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Chapter one





 


Sound was the first thing to
return, which was odd to Tyler. He was, almost certainly, dead. After all, he'd
taken the better part of a day to remove his own head, and that pretty much
should have done it for almost anything. If you did things like that, it was,
more or less, the last thing you got to do.


Which was fair enough.


He was gone. That had been his
plan, at any rate. Dead, and if not buried, probably being eaten by the little
boy that he'd been trapped in the cave with. There was water there, and air,
but no food. Except for either him or the kid. Being that the boy had seemed
very tasty to him, it had made sense that one of them stop existing. At the
time. Now the annoying voices were speaking. Calling his name.


One voice.


His mother. Lucy.


Calling for him to rise again.


That made sense, after a fashion. She
wasn't just his adopted mother. The woman who had protected and cared for him
as a boy. No, she was, as it had turned out, the Greater Demon known as The
Rotted. An insane being with so much power that, when her kid took the easy way
out, and kicked the bucket for the final time, she apparently could just bring
him back on a whim.


Opening one eye in the bright
room, he squinted a bit.


"I don't wanna get
up." It came out sounding just as petulant and whining as he meant it to.
In a way it was the simple truth, however. He'd been resting, unaware, and now
had to wake and face the world again. It was exhausting, having to do things
like that. Not that he was going to be a little wimp about it. He was, if
nothing else, a hard worker.


That meant not lying around all
day like a corpse. Even if he was one.


The speaking in the room stopped
then, and his mother, looking the way he'd last seen her, instead of the
familiar face from his childhood, moved over him and touched his cheek gently.


"There's my boy. Time to get
up. There are things to do. Demons to hunt, and slay."


That was probably just the truth,
he knew. There would be much to arrange, and probably real Demons to kill. Or
at least one or two to talk about, if no one else had figured out what was
going on.


The Storm, a rival of sorts of
The Rotted, had kidnapped him and the slightly dark skinned boy that had
been placed in the all stone cave with him. The idea had been to force him to
eat the little guy, in order to remain alive. Then, every three days or so,
another person would be dropped in for him. Until he broke on a level that no
one could recover from. Shattered for all time. Left a slave of a different
demon.


Like that would have
worked?


His life was the property and
power of The Rotted. At any time she could have let him go. Allowed him to rest
forever. Sitting in a darkness that was the true finality. Even eating flesh to
stay alive like The Storm had wanted, Lucy could have killed him forever on no
more than a thought. He knew that now.


Just like how she could call him
back, and nothing he said would change it. Her slave, for all time, with no way
to get around the idea. Even death couldn't save him. That was fine, for the
moment, since he'd died for a reason, and given that he was out of the
spelled cage of a cave that had starved him of whatever power had animated his
form.


So, his first words to the young
looking girl, one who seemed cute, had glasses, and a bookish style were a
joke. Because that was how the really cool undead kids rolled.


So he made his second a bit more
stable seeming.


"The boy?" He wasn't
going to ask the particulars. If it had been six years in that pit, then the
kid was gone. There was no way to tell. The only thing he knew at a glance was
that the place he was at the moment wasn't tan stone with artificial lights
above. There were no spells on the wall either. It was, at a glance, a meadow
somewhere. One with pine trees. Checking upward upward he noticed that there
was also two moons in the sky. The regular one everyone knew from back home,
and a lumpy yellow thing. Right there above the green, over the dark haired
Demon's shoulder.


Turning his head, a thing that
worked easily, he noticed that The Line Walker, Zack, was there as well. The
half Japanese looking guy winked at him, and moved in a tiny bit. It was no
more than his right hand coming up a fraction of an inch.


"He's fine. I took him back
to his family already. He'd been beaten, and shaken up, but that was all. It
seems that someone stole The Storm's little victory dance from
her."


That would be, Tyler knew, God.


As strange as it seemed. In the
end, about to eat the child, or at least gear up for it, not able to help
himself in a day or two thanks to the growing hunger, he'd prayed to the
being. Asking that the kid be saved, and rescued. It took everything he had, in
some fashion, but there had been an effect.


In answer the wall of the cave, a
thing so deep and vast that there was no reasonable escape from the place in
the time he had before he went wild and started munching little boys, cracked a
tiny bit. From the line on the wall there was a trickle of water. That, and a
stone. A jagged and ragged thing about the size of his hand. Other than that,
there had been nothing in the place to save the child with.


So, while it might have been a
douche move, giving him only a jagged bit of stone to kill himself with like
that, leaving only his body for food, it seems that the guy, God, had done the
rest of it somehow, and gotten them help. In time. Greater Demons, too.


Sitting up, the air smelling
sweeter than a natural setting should, Tyler stretched, then felt his neck. It
was nice and smooth. Probably having been fixed by The Rotted already. He
started to stand, but noticed that he didn't have a right leg.


Lucy, his mom, patted him on the
arm.


"It will grow back. The boy
ate it. I can see that. There was nothing else, and you told him to do
it. Rather firmly. That was brave. It also stole a victory from Glindlyth
rather nicely. She should have known better than to mess with my people."
The girl who he'd always known as being very different than she was at the
moment patted his arm again.


"Zack found you. It
seems he really wants you to work order night this week?"


Tyler, glancing at the ruin that
was the gnawed stump of his leg, nodded. The pants he'd been wearing were
ruined too, and there were tiny, very Human looking, tooth marks on his flesh.
Just a hint of red blood poured out of him, seeping, since he didn't have a
heartbeat to pump the blood out like a normal person would have. It was a thin
leg, or had been. Muscular, and lean. Hardly a taste sensation.
Hopefully filling enough.


The Line Walker shrugged when he
looked up.


"I made him forget that part
of things. He thinks he was just taken by some crazy woman that wanted a son,
and doesn't recall the rest. I don't know if that's better than not, but having
been there myself, after a fashion, I wouldn't want to remember it. Not
if I had a choice. Anyway, it's been about three weeks. The Storm was...
Occupied for a bit. It seems that someone had told Goethe that she was plotting
to kill him, and that guy, apparently isn't all that stable. We don't know who
did it, at least in public, but it gave me a chance to locate you.


