he noticed that
there were other people there. Kaitlyn for instance, was working the
front desk, even though no one was coming in actively at the moment. It was
still pretty early in the day, and the store looked like they were moving in.
Possibly out. There was no one in the world that was going to walk into the
place and think that the succubi were going to be servicing people that day. Alexis
looked pretty edgy about that one already, too. She was working constantly, but
kept glancing over at the man she was near, her body slowly migrating toward
him the whole time.


For his part, the man, Will, did
his best to ignore the hot blonde girl next to him. She looked to be about
twenty or so, but was younger than that, Ty thought. Seventeen. Really, all of
her people looked to be about the same age. Fuckable. Ideally so. Still,
the man that had fought the crazed sexist gunman a few days before, if ineptly,
was trying not to show that he was about to burst the front of his pants
open. Even if it was kind of clear he really was.


Off to the side, near the owl
door, there was a group of about ten women. No men though, even if not all of
the ones that had been in on the vandalism had been part of the shooting plan.
The government hadn't wanted to let them go. After all, someone had to pay for
the wrong doing. It had been all they could do to get Will free in the bargain.
That was what Zack had told him anyway.


Tyler approached them, to a set
of glares and hostile looks, which got him to nod.


"For once you have
the right attitude. You all helped get me shot. Three times." He lifted
his shirt, to show them the bandages, which just got a few sneers. "True,
that may not matter to you, but if it doesn't, I highly suggest you
learn about empathy right now. Otherwise things will not be going well
for you today."


"You can't threaten
us!"


He blinked, then smiled at the
rather dumpy looking woman that had spoken. Part of it was unfair, he knew. She
wasn't wearing makeup, and while no Alede, she could have looked different if
she'd chosen that path in life. He was just pissed off at them for being what
they were.


Assholes.


Nodding, he made himself smile.


"You'd think that, but no,
you're wrong. You see, this bookstore, that you and your people so ably
dismantled the other day, is owned and operated by The Line Walker. As
Humans... You're all Human, right?" He looked at them, expecting glares,
but was shocked when one of the women near the back raised her hand. She had
dark skin, and a very ample middle, but managed a smile for him. It was fake as
all hell, but she'd tried, which he decided meant something. Like she
wasn't insane.


"I'm... Actually a
Naga." She glanced at the others, but none of them seemed to get what that
was. Ty only knew about it from his reading of fiction, as far as that went.


"You transform into a giant
snake with the head of a woman?" There was a nod, which did get the rest
of her friends to seem a bit odd at least. "Cool. So you may
get what a Greater Demon is. Explain it to the rest of the people here, as you
work. Right now, at this moment, the only thing that's keeping you alive is him.
Not the law. Not your good looks, or clever social philosophy. A Demon.
So get out here and start putting books on the shelf, and do it right, or
else..."


That got a most of the women to
act like they were being wronged, except the Naga, who just seemed ready to
soil herself.


"Excuse me, ma'am, what's
your name?" He gestured toward the dark skinned heavy lady that could
become a snake, which probably meant she was a Shifter of some kind.


"Sue... Sir." That one
word got the other women going nicely enough.


One of the women, who had very
short hair, which was kind of cute on her, even if she was sort of plump too,
glared at him.


"He's just some piece of
shit man. Not even that. You're what, sixteen? You probably live in your mother's
basement. Are you gay, too?" There was belittlement in her words, as if
that made any sense in the real world. It was bitchy of her, and nearly insane.


"Eighteen, today. I
just moved away from home last week, and already I've been shot by fanatical fucktards
that can't find their sanity with both hands and a map. Bisexual, though trust
me, I'm not taking any dates from your group this week. Anyway, Sue, you're in
charge of this group. If they don't work, tell Kait, the woman running the
store up there, and she'll make sure they're put to death. I leave it to you to
explain how serious that really is." Then he waved toward them and didn't
speak.


Sue did get them to move though,
after a few minutes of whispering. None of them seemed worried in the
slightest. Then he waved to the skinny man, Will.


"You, need to learn
how to fight. Or at least control where a handgun is pointed better than that. Unless
you meant for me to be hit like that? In that case..." He grinned,
feeling amused. More than he should have been, given the wounds on his
mid-section. "Well, then you did a great job."


The man winced, and spoke in a
slightly high pitched voice. It was being held in his throat too, and made him
sound ridiculous. Not even like a woman. Just a man that thought that females
would like him better if he seemed weak and non-threatening enough. If that was
the case, he honestly could have just been himself and it would have been fine.


"Sorry. I... I didn't know
Jess was going to be doing that. I tried to stop him, but... Like you said. I
don't even know why we're here. The police just told us that we had to come, if
we didn't want to sit in jail. I figured it would be a bit like this. Repairing
the damage and all. I'm really sorry."


Tyler didn't have the heart to
treat him badly, since if there was a dupe in the group there, it was this man.
Worse, he was pretty certain that all of them had been misled. The very,
very last thing that anyone with their beliefs should have ever done was to go
after the Alede. Everyone liked them, after all.


He just stared at the man,
smiling, for a while.


"Lower the register of your
voice a bit. You sound too far off. Like this." He made his own voice go
lower, which did sound manly, if a bit fake. "Straighten your
shoulders too. No one is going to beat you up for trying to stop a gunman.
Right now..." Tyler was being a prick, and knew it, but the man was also
bugging him by acting like a victim just waiting for a crime to come along.
That kind of thing, how you addressed the world, was a choice. "Right now,
Alexis, why don't you and Will go and check the side rooms?"


The girl smiled, and sighed, her
chest, which was not tiny, straining a little under her shirt.


"That's a great idea. I
should have thought of that. Come on Will." She took him by the hand, and
started to lead him away, but the guy was slow to move.


"Shouldn't I stay and do
this? We didn't mess up any other rooms here, did we?"


It was pretty plain that the man
had no clue what an Alede was. Not even a tiny bit. Which made protesting them
a poor plan on his part.


"Um... No? You should go
with her and have sex. She'll explain it to you, if you want?" Those words
got a laugh from the young succubus, and had the other guy taken away. Pulled
more than a little bit.


It also left him alone in the
store, other than the ten rather useless women there, who were finally starting
to work, and Kait. He bent slowly, kneeling on the ground, and started to
shelve what he could find that was in reach. It should hurt too much to work at
his normal speed, but half an hour later he was able to shuffle to the other
side of the thing, the floor around him clean.


The work went on that way until Alexis
and her friend came back. Then, being lazy like he was, Ty got up, with some
help from Will, and moved over to the front, where the nerdy looking Alede girl
was speaking to a nice looking Human woman. That was what he thought at first anyway.
When the light skinned blonde lady, who seemed to be in her mid-twenties,
turned, he realized that it was Judy Swan. From the movies. Today she was in a
t-shirt, which was pink, tight, and had a unicorn on the front, and jeans that
looked good on her, but not like the other Alede really.


Still, she was movie ready, even
if dressed down, which really probably said something about how hot she
actually was.


Kait smiled at him, and waved.


"There he is! Judy, this is Tyler
Gartner. The head of the Coalition of Nations? Don't be confused by his looks.
He's Human. He's just that young."


It was a normal sort of thing to
say, so he started to say hello as the woman closed with him, and then, very
carefully, gave him a warm hug.


"Tyler! We spoke on the
phone yesterday. I went to your house, but you weren't there, so I came here to
ask after you. Kaitlyn was just telling me about what happened. It's
horrible." Then there was a slow head shake, and a twisted mouth as she
stared at him. "Shouldn't you be in bed, resting?"


He glanced at the room, but no
one was listening, not unless they had super hearing.


"I'm doing all right. Not
that I can tell you why that is. Not really up for a full day's work, but Zack
asked me to come in and intimidate some women." He waved, so that Judy
would get who he meant. "Something creative, but I couldn't think of
anything that was all that great. I'm just not scary enough. Any
suggestions?"


He was being silly, but Kaitlyn
made a face, and then nodded her head.


"I might have one? Um, can
you watch the front for me? I need to chat with someone. Zack had to leave, so,
you know, no node work is being set up for now. Not unless it's for after
tomorrow."


That kind of thing happened, and
while The Line Walker was actually pretty good about getting people where they
needed to be on time, if he couldn't do it, for whatever reason, he did not
seem to give two fucks about it. Not even if it meant giving back millions of
dollars.


"Not a problem. I need to go
check on some things after a bit though, so..." Telling her to hurry her
hot little behind up wasn't going to help anything, but she did seem to get the
idea.


"I shouldn't be too long.
Maybe twenty minutes?"


Which in standard Alede time
meant two hours if not more. As a group they did tend to get side tracked a
lot. Still, Kait was probably the best of them that way, as far as he'd noticed
so far.


The girl didn't wait to head off,
going toward the owl door, so he tottled, slowly, behind the counter.


Then, looking at Judy, he smiled.


"So, you came to be my new
girlfriend for the week? I already have two of them, not that either came to
see me when I was in the hospital. My mom didn't either. The only visitors I had..."
He made a face, the actress going a bit wide eyed for him, like he was about to
say something massively funny. "Well they were all Greater Demons.
Seriously, that isn't a joke. Not all at the same time thankfully."


Judy furrowed her brows, in a funny
way, and tried to give him a questioning smile.


"The Line Walker, The
Technician and The Mistress of Souls?" It was clearly a guess, but really,
a pretty good one, given she'd just gotten there. It probably meant she had a
pretty good idea of what was going on with her daughter and Kait.


"Two of three? The Storm,
not The Mistress of Souls. I have to say I would have liked that one
better. Keeley brought me gifts the one time we met, and was helpful.
The Storm keeps hinting that I have some kind of dark past I don't know about
and that The Rotted is involved. How some little girl... Anne, The Rotted,
normally looks like a kid." He put a hand out, and held it palm down to
illustrate the approximate size he meant. "So I would have noticed her, if
she was around all the time, don't you think? Honest, I don't hang with fifth
graders, as a rule."


The head tilt he got from the
nice seeming actress was somber, and out of place, considering it came with a
frown that was half scared, and half angry. A little nervously she pulled at
the bottom of her pink shirt, the thin cotton straining over her chest as it
happened. That kind of thing was probably subconscious behavior for a person
like her, Ty figured. When she got upset her go to move would involve sexual
signaling. He hadn't noticed it in the others, but it was too powerful of a
weapon not to use like that, most days.


Her voice was too smooth, really.


"I... I can take you away
from here, if you wish, Tyler Gartner. Only... I don't think you can outrun
that sort. One of them found me in the middle of New Zealand once, in the
middle of nowhere. I ended up in an isolated cabin in Australia while he took
my place. It's nearly impossible to stop that kind of thing, if they want it to
happen. The only reason I lived was that The Defiler was afraid that The Line
Walker would hate him if he killed me. Staying here isn't a good idea anyway,
not if that many Greater Demons are paying attention to you."


That was the kind of thing that
everyone seemed to be indicating lately. Why that was, he didn't really know.
So far none of that sort had actually done anything to him. Not in a negative
fashion. Zack had given him a job, and Darla's big trick so far had been
getting him to fill out a notebook filled with info she probably already had.
The Rotted had traded some fairly easy and interesting work finding things for
some favors, which even if she never paid off wasn't exactly being in a torture
dungeon.


The Storm had tossed some threats
around, but apparently she could be bribed with cookies.


He got the idea. They were
incredibly dangerous beings when they wanted to be, but so far they really all
had just been acting like normal people. Not perfectly, but enough so that he
couldn't see painting them all with the same brush as being reasonable yet.


Still, he nodded, since Judy was
there to help him, and had come from wherever she'd been just for that, if he
had the right idea. Just so some random Human wouldn't be screwed over and lose
everything for having helped one of her people. That was pretty darned noble,
considering there wasn't even one person in the world who would have thought of
that as being her responsibility.


"It's part of my job. The
other one, I mean. I have to be able to work with everyone, and past a certain
point that means trusting people to be reasonable. Even the frightening ones.
There is a good point in there. What you just said. I need to work out a
second in command in case one of them kills me." Who he could get for that
he had no clue. Really he didn't know that many people. More now than most of
the rest of his life combined, but most of the new beings around him weren't
exactly great choices for Human-Other liaison positions. 


He knew Vampires, and Shifters,
Alede and Trollienkeine, Mages too. They might be able to do the trick, of
course. They had powers, and were a little different, but it was pretty clear
that they lived in and around Human societies all the time, so should know how
to navigate that way. So far all that had been really needed was a phone. If
that kept up, maybe some of the others could pull the job off too. It wasn't
really that hard so far.


People had basically wanted to
get along and help out so far. If they didn't, then things wouldn't work, but
it wasn't like he was planning to swing in on a vine and fight lions or
something. He just needed a person that could sit back and call things in.


Two things happened then, as he
looked at the far wall. The owl door opened, and Judy reached out and touched
his arm gently. It reminded him of what Greater Demons always did, with their
data collection telepathy thing. The big difference here was that a soft pulse
of desire flowed across his skin, making him far more interested in the
attractive actress than he had been. Considering she was famous and pretty, as well
as there to help him out, that was a bit more forceful than was really needed.


"Hey, cut that out." He
smiled when he said it, and glanced at his arm, which got her to chuckle.


"Oopse. You know, most
people can't tell when I do that. It's a bit distracting, I hear." She
seemed a little embarrassed by it however, which was probably acting on her
part.


The second thing that took place
was that Kait came through the large wooden door on the other side of the room.
Followed by Satan.


At least it was a giant creature
that had reddish brown skin, a heavily featured face, large white horns on his
head that were a lot like a bull's, and a few tuffs of fur that didn't hide the
fact that he was hung like a rather large horse. His feet ended in hooves, but
there were no scrapes or dings being left on the floor, so Tyler decided not to
have a problem with him. The rest of the body looked like a bodybuilder that
didn't have the sense to ever stop growing.


In short, he was freaking awesome
looking. A thrill of fear ran through Ty as he looked over, but he smiled and
waved at the man. Whatever he was, he was definitely male. A thing that the
suddenly freaked out feminist attack group realized too, it looked like. They
all froze in place, except for Sue, the smart one, who ducked down behind a
shelf of books.


Kait looked nervous now, but
walked over to Judy, trying to smile.


"This is the Lesser Demon
Balthias. The Fear Demon. He agreed to help us out today, in exchange for an
invitation to your birthday party, Ty. He loves cake."


The huge creature smiled, showing
that he had fanglike tusks. His voice rumbled, but also had a slightly cultured
air to it. A scent, like cedar, came off of him.


"Verily. Who does not enjoy
sweets? Now, where are the miscreants that have attacked the good and fair
workers here? I shall begin their torture and rapine immediately!"


It was incredibly intimidating,
and Judy actually shrunk into herself, holding her arms over her erect nipples.
She backed up a few steps though, clearly considering making a run for the open
front of the space. Kait took a few steps that way too.


Tyler smiled, and spoke in a low
voice.


"We need to keep the real
torture and rape to a minimum. They're vandals and annoying, but we need to
keep some limits in mind. You can work inside those lines?" For a moment
he didn't know if he was being clear enough, but he didn't really want to
explain to the being too loudly what he meant. That might reassure the forced
labor crew, and left them feeling secure, which was clearly counter to what
Kait had planned.


The looming giant, who had to be
nearly twice his own size, or at least felt like it, leaned across the counter,
hitting him with a wave of fear that got him to smile. It tickled a bit, after
all.


Terror always did.


"Worry not, Clerk. I have
been informed as to the particulars of this situation. I shall wring panic and
teach a lesson that few would ever forget, but not more." Then he let his
voice rise. "Except for the one that I will take away, for a life of
servitude and torture. You say I may pick from these?"


He let his hand wave out, but
covered Kait and Judy with it, as well as the rest of the store.


Tyler shook his head.


Then he walked out onto the
floor, pointing at various people.


"Not Alexis, or Will here.
He's in trouble, but also pulled out not being an asshole at the last minute.
He did get me shot though, so that wasn't great, but it was a mistake,
so we should probably just let him work his part of things off with cleaning
and book shelving. This one, this one..." He moved quickly, considering
how he felt, and pointed at the various ladies, who didn't mouth off about how
they were untouchable suddenly.


That would be thanks to the fear
that rippled off of the Demon, no doubt.


"These are all in the pool
of people for the job you mentioned. If they don't work hard enough and
learn the lesson you have to teach to your satisfaction. I suppose that might
mean you end up without a personal slave from this. You could also end
up with several. I mean, what are the odds they'll learn anything?" He was
being mean, since they weren't stupid really, just misguided.


Trashing stores and protesting
Alede... It was about as dumb a thing as he'd ever heard of.


Almost as if trying to prove that
the Lesser Demon was going to end up with a new slave the short haired one that
had spoken earlier moved forward and started talking.


"You can't do this! He isn't
even covered... You're threatening us with rape. I'll, I'll call the
police!"


Balthias laughed, a rumbling
thing that got the lady to take a step back.


"The Human authorities have left
you here, under our power. It was done as a gift for you, Carol. The
Clerk interceded for you personally, as did The Line Walker. Those of
your kind gave you over to them, for as long as they wish to use you. Now, get
books upon those shelves, or you will find yourself sore used in ways you
cannot imagine. None can, nor will, protect you from this. Only your own
work and learning not to attack your betters will save you now. Fail in that,
at any point, for the rest of your days, and you will be forfeit to me. Do you
understand what that means?"


She seemed to get it, since his
member stiffened just enough to catch her attention. Hopefully he didn't really
mean it, and was just living up to his Fear Demon name. Regardless, the people
being punished got to work and all did a great job after that. Tyler helped,
getting things on the shelf, and no one walked into the place, until nearly
three, when two police officers came in. They were in uniform, and looked like
they wanted to wet themselves when they saw Balthias, but they came in anyway.
One was a familiar looking older man, the other a woman that looked to be about
thirty.


It took him a bit to remember the
names, and he'd never met the woman himself, so it was a guess, but he nodded
at them and waved them over.


"Officers Robertson and
Smith?" They were supposed to be the ones working with him, after all.


It was enough to get the two
people in blue to walk toward him, rather than harassing the Lesser Demon, even
though they kept touching their weapons and acting like they were there to try
and fight him. That was silly, of course. They were on the same side. The side
of right and justice.