"Three weeks?" Tyler
nodded. That meant he'd missed some work, and had been letting people down. His
band mates, for instance.


Just as he started to feel bad,
his mother, looking about thirteen or so, smiled. It messed with his head a
bit, but he could feel the line between them. No matter who was in front of him,
he'd know Lucy. Even if she looked totally different.


"Don't worry. Everyone has
been upset about you being taken, but it will be fine. You didn't miss anything
too important. Not yet. So, do you want to stay here while you heal, or
would you like to go home?"


This was spoken to him, as if he
were the person in charge. That wasn't the case. No matter how nice his mom was
being, he was her slave. Like The Storm had said before he'd taken his own head
off. A puppet. A complex one, made of meaty goodness, but that was, in the end,
all he could ever be.


There was no Pinocchio ending for
him where the Good Fairy came down and gifted him with life, making him a real
boy. What he had was it, as far as things like that went.


So he could whine about it,
inside his head, and lament not having it all, or he could take what he'd been
given and run with it. That last one seemed the better option, since there was
no choice anyway. Being a pain in the ass whingy little mouth breather was no
way to exist, after all. It might well be that he didn't get to set the
parameters of his life and world. No one did. It was a bit different,
done his way, but the end result was close to the same. You dealt with what
came at you.


Complaining that he was too
different, and given too many options was about as ungrateful as anyone could
be, and he wasn't going to be that person. There had to be limits, if he
was going to have to live with himself forever.


"We might as well get back?
Thanks for coming for me. I wonder who told that guy, if he is one, that The
Storm was out to get him. That was kind of good timing, wasn't it?"


Zack reached down and helped
Tyler stand on his remaining leg.


"It was Keeley. Not that she
told me that, but it's kind of obvious. I don't know why, but it really did
work out pretty well in the end. You feel all right?" There was a covert
look at the red and raw, well chewed, stump, then.


"Oh, sure. I don't feel
pain, anyway. Pleasure, but not that." He pretty much imagined that part,
the good stuff, but it was enough for him, really. It felt as real as what
anyone had, at least as far as he knew. A gentle touch was a caress to
him, and a punch to the nose was nothing. Just him moving back a bit, if it was
hard enough. Maybe a sound.


It was kind of awesome, when you
got down to it.


Lucy moved alongside of him, on
his stumpy right side, and helped him walk, acting as a crutch and supporting
him as he hopped a few steps. As it turned out they didn't have some kind of
giant trek ahead of them. The Line Walker, looking as cute as always, waved his
left hand a tiny bit, making the air glow in a disk. It was all purple, and
meant to show them where to go.


Then he glared a bit at Lucy.


"Now, how about for once you
don't fight it? Just go through? It's possible, so don't act like it
isn't. Just go through and don't try to walk the fucking line for
once?"


That got a small, rather bell
like laugh.


"Oh, you. I bet you
say that to all the Demons." She waved her left hand a little, the one
tucked under Tyler's arm.


For some reason the other Greater
Demon smiled.


"I do say that to all
of them. They always screw it up, too. Really, all you have to do is
walk. Like going across the room."


The girl gave him a look that
seemed bossy and entitled then, and helped Tyler hop along in to the disk of
faint purple light that floated in the air. That brought them out, not in the
room off of the books store at the Westfield mall, but in front of a large
mansion in Nevada. A place that Ty recognized, being that it was, more or less,
his home now.


A place that he'd kind of lived
in for two whole days before being taken away.


"Be it ever so humble."
He wasn't going to complain. It was huge. Nice and eccentric, too. Everything
was just a bit off inside. Tilted, or painted with stripes in places where no
one would do that kind of thing, because if you had money enough you could rent
taste, even if you didn't come pre-installed with it.


Then, when three of the four
members of your band were dead, one way or the other, and the other the slave
of a Greater Demon, even if he didn't know it, things like good taste were
optional.


Looking down at the stump, Tyler
sighed.


"Hopefully I have
good taste." It was a nonsequitur, but his companions were also Greater
Demons, so they got all the possible meanings, he bet.


Zack grinned at him anyway.


"That's the spirit. Keep it
up and you'll be better in no time. That was... Hard core." The other man
let one eye close and shook his head a bit, as Lucy started working the door.
"Most people would have waited too long to take their own head off
like that, and all would have been lost. You acted, and did it early enough.
You, a regular Human, more or less, beat a Greater Demon at her own game. A
thing that she'd literally built to defeat you. Personally. That's...
Well, most beings couldn't have pulled it off."


There was something like pride in
his voice, and a soft smile from Lucy, who helped him hop through the large
wooden door to the place. It was heavy and nice, being polished brown wood with
a simple pattern carved into it. Once they got inside, he called out, but didn't
know if anyone would be there. Not who was awake for the day yet.


It was still light out, after
all.


"Honey, I'm home!" He
was going for goofy, not expecting a response, but the air in front of him
stirred, and a girl suddenly appeared.


She had ash blonde hair, the
remains of a few freckles across her nose, and looked about fourteen. Ginger.
His girlfriend. One of the two women that called themselves that anyway. Also a
master Vampire, which was why she was up and around, when his band mates
weren't. It was, he thought, about noon. The hardest part of the day for her
kind.


"Tyler! Oh!" There
was a lot of hugging and no particular staring at his leg, even though it had
to have been noticed. "Come in! I didn't know what to do. You were just
gone. We all thought you were dead."


He nodded, hugged her again, and
then let Lucy act as a crutch as he got himself inside. It would be less
awkward that way. Not that there were neighbors outside to watch him. The place
was nicely isolated that way. He thought that Sparks wasn't too far off, but he
hadn't come in a car, or even a plane, so had never seen the road signs. In one
direction there was nothing for a long way, so the other probably held the
city.