"Mr. Gartner? We had a
report of supernatural activity, and people being held hostage? That meant the
Chief sent us in. Thanks for recommending us for the job, by the way.
You can give a eulogy at my funeral. Remember to tell everyone how the women
loved me."


Rather than act like a joker, he
just nodded.


"I will. You can do the same
for me. Anyway, I think what we're looking at here is some prisoners whining
about their jailer. That would be the Lesser Demon Balthias. You can guess
which one that is? The Fear Demon. Um, basically he's law enforcement, so you
should go introduce yourselves to him." Then he grinned.


"Oh, I know, you two should
also come to my party tonight. Birthday. It will probably be just a few people,
and some cake, but if anyone shows up, you can make some connections, which
will work with your new jobs. Here, let's get you introduced to your new
colleague." He was making stuff up again, but Balthias seemed pleased to
meet the people in blue.


Especially when it was suggested
that they'd be working together.


Under the waves of terror it was
actually kind of funny, to tell the truth.












Chapter eighteen





 


At five the extra bodies got to
go home, with orders to be there the next day at nine. The idea was that the
slave labor was going to be there every day until the place was fixed. Even
with Balthias standing there several of them whined about that, because they
had real jobs to be at on Monday. That got an angry roar from the giant Demon.


"You shall serve in silence
or face my wrath!" Then he closed with the mouthy ones, a fist that was a
little larger than Ty's head clenched, ready to enforce his will. It got them
to shut up, which was nice.


The troubling thing was that it
was hard to actually tell them they had to finish the work. Will, the
only guy in the group for some reason, actually volunteered to stay late, to
help them all out.


Balthias turned on him and
growled. It was a low rumble that had bowel loosing properties, even from
across the room.


"Nay, William. You may not
stand for them. These are women that claim they wish equality. Let them have
it!"


Then, almost as if he were about
to kill some people for bothering him, he pointed a giant finger at the front
of the shop. "Away now! Do not be late on the morrow, or my bane you shall
know."


It didn't take more than one
suggestion that they leave, Tyler noticed. Not when Balthias did the work.


Then, suddenly, all fear was gone
from the room. Shut off like a spigot, it felt like. The others didn't close
with the giant instantly, even though he smiled at them all.


"I will return then. This
was pleasant. It is a shame that our agreement did not allow for the rapine of
our prisoners. Next time we should suggest that as part of their punishment. Is
that not the Human way?"


Glancing around, trying not to
seem like a jerk, Tyler shrugged.


"It's not supposed to
be, but that isn't wrong really. It isn't official, so I bet that none of the
police go for it. I bet Zack would." Not that he really had any idea of
why that was. "Anyway, you need directions to my house. It isn't far from
here." If the Lesser Demon came it would be at least one more person
showing up.


Ty had to like that.


After a bit, since it didn't take
long to explain where the thing would be, Balthias vanished into thin air. It
was more impressive when he did it than the others, because he was simply so
large. It left a hole in the world for a bit, or at least in his own
perception. After that happened Judy came back over. She'd been off to the
side, taking turns with the other Alede, servicing people in the side rooms.
That had meant having to run and clean them all each time, but it wasn't hard
work, if that was all you were doing.


They had to eat though, just like
anyone else.


Smiling, the pretty actress moved
over to him, and touched his arm. This time there was no sense of pleasure in
it, other than the contact itself. Not that it was bad.


"Calley says that she's
about to get off work, and will need to take Palma away with her. Ang is
driving the food over. You just need to show up at seven. Valerie wants you to
come over to Pretty Plus, so she can introduce you to someone. Eve the Vampire
requests that you aid her however, in your capacity with the Coalition. There
seems to be some trouble involving a local Vampire... Robs? He's been sighted,
and appears to have some hostages. The local Police Chief?"


It was clear that she was just
standing there, talking to people. It was like magic though, to him. He
could just barely hear her, since she was kind of whispering.


"Fuck. Okay, um... Valerie?
Can you and your friend come to my party? At seven? I hate to leave you hanging
like this, but Chief Sims is kind of a friend of mine, and while she can handle
herself I bet, I think I see the problem here. She's a Vampire, but not
publically. So..."


A delicate hand came up, to stop
him, and then there was a nod.


"I see. Valerie says that
sounds fine, and that she and her guest understand the emergency. Eve is
readying a strike team, but wants you to go with them, as cover for Althea?
Does that make sense?"


It kind of did, so he nodded,
then spoke out loud, since odds were good that even a Vampire couldn't hear his
head rattle.


"Right. I'm coming. Are we
meeting at the Yoghurt World?"


That got a nod, and a touch on
the arm.


"Is this... You're already
injured, maybe you shouldn't go?"


It was a great point, actually,
but he was feeling better. Not good enough to run across the city maybe, but he
could talk on the phone if needed. Maybe even in person, if he could get a
ride.


Judy kissed him, warmly, when he
started to leave.


"Be careful. Vampires are
dangerous."


That was just the truth, so he
nodded, his lips still tingling a bit.


"Got it. I'll try not to
forget that part of things. They're always so polite and cuddly, so it can be
hard to remember. Well, not all of them, but most of the ones I know
actually kind of are. Still, I get the idea. Are you good here? It isn't much
fun, but I'm betting it will be better than wherever I'm going right now."


She nodded, and touched him
again, her hand warm on his arm.


"It will be fine. I can go
wait at your place? I'm invited to your party, aren't I?"


"Of course you are. If you
and Balthias come that will be two whole people there. If I get Ang and Palma,
Calley, you two... This might even be a party! Like a real one." It would
be neat, if it happened that way.


He moved, traveling at a slow,
but very smooth, jog. It was how he practiced running, most days, since it was
easier on his joints. Now it let him move faster than a walk, without bouncing
his middle around like an insane person. In that way it was kind of paying off,
having skills like that. He'd always kind of thought he was just being a
running nerd, practicing things like that.


A minute and a half later he was
at the front of the other shop. Inside there were several people, who were all
Vampires, if he had it right. Eve, Ginger, the tiny bald man, Bey. There was
also another man there who was better looking than Tyler was, standing next to
Ed, the Ambassador.


Bey bowed toward him when he
walked in.


"Thank you for coming, Mr.
Gartner. I believe the plan is for us to all go together? Robs the Vampire has
taken several of the police hostage. His powers do not allow for great speed,
but his mental abilities are fine enough. He can compel beings well, and has
used that to isolate Althea Sims. The other police have him surrounded, but he
is threatening to kill nearly fifty of their own, if he is not allowed to leave
with the Chief. It is a bit of a miscalculation on his part, since of course,
Althea is one of us, and easily his equal, if not his better, in a fight."
There was a tight, slightly sour looking, smile then. "If she uses her
abilities to subdue him, however, it will end her covert operations here. It is
a problem for her."


The words were a little odd, but
Edom explained for him, locking eyes a bit. He had good eyes. A warm chocolate
brown that were a bit distracting.


"She isn't acting for the
Council. Our pretense here is that we were asked by the Coalition to help out,
since it's a Vampire related issue. Otherwise she'll be on her own."


That made sense. She was a
grownup after all, and had her own projects to work on.


"Right. I am asking,
since it's exactly the kind of thing that we should be doing. Good call,
setting this up so fast. Can we take him out safely?"


That got several nods at least,
everyone being in agreement on that idea. Robs, it seemed, while a Master
Vampire, wasn't exactly a threat to any of them.


Eve looked at him and winked.


"Really, we should send
Batman here in, just to fuck with him. You know... That might not be a bad
idea. I mean with the rest of us. I'll carry you? We'll stand there
while you kick his ass. I mean, if there's only one of him, and he isn't
that fast, you can take him. I've been sparring with Ty. He's better
than I am. It's a bit galling to admit, but in raw skill, it's true." She
glanced at Bey, who looked at him, and gave his agreement with a smile.


"Wonderful! We should be away
now, before we lose the day. It would be good to handle this quickly, so that
we may be at the party on time later? I hear that many are attending?"


Before he could even blink, he
felt himself shift, and then staggered a bit, a blurry time later. The world
had turned into a smear, and then, boom, he was on his feet, standing in front
of Althea Sims, her desk, and five police officers that had their guns drawn.
They were all pointed at the door of the office. Next to the Chief, who was
sitting there looking calm and slightly bored, was a pale man, with black hair,
and of all things, a fucking cape. A tux too, which made him look like a
cheesy magician, instead of a cool Vampire, which was probably what he was
going for. His fangs were out, and his eyes blood red. It was what certain
kinds of Vampires did right before they attacked.


It had been in the talk that he'd
heard on the subject at the library. 


Not thinking, just seeing that
the man was lunging for the Chief, Tyler turned his stumble into a forward run.
It hurt, he thought, but that was only pain, and not so bad he couldn't handle
it. Even when he collided with the Vampire, it wasn't too bad. Honestly, he
barely noticed it.


They fought then. It was fast,
hard, and hurt slightly worse than being shot. He hammered blow after blow at
the side of the man's head and neck, and was hit several times in the middle in
return. It wasn't enough to push him back, since he was holding on to the cape,
which didn't just pull off as easily as he would have figured.


As fights went, it was oddly
even. The Vampire was faster and stronger than he was, but his skills were, it
seemed, a bit more up to the task. At one point he was tossed back, into the
wall behind him, caving the drywall in a bit. He rallied though, and managed to
come back instantly. All of his force was, finally, aimed at trying to hit the
Vampire in the eyes. There was a lot of gouging going on, but he'd heard Eve
call that out to him.


"Rip his fucking eyes out.
Even Vampires hate that." Her words held merit it seemed, since when he
got one of the things hit properly, there was a bellow of pain.


After that he managed to keep
things going until he hit the other one too, and about three minutes later the Vampire
stopped moving. Eve moved in then, smiling.


"Do you want me to kill him?
Or... Does anyone have a knife? We could let Chief Sims do it? You can't
hold a Master Vampire, not here."


Tyler was gasping for air, but
his middle didn't hurt. Nothing did really, for some reason. It had when he was
hit, but not very much. He'd taken some punishment, but wasn't dead yet,
so that was nice.


That thought reminded him of what
Zack had said. The Storm, too.


He was dead. He had been the
whole time.


The Bey bowed, and moved
forward.


"This was a problem created
by one of our people. We should not force this action on others. Robs of
Clermont, you have been found guilty of attacking innocent Humans. Your
punishment will be death."


Then the Vampire, who wasn't conscious
yet, died. His head exploded, into a red mist. All of the police standing there
seemed to come back to themselves then. That meant they started aiming at the
Vampires, which was about to not go over too well, when the Chief cleared her
throat.


"Weapons away. This is our
backup from the Vampires. Good to know that we have the help, if things like
this come up. From the Coalition of Nations too, I see. I wasn't aware your
organization was so proactive." She glanced at the wall that had partially
caved in, seeming a bit curious about it, rather than upset. "Do you need
medical help?"


The thing there was, he didn't
think he really did.


"I'm good. He made a mess,
but wasn't a very good fighter. Anyway, I need to get back to things. I have a
party in a bit. It's my birthday."


"Oh? How old are you, or is
that a secret?"


"Eighteen."


"Really? I would have
guessed older. It isn't everyone that can take on a Master Vampire and win, is
it?"


He didn't know, since so far he'd
done okay against that kind of being, really. Though Robs had been the only
Master in the group, he thought.


Then, before he could say
anything else, or invite the woman to his party, the world smeared again, and
he was back at the Yoghurt World, the rest of the people all standing there a
few minutes later. Bey had been there when he stumbled though, and had helped
to steady him with a dry, but unlined hand.


"Most impressive, Mr.
Gartner. I see that aligning with this new Coalition has merit. I shall inform
the others on the Council. I had thought it would be the case, but it is good
to see that being confirmed. Thank you for coming to our aid this day. I shall
make an effort to inform Tara the Manthori that the prime threat against her
has been handled so neatly."


Tyler didn't know what to say to
that, so smiled.


"Glad to help. In the
future, I'll let you take on the Vampires. I liked that head explody trick. I
just reacted, and ended up in the way, didn't I?"


Eve, who was right behind him,
having been carrying him in her arms while she ran, draped a limb over his
shoulders, moving in next to him.


"Yep. Not that you aren't
bad-ass. Still, that was a surprise when you just went for him like that. Even
more of one that he failed to compel you. I know he tried. In the future
though, you should throw one of us at your Vampire enemies first. What's
the point of being in charge if you can't get your minions to do things for you
like that?"


It was cute, but Bey actually
nodded along, as the others started to appear, walking in from outside, like
normal people.


"Indeed! There is wisdom to
that line of thought. Perhaps we should, if you have time in the coming weeks,
discuss such things? There may be ways to get around many such difficulties, if
we plan ahead of time."


"Sounds good. We should make
an appointment for that. I'll have to look at my schedule." He meant the
one from work, but it worked for a lot of things, so everyone just acted like
he wasn't talking about his nine to five job like a working stiff would have
to.


Ginger glanced at the arm that Eve
had placed across his shoulders, but didn't do more than lightly seem bemused
by it.


"Would it be all right for
us to go now? Tyler should be at his party on time, if not early. It's at my
house, so I should go, too. I think Lenore said she was driving in for
it?" There was certainty in the words, which got the Vampire man he didn't
know to grin.


"Ah, so I see where this
is going, don't I? All the important people get to go off and have fun, while
David is stuck here, cleaning and selling blood. Well, it's my lot in
life." He waved at Tyler though, and locked eyes. "Happy birthday. I
can sing at you, if you'd like?" He started, but was so off key it kind of
hurt.


"Thanks! I'd offer to save you
some cake, but..." Vampires didn't really eat, as far as he knew. Really,
he needed to get some blood then, if he had guests that were going to need that
at his little shindig. "I should get some refreshments for you all. I...
Don't have any way to pay yet. I don't suppose I can get a tab going?" No
one did things like that, but the Vampire he didn't know, David, just reached
below the counter, and pulled out a notebook.


"Tyler Gartner? I'll need a
phone number and an address. You work here, so mall employee discount, but...
Do we do that for blood? It's never come up before. All the Vampires work here,
so far."


Eve shrugged.


"I'll cover this one,
anyway. Animal blood." She glanced at Ty and then Ed. "There will be
Humans there. It would be rude to drink that kind of thing in front of them.
Call it ten bottles?" She had a card on her, and paid full price, but
nudged Ty as she did it. "I own the company that makes it, so I'm not really
losing out here. Next time you get to buy. Oh... We should have a beer run, too.
We can't send you, since you're still just a baby. Someone with a car should
go. I'll set that up, if you're really good here, Dave?"


"Yeah, go and have fun.
Don't worry about me." There was a faked up sad tone to the voice, but he
probably got that it was just going to be a little thing held in the front room
of Calley's house.


It was really strange though,
what happened next. Ginger took his hand, because he was clearly hers,
as far as this group went, and lead him away. He was a tiny bit sore, but even
his middle had gone numb, during the fight. He had to look like, well, he'd
been beaten by a Vampire. If so, his Vampire girlfriend didn't mention it.


"We should make sure it's
all getting set up. You have a friend here? Judy Swan? I never met her. Is she
nice?"


"Yeah. Really sweet in fact.
You'll like her, I think."


"Maybe. It can be hard, for
Alede to get along with Vampires. I know it doesn't always seem like that, but we
work at embassies, which means that everyone is always pretty understanding.
That may not work for a famous actress." There was a look then that seemed
only mildly bothered by that fact. Her pale face still showed a few freckles
over the nose, if you paid enough attention.


Brushing a wisp of hair from her
face as they walked, she kept looking around. More than normal.


"Then again, I don't know
her, and she's a friend of Kait. She's pretty nice for an Alede. I mean, I have
a boyfriend and she hasn't actually stolen him yet or anything. Unless... Does
that mean you aren't good enough for her? I hadn't thought of that."


He had to agree. It would
normally be a great question. If only he wasn't so devastatingly awesome.


"That makes sense. You
should ask her about it. Then, after she tells you how she longs for my tender
flesh, you can feel secure in the knowledge that I was the one that turned her
down. So far. Really, it was that a bunch of people pointed out that getting
distracted by the girls there would make it nearly impossible to get anything
done. I suppose I could do her though, if you need me to, so that you'll
know she wants me." She was an Alede, so, unless he was really wrong, Kait
would do it, and not even think about it really.


Ginger was smiling though, her
face happier than he'd seen it before.


"All good points. So, what
do you want for your birthday? I haven't had a chance to get you anything
yet."


He just moved on, not having any
ideas at all. What did he really need from life was a great question, but the
things he wanted weren't objects really. He wanted friends, and to make
something of himself, but that was pretty hard to tuck into a pretty box with
shiny ribbons on the top.


Instead he took the girl's hand,
which was cool to his own. That reminded her that she was actually dead. Not
living, like he was.


Changing the subject, as they
walked across the parking lot, he glanced over at her carefully.


"I think I'm dead." It
was probably the strangest thing that he'd ever said out of the blue like that.
If he'd told her that he thought he was really a woman trapped in a man's body,
or actually a horse, it wouldn't be as different from what they were just
talking about.


Ginger though just nodded.


"Yeah. When I first saw you
I thought you were New Vamp. No heartbeat, but out in the sun. Plus, you'd just
kicked five Vampires' butts at one time. I mean, I could do that, but it
was kind of a big deal for a Human. It would have been for a New Vamp, too,
really. They aren't very strong, I hear. You smell different than you should
have. Good, but... Old. So it was confusing. I don't know what that really
means for you though, or why it's happening. You're different, but that isn't bad.
You eat food, and are warmer than I am. Not as warm as a normal person though,
so that one could go either way."


It was hard to remember what he
was talking about, suddenly. Rather than try, he shook his head a bit, and then
smiled.


"I can introduce you to my
mother tonight. If she comes. I invited her, but she may have to work. It's
Saturday, which is a big day for waitresses."


Ginger didn't speak for a while,
just walking along. After a bit she squeezed his hand.


"That would be fun. The
trick will be explaining that I'm older than you, and don't want to
drink your blood. It will be easier for you, when you meet my family. With them
you'll just have to show that you're not going to hurt me, emotionally. My dad
is a little old fashioned that way. Not bad. Conservative? Politically, I mean.
They do the whole church on Sunday thing. They didn't use to, before I
vanished, but after that they found God. It's a little annoying, to tell the
truth. They keep wanting me to go to church with them."


"You should go. It can't
hurt for people to actually see Vampires in public, doing normal things like
that."