It was kind of clear that she didn't
know the tale of his time away. There wasn't a lot to tell, but he decided to
do that sitting down.


"Hey, could someone get a
blanket or something for me? So I can rest on the sofa and not ruin the poor
thing? Bloody stump." He waved it around a bit, which got Ginger to focus
that way, her face a bit hard. She didn't seem scared though, or worried that
he was crippled for life.


Lucy patted the Vampire woman's
arm, bare flesh connecting. Drinking in all the information her form held, most
likely. That was a gift her kind had, after all.


"It will grow back. In a few
days now. Two really. I could speed that up, but I doubt it will be needed.
Would you be a love and get a throw for him?"


That didn't take long, since
Ginger was hard working and had super human speed when she wanted. Normally, it
being daytime, she should have been at work, which got him to glance at her
when she came back, and they all moved to the next room. The red thing she'd
gotten was thick and soft under him, as he settled into place.


"Shouldn't you be off
working or something? Not that I don't like seeing you. I just figured that I'd
have to dig everyone up. It's been a few weeks after all." Not that he
recalled most of that. To him it really seemed like about fifteen hours had
passed. The remains of the party were all packed up though, as he looked
around.


The Vampire girl smiled, her
teeth white, but with no unruly fang showing. It was kind of darling, really.


"Nope. I have today off. I
work a whole five days a week, like a regular person, and get the weekends off.
Felicia has been really sweet that way. She's the Ambassador here now. We have
a building set up in town, but Keeley let me stay here. Calley too, though
she's off at work, since, you know, she's in charge here and doesn't have half
the staff that us Vampires do. Do you need a pillow, or... Um, some soup?"


He nearly said no, since he
wasn't sick, but then realized that the purpose of her saying that wasn't so
that he'd feel better, but so she could take care of him. Pamper him a bit.
Because she'd been worried.


So he nodded at her, and smiled.


"That would be wonderful. I
should get my keyboard too, so I can work while I sit around being lazy. I'll
be fine. It wasn't the greatest way to spend quality time with my enemy, but it
turned out all right." It was part of his plan, not being the world's
whiniest dead man.


Though, before he was going to
get his soup, he apparently had to spill the beans about what had happened. It
was, he knew going to be the story of the day, he bet, so he tried to come up
with a shorthand for it.


"Kidnapped, stuck in a
magical cave to starve me, with a little boy as food. So I used a bit of sharp
rock to take off my head. The boy needed a snack, hence the leg." It was
nicely brief, and for some reason, other than a slight widening of her eyes,
enough for his girlfriend. For the time being anyway.


She leaned in, kissed him on the
cheek, and then dashed from the room, toward the kitchen.


"Oh, what kind of soup? We
have vegetable, and tomato?" Her voice was soft and very far away, but it
was clear that she was yelling so he could hear it. Her abilities that way far
outstripped his own, so he just spoke back, like she was standing right next to
him.


"Tomato, please. Thanks.
You're the best girlfriend, you know that?"


No sound came back that he could
hear, but hopefully it was near the right thing to say. He'd never had a real
girlfriend before, so was making that kind of thing up as he went. Even if he'd
had more experience, what was the right level of that sort of thing, when you
came back from being kidnapped? Tyler was willing to bet that there were no
real rules for that kind of thing.


Zack stood back, not fussing over
him, but Lucy kind of did, making sure that the couch he was on, which was soft
and a light tan color, was totally covered. Protected from the ooze that was
assembling itself into his new leg. That was a cool trick. A power, after a
fashion. Super healing on a level that was kind of neat. He'd always kind of
thought of himself as being a bit like Batman. Only without the money, or
fetish gear.


In a way he was probably a bit
more like Wolverine. Super healing as a power, more or less. No claws. If he'd
had those, taking his head off would have been a lot easier than it had
been.


His keyboard, a generic thing
that had been purchased at Wal-Mart, was in the other room, which meant that
Zack got it for him, and plugged it into the wall, then settled the thing
behind him, on the back of the sofa, balanced precariously.


"You should eat first. Don't
forget to watch T.V. or do something for fun too. Working all the time is a
good way to waste a life. Play too." Then, after a moment, the guy who was
his boss, and as far as Tyler knew, only worked, all the time, glared at
Ty's mom.


She gave the other man, who she
was sort of dating, even if he hadn't been told about it, a cute look.


"I suppose that's a good
idea, Tyler. You should take an hour or two a day for yourself, and not just
work all the time. The rest should be filled with useful things. There
needs to be a balance to that kind of thing, and you don't need sleep." It
was all true, but also, no doubt, his new orders.


There was no choice for him but
to follow them. That meant... Actually, it meant that Zack was being very nice,
making certain that he got some kind of time off. If he'd been told to be happy
working all the time, he would have been. Now he got to do other things, too.


Just for fun.


A few minutes later he had a
large bowl of soup, piles of saltines to go with it and a spoon. Digging in he
savored the flavor. It did taste of a tin can, underneath the soup part, but
that was fine. It was the sort of thing that he'd grown up eating. They'd been
poor, after all, so knock off canned soup was a staple for him.


"Wait... We weren't poor though,
were we?"


Lucy coughed a bit, and managed
to look a tiny bit embarrassed.


"I didn't want you to grow
up to be spoiled, so I faked that part of things. Besides, pretending to work
double shifts all the time let me get my real work done. I know, I lied. Sorry.
Greater Demons weren't a known thing back then. For that matter we still
aren't, really. Humans can barely keep in mind that Vampires are real. Even
after all the years of being told that by their stories and shows. It's both
annoying and useful at the same time. Now, scootch, oh son of mine. I'm
going to stay with you for a while. I was very worried that you were being
abused by that bitch. Especially when I found out that she'd been pretending to
be that effeminate feminist fellow that shot you."


A spoonful of soup and damp
cracker went to his mouth as Tyler thought about that one. After he swallowed,
the warm liquid moving down to his stomach a thing he could feel, he spoke.