As they got to the house, which
had people in the front yard, there was a scent of smoke from a mobile grilling
unit. Palma was dressed all in white, looking tidy, and was moving around like
a possessed person, spinning and lashing out, making food appear as if by
magic. It wasn't really, but she was doing everything perfectly, and it managed
to be really effective. That reminded him to try and do that kind of thing
himself in life. If you saw a trick that worked, copying it was wise.


There was other movement going
on, with several tables that hadn't been there before, when he'd left home
earlier, having sprung up, like magic. Though it was really possible that
things had come in the large white truck that was across the street. On the
side of the semi-truck trailer there was a logo that claimed it was Marco's
Party Supplies Rentals.


One of the tables held nothing
but food. Well, drinks too. These were near the house. There was, on a
different table, a curtain around something. Hopefully strippers.


He meant it to be funny, but
shook his head at the idea. After all, his mom, Lucy, might be there. While she
probably wouldn't be uncomfortable just because of a nude person dancing
around, he would be, if it happened with her right there.


So far there was no one there
really, who wasn't working on part of the party. Calley was home already, and
had set up music. The system wasn't one that he'd seen before, being really
large. Probably a lot more powerful than a Bat-girl like her would ever need.
Really, a pair of headphones at about fifty feet away would work for her. That
probably meant that she'd borrowed them for some reason.


Just so his party would be cool.


As much as a party for him could
be. That was sweet of her. Still, when he tried to help, by putting a table
cloth on one of the large picnic tables, Palma practically flew at him, her
voice sounding annoyed, and not just a little.


"No! You're the person of
the day. You can't do that. Go away! Inside. I'll summon you when you're
needed. Go now!" She waved him away, her face smiling, which didn't match
the voice in the slightest.


He got the idea. He was not
needed at that moment. Tyler also didn't have anything else to do really,
though a shower might work for him. That required hurrying, but allowed him to
change into some nicer clothing and change his bandages.


It was when he looked down that
he noticed something strange. His wounds, the ones from the bullets, were gone.
Totally. Not even the stitches were left anymore. His middle was smooth and
pale. There weren't even scars left to show that anything had ever happended.


Yelping about it was tempting,
but wouldn't help much. It probably had to do with that little problem he had.
The being dead one. Just considering that made the whole thing feel dreamlike
again, and not real. Hard to hold in his head. That was...


Probably some kind of mind
control.


Fighting to remember what he'd
been thinking about, he showered and put on his good clothes. Well, the nicest
things he had that would match the tone of the day. Jeans, a belt, and a button
up shirt that was clean, if not that new looking. It was an older thing. One
that Lucy had gotten him about four years before. It still fit him. He was
taller now, but rolling the sleeves up worked to hide that fact.


Then he sat on the sofa, kind of
happy with the turn out that was already happening. Calley and Palma were
there, and Ginger. That was huge. Three people that had come, just for
him. New friends, but real ones that bothered with things like parties, for
him. How wonderful was that?


It was enough for him to feel
pretty good about it all. True, he wasn't going to have some kind of huge
thing, but there was music playing, and dead animals being cooked. Not that he
ate them, but Calley could. They could probably get Zack to eat some of the
leftovers.


Before he thought about it all
too much, Judy came in, along with two other youthful looking Alede. That was
what he thought at first, but then he understood something that hadn't really
gelled for him before. Alexis looked about twenty, no matter how old she
actually was. Kait looked about twenty-four or so. The same was true of her
mother, Valerie, who was the hot blonde in front of him. Judy was about the
same age, in appearance, and the other woman was about the same. Perfect, on a
level that would have made her seem unreal if she showed up on television.


She had red hair, brilliant green
eyes, and a face that was lovely, but slightly rounder than the other two
women. Standing, he stuck his hand out, since this was almost certainly the
person that he was supposed to be meeting.


"Hello. I'm Tyler."


The hand was taken, almost
professionally, like a business man would have. It was firm, and not a soft
caress or anything like that. That alone was a tiny shock, since the only Alede
that he'd met like that so far had been Kait, really.


Valerie touched his arm, which was
a bit of a caress. It meant something, he bet. Some kind of marker, for the
others, maybe. Not that he could prove that.


"Tyler Gartner, this is Lyses
Holjess. Our High Ambassador. She asked to meet you, to discuss the Coalition
of Nations?" It was a question, but the woman gestured toward the sofa, so
that they could all sit. As soon as they were, Lyses started speaking fast.


"We're interested in joining
your organization, but don't really know what we, the Alede, can add
particularly. If we throw in with you, what would our expected duties be?"


Tyler smiled.


"Not that much yet. So far
we've only had to have people police their own groups really. There have been a
few calls going the other way, to get the Humans to deal with people that were
causing problems. That's about the role I think everyone should have. Though, I
am looking for people that don't mind working, if you know anyone? I was
thinking of keeping it all Human, but really, that's stupid. I can see that
now. All we need are good people. Well that, and lots of cell phones." He
grinned.


The Alede woman did it back, and
then stood up. They all did, actually, so he followed suit.


Just before the door opened, and
the noise poured in.


There were, it seemed, more
people there than he'd expected. Before he could speak, Ginger popped her head
in.


"Come on! The party's
starting!"












Chapter nineteen





 


The array of people outside the
door, mainly sitting and standing on the nicely mowed grass of the lawn, was as
strange and large as he could have ever asked for. True, he'd suggested that
most of the people come himself, but that wasn't true for all of them. In fact,
a lot of the beings there seemed to be strangers to him.


A good fifth of them were
Vampires though, he noticed. It was hard to tell at first, since a few of them
were just so different looking. A lot of them were just pale people, kind of
like he was, at the first glance, but some had bone white skin and lots of
pointed teeth. Two of them looked like old movie Nosferatu, with very long
fingers and pointed elf ears, along with being mainly bald.


Bey, being cool like he seemed to
be, walked over with almost all of them trailing behind him, spread out in a
line. It was kind of strange, but his words were kind, and even happy sounding.


"Friend Tyler! I know that
you invited all of the council to attend, but only these could be spared at the
moment. I hope you do not take that amiss?" He went instantly from pleased
to slightly concerned seeming, as if having failed to have the entire crew come
to his birthday party was going to be an issue worth mentioning.


"This is wonderful! Thank
you all for coming. Um, I'm Tyler Gartner." He waved a bit, doing all the
introductions at once. There were nearly fifty people, but everyone had gone
silent and stood there watching him. Over by the barbeque grill, a large and shining
silver thing that was being worked by Palma herself, stood several beings. The
ones from the pet store, who looked like dark green fish men, as well as a
bunch of Greater Demons.


Zack, Darla and Keeley. There was
no sign of The Rotted though, which made sense to him. A bunch of people had
suggested he ask her about his being dead, but there was no rational way for
him to have ever been involved with her, outside of doing some tasks that
involved finding things for her to buy. His mother was there though, next to
Zack, looking like her normal self.


Smiling, and a bit worn away at
the edges. Ty waved to her, as Palma made up a plate for her first.


The Vampires each made a point of
bowing to him and exchanging names, which had him scrambling to remember them
all. In the end he had to run inside and get his notebook, so he could make
sure he had contact information for each of them. If anyone thought it was
strange, they didn't mention it out loud to him. It was of course. Who stood
there taking your name and bits of data about you down like that in real life?
Still, they seemed to get the idea.


His memory wasn't perfect, and he
really wanted to make sure no one got forgotten. After they went, he had the
Shifter leader come up, a group of people in tow along behind him. A lot of
them of them. Two looked large and strong, like bodyguards, but the rest were
all tiny. There was a small nervous looking woman, and two children that seemed
a little timid, but were being very polite about the whole thing. They were all
very well dressed. The boys were in little blue gray suits that matched, even
though one of them was probably about fourteen years old, and the other twelve.


They seemed uncomfortable.


The older looking one walked over
first though, and stuck his right hand out.


"Timothy Samson. Pleased to
meet you, sir."


Taking the hand he nodded.


"Tyler. Nice to meet
you." Things were about to get awkward for him, since the kid was tiny,
cute and too young for him by enough years to make him a pervert if he flirted
with him, but thankfully Jahn introduced the others. That meant more note
taking.


It was interesting, since the
bodyguards shook his hands, and so did the other boy, but Magda, the wife,
stood back and twitched her nose at him as if he smelled bad. She didn't speak
to him directly either, even when he said hello. It was Tim who clued him in on
that one.


"Mother is a bit...
Prejudiced. It's stupid, but she thinks that two natured people are better than
one natured. That, unfortunately, is kind of a common thought amongst some
Shifters. It's a weakness that we should do away with." Then the slight
boy, who was being hit on the arm by his mother violently enough to leave
bruises, grinned and looked away.


"Are you trying to start a
war, Timothy?" This came from Jahn, who looked mortified at least.


Though part of that at least
seemed directed at his own wife, who was shouting a bit, shrilly, at her own
son.


Zack wandered over about then, a
plate of food balanced on his right hand.


"Jahn! Magda! So wonderful
you could make it. Did you fly in?" His voice was calm, but it did get
everyone except the tiny and rather twitchy little wife to hold still for a
bit. For her part she just turned on Zack and started berating him.


Because this person didn't seem
intimidated by Greater Demons in the slightest.


"You! If you weren't so
selfish and self-centered, we could have used the node to get here, but no, we
had to ride for two days in a van. A van! Oh, trust me, Line Walker, I
cursed your name the whole time. I have half a mind to hit you! The only reason
I'm not is that-" She kept going, but Tyler watched Zack's face, which was
oddly serene. Like he didn't even hear the woman at all. Then, very politely,
Zack turned and looked at the boys, addressing them by name. Tim and Gregory.


"Did you both come to get in
on the free cake, or are you making a power move finally? You really should
get in on the Coalition now, while there are still jobs available. It doesn't
pay anything yet, but if you can't turn a gig like this into money... Well, the
fact is, you can. You should both make sure to get with Ty here, before
you go, if you're interested. Nice seeing you all."


Then he waved, affably, and left
with a nod for each of them, even though Magda was screeching by that point.
Being ignored seemed to upset her more than a little bit.


The others relaxed a lot though,
as soon as Zack moved away, munching on a sandwich that seemed to be chicken in
the main. It looked pretty good, actually, but there was a large salad bar too,
which was good enough for him. He was a little hungry too, so wanted to wander
over that way himself, but before he could, a warm hand took his arm.


Calley. Looking down into her
freckled face, the sun glinting a bit from the thick lenses she wore, he had to
smile.


"Hey love! I was told that I
needed to come and get you before everyone started eating. We have a place
saved for you over here? With your mother. The rest of you should follow along,
so you can get served first." She said it like she was being cute, and
didn't even jump when Gregory, the younger boy accidentally bumped into her,
feeling up her behind.


In fact, perv that she was, she
just bumped him back with her hip as they walked. A lot more obviously.


There was music thumping softly
in the background, which wasn't too much or anything. There were police there
already, since Robertson and Smith had arrived, still in uniform, for some
reason. He was headed toward the food tables though, so got himself a plate
before waving them over.


"Hey! You two should get
some food and introduce yourselves to everyone. I need to find a friend for
you..." That was easy though, since Balthias walked over and rumbled at
him.


Politely.


"Happy natal day, Tyler
Gartner. You are now a man of your society. I intended to bring you the gift of
a female slave, but all of the ones in that pool at my disposal for the moment
managed to retain their freedom for the time being. Perhaps tomorrow?"
Then he laughed, since that kind of thing was funny to giant Lesser Demons.


Which wasn't wrong really,
knowing the whole story.


He explained to the Samson's, who
had traveled along with him, and seemed to have quieted down a lot.


"I was shot the other day,
by feminists. Um, female supremacists?" It was a hard idea to get across
quickly, and they all seemed pretty baffled about it all, from the looks on
their faces. "The Line Walker, Zack, and I managed to get them out of too
much trouble, but they had to agree to fix the mess they made. Kaitlyn, the
Alede over there?" He waved to her, and got one back, since she could hear
what he was saying. "She got Balthias to come in and help us make sure the
attackers were entertained while they worked. I was going to play some
music for them, but you know, my keyboard is broken."


That got Calley to cuddle in next
to him a bit.


"You play an instrument? Are
you any good?"


That got him to shrug. The real
answer was that he was, actually, but you didn't say things like that in
public. It would make you look full of yourself.


"I do all right. Now, not to
be rude, but food would be good. Come on, everyone."


In the end he had a full plate of
food, about half of it being rice, since he needed the calories. Palma did
something to it that was incredible, but he didn't really know her
secret. Calley got him settled next to his mother, who reached out and patted
his arm.


"It looks like you've made
it, Tyler. Eighteen years old, and everything. I'm very proud of you. You know
that right? I would have been even if you were still living at home. The place
is lonely without you." She was whispering a bit, but almost everyone there
could probably hear her.


There was a strange dynamic at
the table after a moment. The thing could seat eight people, or perhaps ten if
they didn't mind trying to merge with the folks on either side of them. There
were only six though, at the moment. His mother, who was smiling and pleased to
be there, bumped into his side again.


Zack was across from her, and
spending most of his time looking around, as if ready for an attack to come.
Darla, The Technician was beside him, which meant that Keeley, The Mistress of
Souls, cuddled in on the other side of him, actually pressed to him as well.
Probably so she could gather all his information like her kind did.


It was a bit odd, but Eve sat at
the far end, and when he looked down at her, she shrugged.


"This group of losers were
actually my friends in high school, if you can believe it. Well, not your mom,
but the other three. Oh, I got some extra blood in. The good kind, which will
come to a little over a thousand dollars. I hadn't known that half the council
was coming to your party for real. I should have, but there you go, they
took us all by surprise. Except Zack, who could have mentioned it?"


Ty's cute boss looked over at her
and shook his head.


"And ruin the surprise?
Marissa would have cried at me if I'd done that. Besides, you all need to get
better at dealing with things like that. I'm planning on a price reduction for
any node travel dealing with the Coalition, and that means people will be in
and out a lot more often now."


There was chatter about that, and
when a lull came in the conversation, Darla looked at his notebook. The one
that she'd given him.


"Good. Keep using it. Has
everything been going well for you? Do you need anything to make your job
easier? Extra bodies or anything?"


Tyler ate some of the wonderful
rice, and then shook his head a little bit.


"Not yet. I am keeping an
eye out for some extra people to help out, so someone can take over if I get
killed. At first I was thinking an all Human group, but then I realized that
would be stupid. This isn't going to work if it's all about keeping people
separate. I should ask for volunteers. The fact that it doesn't pay anything
will help weed out the weak and lazy, I bet." He looked down the table at
Eve, who stuck her tongue out at him.


It was a childish move, but on
her it looked kind of hot. Which wasn't a thought he wanted with his own mother
being right next to him, her shoulder bumping into his arm occasionally.


The Vampire sighed a bit.


"I'd do it, of course, and
will help, but you should get people with more time in on it. Maybe Ginger and
David? Get Todd in, for the Mages..."


Names were listed off, but mainly
from people that worked at the mall, which was kind of location specific. Zack
just took his notebook and started writing down names and contact information.
A lot of it had nothing to do with anyone that was being mentioned. That lasted
while the food did. Just as everyone was finishing, which almost magically
happened all at once, the music changed from a slightly techno dance beat to a
musical version of happy birthday.


Then, very carefully, Palma
pulled the curtain back across the yard, showing a large three tiered cake,
covered with white and cream colored frosting. Okay, so it looked like a
wedding cake, but it was impressive. Also sort of on fire.


Lucy nudged him gently with her
shoulder again.


"Quick, go blow out the
candles before the Fire Department comes."


That got a laugh, but he did
hurry over. There were eighteen of the things after all, which made for a
decent fire hazard. He got them all with a single long puff of air, and none of
them came back to life. They were just candles, and once snuffed, they stayed
that way, no tricks being used to rekindle them.


From behind him a soft female
voice spoke. Turning he thought that it was Judy Swan at first, since there had
been a bit of a sexy quality to it, but it was actually Lisa Weise, who was
standing right next to her. Also across the way, over by Jahn Samson and
his family. Which meant that his party had two Lisas. Both dressed differently,
which was good, as far as telling them apart.


Sighing, he looked around, and
then shook his head.


"I guess the fun part is
over? Thank you all for coming. You should probably leave now." He sounded
cold, and the other Lisa looked freaked out about having a doppelganger right
there like that. Oddly though, no one ran away. "Um, not to be a pain, but
there's a strange Greater Demon, I think? The Storm?"


The second, slightly better
dressed, Lisa walked over to him, clapping lightly.


"That's right. I came to
give you a birthday present. I'm very kind that way, don't you think?"


He didn't know, actually. Still,
he gestured to the cake, which really did look good.


"Would you like some cake?
We were just about to eat." It was meant as a bribe. Cookies had saved his
life once, it seemed, so cake should work as well, hopefully.


There was a nod.


"Oh, that does sound nice.
Thank you, Tyler. I don't think I'll get to however, since The Rotted is about
to try and come for me. Don't worry, I won't harm my Tyler. Not now that I've
met him again. I won't even take him from you directly. No, I'll just deliver
my present, and leave. This time."


Looking around there was no
little girl there, which must have been easy for a Greater Demon to figure out
as to what he was thinking, even without mind reading. The Storm giggled, and covered
her mouth.


"Don't you see, Tyler
Gartner? Isn't it all plain to you now? Or has even that been hidden from you,
like your true nature? I see that it has. Well, nothing to do for that."
Then, for some reason, she went silent.


Lucy moved over, and touched his
arm. It was a soft thing, and maternal.


"You can understand now, Tyler.
It's all right."


That was bizarre, coming from
her, but his mind worked it all out after that. Bits and pieces of it.


"Wait, you're The Rotted?
Where's my mother?" He felt a fine line of terror running the length of
his spine, as fake Lisa smiled, then took a single step to the right, vanishing
with a bright blue flash.


His mom, or the Greater Demon
that had taken her place, swallowed, and seemed a little nervous.


"It's me, Ty. I was always
your mother. Ever since your parents died in that accident. I didn't tell you,
because..." She locked eyes with him, her face looking ever so familiar to
him. Every line of it was the same, developed over the years from her constant
work to keep them both alive and fed. "Until a year ago no one knew what a
Greater Demon was. Not openly among the Humans. Telling you before then wouldn't
have helped you. Plus... Well, there's more to it. You know that now, don't
you?"