"That had to have
been on purpose, didn't it? I mean Will, The Storm, had fought for the gun with
that other man, but managed to get me shot three times in the middle while
doing it? Before I'd just figured that it was just bad luck, but now..."
There was more to eat, so he did.


Lucy nodded at him, and then
Zack.


"Agreed. It was a set up.
Probably meant to force me to tell you about your true nature. Little did she
know that I was already planning to. What she was thinking however, I don't
know. You weren't going to turn on me simply because you're special. How would
being better than other people turn you against me anyway?" This
was said to Zack, who shook his head.


"I think that the matter
there is more about The Storm being insane than anything else. She wants Tyler
to be hers, but can't simply steal him, so is working to turn him against you.
That won't really work. I mean, if he'd gone revenant in that cave, you would
have simply ordered him to forget it when he got out anyway." There was a
shrug then.


Tyler winced.


"Fuck. I didn't eat that
kid, did I?" It made more sense than that he'd cut off his own head, in
the end, didn't it? Before he could stew on the idea, Zack shook his head.


"Nope. I can take you to see
the boy if you need. I was just pointing out that no matter what, Glindlyth
hadn't really set things up so that there was a clear win condition for
herself. That could mean a lot of different things however. From her being so
far gone that she hadn't realized she couldn't win, to her having a totally
different plan altogether. It's probably that one. This is a little
obvious otherwise, and even the insane Greater Demons aren't fools."


"Oh. Well, thanks. Now I'm
sitting here wondering if I ate the boy and six like him as snacks. I mean,
you'd lie to me about it if I had, wouldn't you?"


Rather than be helpful or nice,
the man nodded at him. Firmly, and with a small smile.


"Yep. It isn't the case, but
from where you are at the moment you have no way of knowing that. Even if I
brought a boy here, you wouldn't be able to be certain it was him. You could be
made to think anything on the matter. All you have is my word on the
issue."


Tyler laughed a little then.


"From the man who told me
not to trust any Greater Demon?"


"Bingo! Not that I want you
to live in self-doubt. Now, on those words, and knowing that nothing anyone
says will make you feel any better, short of ordering you not to think about
it, I'm going to take off. See you in a few days, Ty? Wednesday night?"
That was when he was supposed to be working.


"Yeah. See you then. I'll
try to call, if I can't make it." Ty looked at his leg, but no one
mentioned the thing.


Then he waved his spoon, not
having a free hand, and Zack left the room. Ginger sat across from Lucy and
himself, in an oversized and comfy looking chair. She perched, looking worried
still, which was about a Greater Demon being in the room with them. It got worse
after Zack left, but it had been there before too.


When he finished his soup, she
hopped up.


"Would you like more? Or
something else? Do you need something with more calories, or protein in it?"


Tyler nearly said no, but next to
him the glasses wearing schoolgirl nodded.


"That would be good. I'll
help. The more solid food he has while healing, the less energy it takes from
me. One of us needs to eat. In fact, I think I'll order some things in. Chinese?"
She said it to him, and sounded like Lucy used to, while he was growing up.
About once every two months or so they'd ordered something like that or gone
out to eat.


That one was his favorite, which
meant that she was trying to distract him. Probably from the idea that he'd
been off eating people instead of heroically dead like he remembered. If that
was the case... Well, then he still needed to act like it wasn't. There
was no point in surviving if he was going to go around acting like a giant baby
all the time.


"Sounds good,
actually." Ginger got up, to get a phone book. That they had one, an
actual thing made of yellow paper and with a heavy, glossy cover, surprised
him.


Really, he hadn't seen one in
long enough that he'd kind of thought that no one made them anymore. There
wasn't just one, but six places that delivered available to them, however.


Lucy explained, as she got up to
dial.


"Sparks is basically
connected to Reno. That someone as young as Keeley managed to get it is...
Well, my guess is that she slept with Gregor for it. That, or traded something
better than her behind. Slaves most likely, that being the kind of thing she
does. It means that there's a lot of good food around here however. They even
have a few decent Mexican places." That was her favorite.


His mother's, at least. Tyler didn't
know if that was real or not however.


How much of the Lucy that he'd
known his entire life was real? The idea hadn't really hit him before, but
suddenly, in the midst of everything else, it did. The woman that had raised
him, to the best of his knowledge had just been a woman that was a friend of
his dead parents, who'd taken him in and treated him like her own. Even though
it had meant struggling, and hard hours of work, she'd done it without
complaint.


Making sure he had a decent life.


Now it was almost certain that
the whole thing had been an act. It might even be that the things he thought
were real weren't. Had he really gone to school even? He recalled every day of
the whole thing, but also that he'd cut his own head off and survived
it. At least he'd come back from it.


So could he count on anything
he'd known as being right?


Feeling confused, he tried to
hide it, but after the very large order was called in, enough food for dozens
of people probably, Lucy settled back alongside of him, and patted his arm.


"Some of it was a lie. But
know this, I always loved you. The whole time, son. Probably more than a Human
mother would have her own flesh and blood. I used magic the whole time to make
certain I would. You, perhaps more than any child in history, were loved."


The thing there was that he
didn't know if he could trust her or not.


Then, that was part of being a
person. You never knew who you could trust. Not until they failed you.


So far Lucy hadn't. Not that he
knew of.


Then, if it had happened,
would he?












Chapter two





 


The song he was playing on the
keyboard was jazzy and a bit more "boogie-woogie" in a classic sense
than he normally would have gone for. It wasn't meant to be for the band
though, so Tyler didn't care that much. He was just using it as an exercise. It
helped to think outside the box from time to time, after all. That meant
pushing yourself into areas you might not go otherwise.


That was what he was thinking
about anyway as he started to sing.


"Time to jitter. To hop
about. Got one leg, so stomp and shout." It was kind of funny, and Lucy
giggled at him, sitting a good bit away, taking up the other half of the sofa
they were sharing. She was stretched out a bit, like it was her life mission to
make sure that Ginger didn't climb in next to him. Not that the Vampire was
even trying to do that. She just sat, waiting, in the chair across from them.


Listening to the song he was
working on.


The thing morphed as it went on,
becoming a series of jokes about having a poor position and only having one leg
to stand on. Still, it was humorous enough that when Rebekah and Scotty came
out of their upstairs rooms they were smiling, having heard it all.


The bone white Vampire woman, her
all red eyes gleaming smiled so genuinely that about forty fang teeth showed in
her mouth. It was intimidating, but also a bit nice to see. She normally didn't
let her guard down that much as far as Tyler knew.


"Hey! You're alive. We were
told not to expect that..." She glanced at his leg, and then nodded, a bit
more somberly. "Hence the song? I haven't heard things like that in
decades. About sixty years now. Boogie-woogie. I used to love that stuff. So,
keeping the new stumpy look for a while?" It was, he knew, her way of
asking just how seriously he was compromised. She didn't sound all that
worried, but then, he was already showing that he could sing, play, and even
wasn't so mentally damaged by the whole ordeal that he couldn't make up new
work.


So, from her perspective, he was
fine. Just slower and easier to catch, probably.


"A few days to grow it back?
I know that Zack is expecting me in for work on Wednesday. Sorry about
vanishing like that. Kidnapping me seems to be the personal hobby of a certain
annoying Greater Demon." He didn't name names, but Scotty looked a bit
panicked about it all.


That got Lucy, who they all
recognized to wave at him a bit, catching his eye as she grinned. It was sort
of nerdy, but not unfriendly.


"Don't worry too
much. You're under the protection of The Mistress of Souls. The Storm
won't harm you, because doing so means going to war with Keeley, and that
would mean her destruction or enslavement. The bitch has three of the most
insane as her servants right now, did you know that? Keels, I mean. Not that
she's all that bad. My point is that you, whitey here, and Steve the cutie are
all pretty safe. As it stands I need to take off soon. There are rules as far
as acting in another's territory and I'm already calling on my friendship with
Keeley to be here this long. I just wanted to spend some time with my son for a
while." She waved at him, in case they didn't get who she meant by that.


They did, naturally.


There was a slow nod from
Rebekah, who really was very white. Her skin was the color of chalk, and her
hair was pure white as well, or, if Ty were going to be honest, there might
have been a slight eggshell tone to it. Her teeth were about the same as her
skin, but shone a bit, being damp like they were.


"That does match up with
what I've heard. So we need to focus on protecting Tyler? I... I can stay with
him, but I doubt that will stop a Greater Demon. I mean, Eve was with
him when he was taken last time, and I don't think I could take her, even with
a small army, so..."


Lucy stood up and stretched,
which, young seeming or not, had Scotty glancing her way. Probably due to
hunger and the fact that she looked Human, rather than him being a mother
humping pervert.


"Thanks. That would still
help. Eve... She's kind of in her own category, protection wise. A friend
of a lot of the goodie-goods. The Line Walker, The Technician and The Mistress
of Souls. The Cleric too, I think. She isn't really owned by any of them
however, so she's kind of fair game. That..." There was a look around the
room, and a leaning in as she stood, as if she were about to share with the
whole gang some kind of secret information or knowledge.


Then she waited, building
dramatic tension. No one spoke while she let the whole thing linger.


"Eve Benson is more than she
seems. Less than a Greater Demon. Perhaps. More than A Vampire now
though. All through her own efforts. You should all court her, if you have a
chance. I doubt that The Storm will confront her again, if she has a choice.
Eight times out of ten, in a battle between them The Snowflake would
lose." Then moving toward the door, she turned at the entrance, and smiled
at them. "So do the math there. Two of those times she'd kill one
of my people. A thing that even your Bey could not manage and he's the only
other one of you worth his salt. I do think that you youngsters could learn to
be the same however, if you really try? Especially you, young Miss
Harris." It sounded nice and polite, but there was no mention of a
goodbye.


Lucy just left, using the front
door.


Leaving him to fend for himself.
Except that the others stayed with him too.


Scotty sighed, and then looked
around, scared still. That was what it seemed like. He was moving more than
normal, at any rate.


Tyler shrugged.


"You should all go get some
food. I think we have some blood in the fridge?" He glanced at Rebekah.
She owned the blood harvesting concern for the entire country. The Human one at
least. Eve owned the animal blood one, which was a big deal as far as Vampires
went. There were new laws for them that meant they weren't allowed to get their
own from people anymore. So if you wanted the good stuff, you had to pay.


Cow blood was more like living
off of soda and protein drinks, if he had the idea right. It could work, but it
was less fun.


In charge or not, and she really
was as far as the band went, Rebekah got up and looked at the other two.


"Miss Harris, would you like
some? I need to see to myself and my charge." It was a very funny way of
putting things, since she meant Scotty. Plus Ginger had been staying there, so
they should have been on a first name basis by that time.


Regardless, Ginger shook her
head.


"No, thank you. The Rotted
had a real point. I need to be more disciplined. I know, it didn't seem like she
was saying that, but it's one of the things that Eve has worked with me on. We
really only need to feed about once every nine or ten days. She can go for
months that way. Half a year or more. I think there's a trick to it, but I
haven't asked yet. It's probably hard."


That got Scotty to sit down, his
body shaking a little more.


"But the hunger..."


Ginger, looking younger than
anyone else in the room, and no one seemed old, smiled then.


"That part is always
there. Always. But just because we hunger, that doesn't mean we need to drink.
It's like going out in the sun and staying up all day. Anyone can do it, if
you're willing to suffer the pain." It was spoken softly, like she was
suggesting shoving your hand in a fire was just another thing, as long as you were
willing not to pull it out.


Rebekah grimaced, and shook her
head. Her words though were a lot different.


"We should do that then.
Scotty? I won't make you. I think that I need to finally grow up though and
become a master as well. I'm over two hundred. It's time."