He couldn't really think at the
moment, and was tempted to run away, but couldn't. His mother, the woman that
he'd known all his life, who had sacrificed her own health and well being for
his... Was a Demon? That didn't even make sense. For a bit he wondered if she
were putting him on. Maybe the others had gotten her to do it, as some kind of
prank or hazing. That seemed right. He was the new guy, so they were
making fun of him.


Pretending he was dead, in order
to...


That part didn't make any sense,
but he nodded, the idea coming to him all at once.


"The car accident, when I
was two? But how? I don't understand."


His mother nodded, seeming a bit
troubled.


"Let's go inside? Your
guests should have some cake. Save us some, Zack? It looks incredible. This
might take a while. Come on, Tyler. It's time for you to know. I was planning
to do this later, tomorrow, but I really was going to do it. Now...
Well, The Storm isn't a fool. She knows what will come of this. Still, not
going through the motions won't help later, will it?"


Darla nodded, her eyes a bit
tight seeming, as Lucy took him by the hand and led him inside through the
front door. There was no one else there, but it wasn't lost on him that half
the people in the front yard would be able to hear them talking, so there was
really no reason for leaving. Other than the fact that he really wanted to sit
down, suddenly.


He did that with a plop onto the
sofa that probably took half a year from its life. It was like he just couldn't
keep going.


"So... I'm dead? How does that
work?"


Lucy, his mother, sat on the
other side of the dark thing, and turned her body so she was facing him.


"My powers allow me to bring
the dead back to life. Or at least to something that seems like it. I'd been
about to kidnap your parents when they died. Just to mess with The Storm. It
really was an accident. The road was icy, and your father was speeding
like a fool. Thinking that being the slave of one of us would protect him and
his family from harm. It didn't work out too well for him really. He was a
bright enough man, in his way, but too trusting of his master by far. Not that
he had a choice in that." She stopped, and then shrugged at him.


After a moment, a pause meant to
let his brain adjust to the data, he didn't doubt, she continued.


"The whole thing was a mess.
I was the first one there, so removed your body from the wreckage. There was no
way to save your life. Trust me on that. I tried healing you. Even your
head had been severed from your neck. You were so tiny back then. Covered in
blood, the spark of life gone from you totally. So I did something very
different, to try and give you something like a life."


Tyler nodded. It explained a bit,
if not enough to make him feel better yet.


"I was dead. But I'm not
now?"


She took a deep breath and then
nodded. It came with a very forced smile. A tight thing that wasn't happy at
all.


"Tyler... You haven't been
alive in a very, very long time. I've animated babies before, of course. Over
the millennia things come up. I've even taken beings from far more damaged than
you were, and returned them to their normal shape. In a way, I'm the master of
all things dead, after all. Hence being called The Rotted. But when I brought you
back, I had a plan in mind. There was one thing that I'd never done. No one
has, to the best of my knowledge. I wanted to see if I could raise a Human
being to adulthood, who wasn't alive at all."


She clapped once, as if getting
ready to end the conversation.


"It worked. There was... Oh,
no end of effort involved. Every bit of energy that keeps you going comes from
me, for instance. Not that I notice it much, most days. You really aren't
a burden on me. I've wanted to let you know that for a long time now. It was
hard, getting you to grow, since you aren't alive, but I worked out how to do
it. So, slowly, over time, I took you from a dead baby, to a dead man."


Then she stood, like that was all
he needed to know, or could handle at the moment. The last one was true, but he
wasn't finished. Not even fucking close.


"So, I'm dead. Your
experiment worked. Do I just die now? How does that work?" That kind of
seemed correct to him. Why would she keep going on with a thing like that?
There were plenty of living people in the world, after all. Real ones that
weren't...


"Wait, I'm a fucking
zombie?"


She paused, but after a bit there
was a sigh.


"Yes. A very well
constructed and special one, but that's what you are, Tyler. A flesh
eating, undead ghoul, walking the Earth in a never ending quest to repair the
life you never had. A thing made of death more truly than anything that has
ever existed to the best of my knowledge. Death incarnate, would not be too
strong a term for what you are."


He blinked then, and made a face.


"I'm a vegetarian. I don't
even eat hamburgers. I mean, sure, I occasionally do go running at
night, but I almost never start calling for braaains. I mean, okay, once
or twice, sure, but that was just a joke." Like what he was saying
at the moment was.


The Rotted, the only parent he'd
even known, as it turned out, smiled at him.


"I sort of put the whole
vegetarian thing into play. Basically you're my slave, so have to do what I
tell you that way. If not for those orders, you'd be trying to crack open a
skull right now. There are some other things that I kept hidden from you, so
you could have a normal life. For instance, you don't really feel pain. I just
got you to imagine you did, all this time. Also, you functionally can't be
killed. It's a side effect of not being alive like this."


He looked at his own middle,
smooth and perfect already under his old shirt.


"Okay. So, what do we do
now? I'm a monster, so... Kill me with fire?"


She shook her head.


"That won't work. If I die,
you do. Or if I cut your energy off, naturally. Other than that, you're in this
for the long haul. I won't lie, Tyler. There are things that are problems for
you, that other Humans, the living ones, never have to deal with. You really will
crave flesh, if your orders are ever changed or wiped out. You can't
die, but you can be trapped forever, if you aren't careful. You won't age much
now. Not unless you talk me into doing that for you, or learn some kind of
power that way yourself. That's something to look into. I think you have
great potential to learn new things. There has never really been anyone like
you before." There was a glance back at him, as she moved toward the door
again. "Other than that? You're pretty normal. Hard to hurt, and immune to
pain, but not much faster or stronger than anyone else would be. A few times,
perhaps? Your endurance is better by a lot. Oh, and you can't get fat, so eat
all you want. Or not. It doesn't really make any difference for you. If you do
however, I get part of the energy from it, so it helps, if you're
worried over earning your keep with me?"


He just sat there, in shock. Not
because his mother was saying some strange and messed up shit, but because he
could feel it all now. His heart didn't beat, and never had. There was a
coldness to him that he'd always ignored before as well.


Tyler Gartner wasn't just dead
though, he had been, his entire life.


"How messed up is
that?"


Lucy moved over to him, and
patted his hand, gently.


"Everyone is different, Ty.
There's no shame in it. If you make this into a big thing, well, it will ruin
your life for a long time. If you embrace it, and actually make a point to live,
then you can have a lot more than most ever get a shot at. I was teasing you a
bit, about being a zombie. I mean, yes, you are undead, and the flesh eating
thing without my guidance is totally real, but other than that, you're as alive
as anyone. You can't have children, but you can adopt and raise them, if
you want. You can create, regardless. Music, and art, new technologies,
or things like your new martial art. That was kind of inspired."


That reminded him of a few
things, which got his mother glared at.


"You... Kind of ordered me
to do that. Didn't you? That, and get good grades, and not getting a girl pregnant...
But, if I can't..." He was feeling baffled, and confused, but got a pat on
the back of his hand so he wouldn't lose it and start yelling at her for
ruining his life.


"That was so you'd avoid sex
until you were older and knew about everything. Human girls would have said
something about you being cold like you are. A warm bath will fix that, if you
want to entertain, by the way. Vampires do that sometimes for their Human
friends. In your case laying out in the sun will work as well. Now, you can
keep all this in mind. Don't let it set you back too much. Everyone dies,
eventually. Even Greater Demons do. Not everyone gets to come back, and have a
second chance. Use it, Tyler. Use it, and live."


Then she moved to the door, her
face smiling.


"We need to get in on that
cake. In case you haven't noticed, Greater Demons are all pigs that eat
constantly. On the good side, once you decide I'm not the mother of all evil, I
won't have to hide that from you anymore. I really do love you, Ty.
You're my son, as truly as if I gave birth to you myself. Maybe even more than
that. I know you feel like I lied to you, which I did. I just hope that
someday soon you'll come to understand that it wasn't a bad thing. That you
aren't a bad thing..."


Then, his mother, the only woman
that had ever been called that by him that he recalled, walked out the front
door of Calley's house. Tyler just sat there for a bit, wondering what the fuck
he was supposed to do now. To say he was in shock was probably underselling the
whole thing.


A bit numbly he got up, hunger
gnawing at him a bit.


There was cake to be had, and
apparently he didn't really need to worry about dieting. That was a plus. Also,
if he couldn't afford food, that wouldn't matter much either, it seemed. For
some reason that sounded like a silver lining, if one hidden inside a shit
sandwich.


After all, Lucy had never claimed
to be his real mom, so that wasn't some crushing shock. He could even see that
her animating him was about as cool a thing as one person could do for
another. The only real problem was that she'd told him he was a slave too, and
didn't actually have free will. Part of that was working out pretty well, no
doubt. He could go all day without eating a brain, truth be told. That was
probably a joke. If he were going to eat anything it would be tasty and easy to
get to thigh meat. That was a lot easier than trying to go through a skull,
after all.


So, thinking that, with his sense
of humor still intact, Tyler got up, and went back to his party. Dead or alive,
he was eighteen. Letting his party go to waste wasn't going to help anyone.












Chapter twenty





 


The whole thing pretty much was
wrapped up and put away by midnight. That was a little bit late for a thing
being held outdoors, but people were actually quiet enough that no one
complained. No one even expected him to help clean up either, though he did his
share, trying not to think about himself or the horrible news that he'd gotten.