That got the squirrely and
squirming Bat-Vamp to make a distressed noise.


"Fuuuuck. That's not
fair. The other kids don't have to suffer like that." He looked at Tyler
then, who had a raw looking stump sticking out, and a black and white keyboard
over his lap.


There was a gentle snorting sound
from Rebekah, and some eye rolling from Ginger, but Ty nodded.


"True. As far as I go
anyway. My baggage is totally different than yours. My trials,
too." He flashed back to the cave then, and shuddered a bit, recalling the
hunger that he'd felt at the time, the life energy he needed not coming in from
his mom. Cut off like that, he'd nearly gone insane with hunger.


If what these three had to put up
with was anything like that, then he could see how not having their daily blood
would be a big deal. Even if they didn't need it. It was why he'd taken his own
head off like he had at the time. There was no way he could have stopped
himself from eating the little boy he'd been with, otherwise. Consumed alive,
because that was what his body had really needed to keep going.


If God hadn't sent that water for
the boy, Tyler would have had to kill him first, so he wouldn't suffer. Then
himself, to keep from eating the body. There were things that he just wasn't
willing to do, if he could help it.


Scotty shook his head then.


"Aye. That's always the way
of things. I guess. We should do as that evil creature said then, and entreat
The Snowflake to aid us? I hear that her ministrations can indeed promote
learning."


Tyler didn't get it, but Ginger
nodded.


"Yeah. She's the best at
getting people to be able to stay up all day. It isn't easy, or fun, but it
works. I can ask her for you? She's a friend of mine. Really, she's pretty much
my best friend." It wasn't a boast, just a simple statement of fact.


Tyler nodded.


"That sounds good. You
should see if she can do up a class for them? Maybe some of the other local
Vampires that want to try it? I mean, if that's allowed." He was speaking
without meaning to again. Like someone else was using his lips. This time felt
different. When God had done it, there had been a tingle. Now it was more
subtle.


That probably meant it was Lucy
doing it. A thing that he'd never really noticed before, but that almost had to
be a part of his whole life. He was basically a meat puppet after all. A toy,
in a way. The surrogate child of a woman that had wanted one, but who couldn't
have her own.


Greater Demon women couldn't.
Only the men reproduced, for some reason. Normally with Human women, which was
interesting. It probably meant that Greater Demons had been Human, originally.
Or the other way around.


Otherwise breeding with them
wouldn't be a thing.


Ginger didn't wait, pulling a
sleek silver cell phone from her handbag, after hopping up and going across the
room to where it was sitting on a side table. The handbag was blue, to match
her skirt. That she was dressed like that probably had to do with her new job,
rather than personal choice. She was the Assistant Ambassador for the area
after all. It was an important job, and she was really young for it.


It wasn't just her looks. She'd
been turned, against her will, when she was fourteen. That meant she looked
that age still. True, at the moment she seemed a bit older than that, but it
was down to makeup and how she was dressed. She was actually almost twenty,
which made her two years older than Tyler was. They were dating, so that kind
of thing came up.


Still, six years dead was a baby
as far as Vampires went. Rebekah would have been a medium level Vamp,
given her age and that she wasn't able to stay up all day. Scotty wasn't even
that, and each of them was over a hundred and sixty years old. So for Ginger
Harris to have her position was a statement. Part of that was nepotism, and the
fact that Tyler had set it up for her, because they were together.


The Vampire Council had let it
stand though, because baby or not, the girl had power that had to be respected.
She'd gone from a half wild thing that everyone had thought wasn't going to
make it, being killed for her lack of self-possession, to a Master Vampire
inside of months.


Because Eve had trained her to be
that way.


She was even younger as a Vampire
than Ginger was. Like Lucy had told them though, she was different. A power in
her own right already. Tarsus, The Librarian, who was practically the leader of
the Greater Demons, as much as they had one, had told Tyler flat out that she
was, essentially, a Greater Demon herself. Only, she wasn't. Not by birth. A
new thing that was more than what she should have been, made that way through
her own work and effort.


He'd never thought about it
before, but nodded to himself. If she could do that, could someone, something,
like him do the same? Or possibly take a different path that would also lead to
greater abilities. It would depend on what was needed, of course.


Across the room, Ginger spoke
openly.


"Hey Eve! Can you get a few
weeks off to come to Sparks? Rebekah and Scotty want to try your training
course. I was thinking we could tack Evan into that as well? He's pretty solid,
as far as the council goes... I don't know about that... One sec." She
looked at the room and stared at Rebekah directly. "Will you back the
Council if it comes to it? In war, or ruling, even if you don't like it?"


There was a slow bow toward the
woman.


"I will, within reason. I'm
not planning to leave my music career at this time, but do stand with the
current Council. I can't speak as to how I'll feel in the future."


Scotty murmured something
similar. There was a sense of a real conversation going on that Ty was barely
aware of, but after a few moments Ginger smiled.


"Cool. Thanks E. I think you
can stay here. I need to have a chat with Evan. I'm sure he'll be thrilled and
excited to hear about what he'll be doing. It will probably mean he ends up
moving." There was a shrug then, but she said goodbye and turned to the
room as soon as her phone was back in her bag.


"There! She needs to get the
time off, but Edom is willing to help out, even if it means working almost
twenty-four hours a day for two weeks, himself. You should send him a blood
basket." There was a happiness to her though, as if the whole thing wasn't
just good, but a big deal.


In fact, it seemed almost like
she was happy to have gotten it set up on a level that was a bit
self-important. Finally, Ty just looked at her and wrinkled his nose.


"What?" It wasn't very
exacting, but she got it and looked a little sheepish.


"Technically no one can set
this kind of thing up without the Council signing off on it. I mean, Eve is allowed
to teach anyone she wants, but there are still rules, you know? So for me to
set this up and not be called on it means that everyone just accepted that I'm
important."


Rebekah nodded, and then looked
away, speaking softly.


"I don't suppose that you
could get that cleared with the higher ups though? I'd really hate to look up
one day to see Bey's fist vaporizing my head."