Oh, he understood part of what
was likely happening. The Storm had used the knowledge to try and punish Lucy.
From what had been said, if it was honest, and he had no reason to think it was
or wasn't, it was really about The Rotted having stolen his parents, and
possibly him, away from the other Greater Demon.


It might even go back farther
than that, with retaliation going back and forth for who knew how long. Telling
him though, like she had, was just the other Demon's attempt to make him hate
his mom. He really wasn't all that comfortable with her at the moment, that was
true. He was dead. Not alive, not even a Vampire. Just a corpse that
walked around, powered by some form of magic. A thing that he didn't understand
and probably couldn't.


A freaking zombie.


It wasn't a thing that he wanted
to dwell on, but oddly enough it was all that came to mind as he picked up bits
of trash, of which there wasn't much, and helped load the equipment on the
truck, so the driver could take it away. Palma cleaned it up first, and
wouldn't even let him try to do anything that way.


He smiled at her, and finally
just asked why that was.


"Is it because it's my
birthday, or just that I'm too slow, and will get in your way."


The woman beamed at him, working
the whole time.


"Yes. That's precisely
correct! Now that you understand, why don't you see about helping with the
tables?"


It really didn't take long to fix
it all, since they had superhumans on their side. Ginger worked with another
girl who had stayed just to visit it seemed. Regardless, she was a good worker,
and moved fast enough it was clear she wasn't actually Human. She was also
pale. Cuter than Ginger, but it was a pretty close thing that way. Honestly,
that was probably down to the fact that the new girl had makeup on, and Ginger
didn't.


Just as they finished, and Palma
rode off in the truck, along with the driver, Eve moved over to him, and gave
him a hug.


"So, we all heard that
shitstorm earlier. Do you want me to hold you while you cry?" It should
have been sarcastic and demeaning sounding, saying that he was some kind of
pussy that did things like that, but it really wasn't. It seemed perfectly
reasonable, like that was a real option.


"Hmmm. No? Not that I won't
take a hug or two. Crying over it won't help. It's kind of a..." He went
in, waving to the others, since Calley had already taken the big speakers away.
The whole set up had vanished into her room, which was interesting. After all,
why would she need that kind of set up?


They all ended up in the living
room, Ginger right next to him, pressed against his body, in one of the big
chairs. Calley was in the other one, with Eve and the other girl on the sofa.


Eve, brushing her shoulder length
hair out of her face, winked and glanced sharply at the other woman. She
actually looked about right for him to date. About eighteen or so. Maybe a
little younger than that.


"This is Lenore Hawthorn.
Ginger's Vampire mom, as well as the less important thing here as far as you're
concerned, which is that she's also the western states regional director for
the Vampires. Oh, also Zack's girlfriend, before you hit on her."
There was a bit of teasing to her words, so he smiled.


"I'll try not to do that
then. It isn't personal, just so you know. I just don't want to be that
jerky guy that's always making women uncomfortable."


The girl, who didn't look old
enough to be taking care of Ginger as a mother, gave him a look that was rather
bland.


"I understand. There are
worse things to be than polite. I... I don't know if this is a good time for
you. My plan was to use my contacts here to see about building an alliance with
your new Coalition in my section, but I understand if you'd rather not deal
with that right now. That was shocking news."


No one else chimed in, meaning he
had to answer, after a bit. Finally he nodded.


"Yeah. I'm... Dead. It's
kind of a big thing to learn about yourself." His face felt numb. Really,
everything about his being did. It had ever since Lucy had told him that he
didn't really feel pain, and had only been made to imagine it.


That kind of explained a lot.


Lenore tilted her head and
frowned.


"I was rather
speaking about the part where your mother is a Greater Demon. Half the people I
know are dead. That's hardly a major issue, is it? I can't say that I would
have thought that The Rotted would have invested the time into such a project,
but it isn't a thing to feel poorly over. After all, if you weren't what you
are now, you simply wouldn't be. Plus, it gives you powers after a
fashion. Greater endurance, the ability to weather damage and repair at a rate
that is very useful, without a need to drink the blood of the living. It
could be worse."


Ginger cuddled into him,
"that's true. I wonder, do you need to sleep?"


Tyler made a face, and looked
away.


"What? I always do.
Why?"


"Well, if you think about
it, you shouldn't really need to. Do you dream or anything?"


That was a good question. He'd
always thought he had, but then forgotten about it. Only now that it was
brought up, he realized a thing that had always escaped him before.


"I... Just lay there all
night. I don't know why I never noticed that before."


Eve made a sound that was a bit
like a snort, but seemed fake to him.


"That would be down
to the fact that you're the slave of a Greater Demon. When Anne, The Rotted,
tells you to do something, you have to. That's what it means. She told
you that you could understand now, so, you can. That's all. It isn't a
great thing, but I doubt you can get a better deal. Normally, if that happens
to a person they have to die to break it. You'd have to become alive first, and
then die, I bet. So, it would probably be best to get used to it, and just hope
she doesn't decide being a cannibal looks good on you. So far so good?"


Taking a deep breath, he sighed.


"I guess. Well, that means I
have several hours of nothing to do. Anyone want to go and help straighten up a
bookstore? I'm kind of trying to keep busy right now. I could also do without
having the feminist hit gang at my store any longer than needed. Is it wrong
that they piss me off? I swear I don't hate women. I don't even hate them.
They're just difficult when they don't need to be, as far as I can see. I mean,
if they wanted to tell me not to sleep with the Alede, then I'll listen, but
trying to kill them, just because they're different..."


It was Lenore, who smiled a
little and covered her mouth very demurely, who commented on that.


"Trust me, Tyler, life is
far too short to blame any group for all your problems. The name of the
group doesn't matter, in the end. You're either the commander of your own ship,
or you slave to the will of your master. Those are the only choices. You,
perhaps, have a harder path if you seek to go your own way, but it's still a
choice. It didn't sound to me like Anne plans to prevent you from doing that,
or deny you anything you can gain for yourself. Blaming feminism for your
troubles would be wasted energy, however. They simply aren't that powerful, if
you don't want them to be."


Tyler could see that.


"Because adults are
responsible for their own actions?"


"That. Impressive that you
understood. Most take a long time to get that one. Also, when you get down to
it as a group, feminists are rather vilified, aren't they? You should always keep
in mind what others have told you to think of groups you might be prone to
dislike. They do oppose you, being that you're a man. That doesn't mean
they're as bad as all that. Even if they did help in an attack on your
people." She grinned suddenly, her eyes suddenly turning blood red.
"Not that they should have been allowed to survive. I hear you had a hand
in that?"


She was trying to be
intimidating, but it was too hard to buy the girl, even with fangs and super
powers, as a real threat. That was probably thanks to the old fashioned skirt
she had on. It was nice, but made her look like she was from a different era
completely. Hundreds of years before.


"We don't kill people here.
We jail them. The ones that got out are mainly free thanks to a Vampire.
Richard Swerlin? He asked, and the local government worked with us. It
isn't a bad thing. It's just... They're pains in the ass. I do get your point.
All of them, but we have to hold to the law, and be willing to bend a little,
while people learn the new rules. It will take a while. I mean, there's so much
to learn, isn't there?"


Instead of lunging for his
throat, the girl smirked at him, as Ginger cuddled against him even more
closely.


"Spoken like a statesman,
Mr. Gartner. Well, perhaps we should go and do what you suggested? Aiding The
Line Walker does me no harm. Perhaps you could inform the Humans of our aid, in
the morning? I'm sure they'll be pleased to learn of it."


Tyler was certain that most of
them would be too ungrateful to be pleased about anything, but Lenore had been
right. Blaming them for being what they were was as insane as blaming Vampires,
or Shifters, or even Greater Demons for being what they were.


Sighing, he held up his right
hand.


"Yeah. Let's do that?
Thanks. I bet we can do a lot in the time we have, if we hurry. First though, I
need to make a call."


It was a bit hard, since
everything in him wanted to avoid doing it, but he picked up the landline, and
dialed a number from memory.


Oddly enough, it picked right up.


The voice was all wrong.


"Hello?" It was a
little girl, instead of Lucy.


"Mom? It's me, Tyler."


"Hi honey! I didn't think
you'd be in touch so soon. Is everything all right? Do you need me? The
Storm..."


"Nothing like that. I just
wanted to make sure you knew that I loved you. That's all. This stuff is, um, shocking
works, don't you think? Or is that just me?"


The voice that answered was high
pitched, and youthful. Also chipper.


In a way it was nice to hear.


"Nooo, I think it would be most
people. I'm really glad you got in touch. I'm going to be out of town for a few
days. Maybe longer. Remember, if you don't hear from me... If you're
alive, I am too!"


He laughed, even if it wasn't
that funny.


"Good to know. Take care,
mom. I'll talk to you soon?"


"Of course."


Then the phone clicked, and
neither of them said goodbye. Walking to the door, Tyler looked over at the
yawning Calley.


"You should get some sleep.
We should get together tomorrow. Dinner?"


That got a mumbled assent, and a
hug from her, which was warm. That and wonderful.


Then he and his new dead friends
moved out the front door, to walk among the living.


 The way he was supposed to.
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