"Aahhh..."


Tyler tilted his head as the
others went silent.


"Why not call and ask about
it? I mean, people trying to set things up like this that are willing to do it
openly like that at least probably aren't going to be a big threat to anyone in
power, right? Even if you run for office, or however they do it, later."


No one seemed to think that was a
good idea, but Ginger, a bit slowly for a girl that could move so fast you
couldn't see her, went to her phone and made the call. For some reason that
Scotty didn't get in particular she tried to get in touch with Bey. She got
someone named Gene.


"Hello? Sir? This is Ginger
Harris, you don't know me... Oh? I didn't know that. Well, it isn't a big
thing, but I have some people, Vampires, that want to try the daylight
training, and... Um, Rebekah and Scotty? Also Evan, he's a local guy. No, he
works for us directly. I mean the Council. Yep! I asked and everything. They
both agreed. Okay..." She stopped, and didn't do anything for a while,
just looking wide eyed and like her world was about to end, but then she
smiled. "Really? Thanks. I'll let everyone know that. Bye,
sir."


Rebekah and Scotty both beamed,
looking happy, so Ty was able to work out that no one was being put to death or
anything. Other than that he didn't have a clue as to what was going on.


Ginger included him, after a bit.


"He got several of the
others to sign off on it. In fact they're going to let five of us do the
training. I get to pick. These two, Evan and two others. They'll probably be
sent off after they learn to do it, but it's still really huge. I need to go
and... I should probably visit. I..." She looked at him, and then took a
forced seeming breath. "No, I'll do it later. In a few days. Or on the
phone. Tyler needs me."


That got him to smile.


"To make me soup? I'll be
fine. These two will help out with food, so that my leg will grow faster, right
guys?" He didn't know if either of them could cook or anything, but both
of them still nodded, so he'd at least get crusts of bread or whatever was
under the kitchen counter. As long as it wasn't flesh, he'd be fine.


Rebekah smiled then, hugely,
which was impressive when she did it.


"We have him for now. You
can set things up with the others. This is great."


Ginger stood then, and moved over
to him, leading with a leaning kiss, avoiding his stumpy right leg.


"Yeah. Until you do
it. After about five or six days though it really isn't that bad. I mean, it
will always hurt during the day, but you can both kind of manage that. It's not
getting tired that's the hard part. You do wake up at night, so it isn't that
bad. Doing it in the summer... Well, I'd pick the winter for it personally, if
you wanted to do it the easy way."


Scotty laughed.


"Right. Well, the not eating
part will both be nice and probably the hardest for me. That part of things is really
intense. I'll get some Human style food going. You don't eat meat, right, Tyler?"


"Right. Thanks. Talk to you
later, Ginger?"


"Yep. I'll probably be back
in a few hours. Less than that, if Felicia has a short list as to who she wants
to fill the slots with."


Then, as she often did, the girl
vanished. It was just her moving fast, but in a way that was a lot more than
running. He'd traveled that way, being carried before. It wasn't just jogging
quickly, or even sprinting. It was a blur of colors, making a rainbow of the
world. The process also made it impossible to breathe while it happened. That,
as it turned out, wasn't a big issue for him, personally. A regular individual
might just have a problem that way.


Rebekah settled into Ginger's
chair, since it was directly across from him.


"This will really help, if
we can do it. Being asleep part of the day is a pain. Not that I can't do
better than I have been. I'm old enough that I could push it to about two
hours, right around noon. I probably should now. Anyway, we were on the One Legged
Boogie? We should practice everything once Steve get's home from work. That
Mage, Lisa... She's been working him so hard and often that I wonder if she has
designs on him? I've met her a few times. She seems a bit old for him, to be
honest, but some men like that these days." It was small talk, rather than
a demand for instant action on his part, it seemed.


"Lisa's cool. Lesbian. I
think that she just really needs the help." It was in a candle
shop. One that was also the Mage embassy. Steve was doing the sweeping and
shelf arranging part of things however, as far as Ty knew.


The words didn't get any kind of
reaction from the Vampires, but Scotty hopped up, moving quickly.


"So, you wanted soup? Or I
could do up some sandwiches for you? Nothing special, but I won't let you
starve. Just remember this though, if I ever need help getting something
to eat."


Tyler got the joke about feeding
him, but it wouldn't work, personally. He was as dead as the Vampire was. They
just fed in different ways, and had slightly different abilities, with Scotty
being cooler.


"Sound good, actually. Mom
said I should eat more, earlier. At least until I finish healing. Maybe
something with protein? Milk or soy?" He didn't want the man to get
confused and bring him a steak or anything.


"Right. Let me see what I
can get for you?"


Then he moved away, flapping his
arms a bit, like he wanted to take off and fly. Since that was, with a bit of
shape shifting, a thing he could manage for real, that made sense.


Then, as if it weren't a joke,
Rebekah and Ty played with the "One Legged Boogie" for a while. It
was a fun enough thing to do, even though it didn't go with their current sound
in the slightest. Just as Scotty was coming with a tray of food that seemed a
bit ambitious for one person, the front door opened.


They were in a room that was a bit
down the hall, but a voice called out, letting them know who was there. It
wasn't Steve.


"Hey everyone! It's me,
Zack. Steve is here. I'm just returning him."


When the two men got there the
other man, who looked a little younger than the Greater Demon and who had
coppery red hair ran at him. It was a happy thing, he thought. It ended with a
careful hug, so he took it that way.


"Ha! I told them you weren't
going down that easy. Zack said the leg will be back? That's pretty special. If
I get my leg eaten off like that it just stays gone." He winced and
shook his head. "Too soon?"


Ty made a face, but it was a
considering one. Then he actually thought about how he felt on the matter.


"Nope? I was dead at the
time, and it kept a little kid alive, so even if I remembered it I wouldn't be
whining about it. I mean, I told him to do it. There comes a point where
you have to take responsibility for what you do and say, right?" That was
a bit too deep it seemed, since he just got pounded on the back a few more
times and let go of again.


Steve looked at all the food.


"Oooh. Dinner. Good plan. Great
plan... I didn't eat all day. Lisa had to go off somewhere, so I just ran the
place. By myself. Yeah, I know, you all have to be thinking... Did he burn the
mall down? But no, I kind of ruled the whole thing. Not the mall, just the
sweeping and shelf straightening parts."


Tyler took a sandwich, which was
mainly cheese, mustard and mayo, with a single lettuce leaf for color. It was
oddly good, for all of that.


"That's impressive. Being in
charge like that. I don't get to be in charge of anything hardly. Just the
Coalition of Nations. Speaking of which, I should call and check in with
everyone. Tomorrow though, so I can do it early. People love being woken up at
dawn to answer questions about things they don't really care about, don't they?"


That got an eye role from Zack,
who stole a sandwich and ate a bite before saying anything. It was on white
bread, but he didn't seem to mind.


"That's a bit bitter
sounding for someone so young. Yeah, people aren't lining up to kiss your
behind yet, but they do tend to form in a sort of collection around you
already. Keep up the good work and in a decade or so your behind will be
chapped on a regular basis."


That got a snort in return, as Ty
looked at the Greater Demon.


"On the good side you won't
have to cut my arm off and eat it to get me to not trust Demons. I get that one
on a nice deep level now." He really did. Not that it would help him in
the end.


After all, as much as he loved
his adopted mother, he couldn't be free of her. Ever. Not without eating people
to keep going, which was a thing that he wasn't going to allow. Everyone should
have figured that one out at least. God got it, he bet.


It felt weird thinking of the
deity as being real. Worse when he considered that the poor fellow, if he was a
guy, had watched every bowel movement he'd ever had. Also seen what he did in
the shower. He decided to treat it like he was his boyfriend, rather than a
creepy stalker.


For which, no doubt, he was going
to burn in hell for a long, long time.


Or he would, if dying was an
option. That didn't seem likely for him. He wouldn't let Lucy die, and other
than doing that, the only way he was going to end was if she let him go. No
doubt she'd order him to not feel sad or suicidal, and then he'd simply go on,
until she was done with him.


Not that he wanted to die yet.
One day it would be time. In a hundred years, or five hundred. It would,
eventually, happen. On that day, what would be said, he didn't know.


For now though it was probably
enough to eat sandwiches and not let the Greater Demon in front of him touch
him, or figure out that he wasn't totally happy with life. It might not be
perfect, but it was how he felt, and that was worth something. To him. It wasn't
perfect and glowing all the time, but there was an honesty to it.


Zack smiled, like he was reading
his mind, and finished his food.


"Well, all and sundry, I
need to be getting on now. Try not to be eaten up like this, next time? I know
that Lucy was very upset when we found you. She nearly killed Henry. The boy?
For eating your leg. Thank god you told him to do it. That was the only
thing that saved him. That was..." He looked ready to take him to task for
it, for being stupid or too slow to save them in that situation, but then shook
his head. "That was incredible, Tyler. Good thing that crack opened up
like that, and let in some water. It shouldn't have happened, you know that
right?"


Tyler did, but didn't know if the
Greater Demon in front of him would be able to work out what had really
happened.


"Yeah. I prayed. It
worked."


The man tilted his head, and
nodded.


"The thing there is that I
don't think God answers prayers. Not like that. My guess is that you
made that happen. Henry didn't." He glanced around the room, and shrugged.
"Yeah, God is real. Also very different than what you think. I wouldn't
count on him, or his Angels for anything in particular. Or talk to the other
Greater Demons about it. They can't remember that it's real, being sane
like they are. So, score one for being a wack-job, right? I seem to be the only
one of us that can do it without major problems. Go figure."


Rebekah grinned at him, one
filled with teeth, which turned up cutely at the sides.


"I know that one myself. I
always wondered why that was. The whole God thing. It's so hard to remember
that one as more than fiction. Anyway, we should get to work, after the boys
eat. See you tomorrow?"


Zack smiled in return, and then
winked at her.


"Yep. I'm bringing Jonas in
at ten, your time. I hear that you're going to be awake to see him? That will
be fun. See you then."


There was a nod for each of them,
and then the skinny, half Japanese looking man walked out of the room. Leaving
a sense of himself in his passing.












Chapter three





 


The night went well, though Steve
had to go to sleep earlier than everyone else. They did get a few solid hours
of practice in however, and started to re-work what they wanted for the first
album, which was really fast for that kind of thing. So much so that Rebekah
kept grinning about it all when she spoke on the topic.


About the time Steve was fading,
she stood, stretched and shook her head.


"Next week? We can have the
studio at any time, since Keeley owns one in the area. Then... Well, it either
works or not. We'll get the advertising we need and if we don't suck too much,
our stuff will be played on the radio. That's one of the perks of working with
Demons. Stuff gets done."


Scotty sighed, drummed on the pad
in his hand a few times and then looked up at the decently tall all white
woman.


"I suppose. Is it worth the
cost in the end however? We owe her so much already that to add to it is
foolish. One day she'll be coming around to ask us for repayment. What would a
being like her wish for, when it happens? I doubt it will be for hugs and
cuddles." The tone was dismal, with a slight hint of fear and anger
underneath it all. Scotty's eyes were generally all black, or more exactly a
deep brown color that was a bit too close to black for most to bother noticing.


Now they were all red. It was a
Vampire thing, Tyler thought. Some, like Rebekah, had that going on all the
time. The orbs were solid red, with no whites. Others, like Ginger and Scotty
went back and forth between normal and horror show, depending on their mood.
Generally if you saw red, someone was in trouble.


That thought got him to look
around, and oddly enough feel a little worried. Ginger wasn't back, and it was
after midnight by several hours. Steve didn't have to work the next day, so had
stayed up later than was normal for him. Still, he'd figured that the others,
Calley and Ginger, would have been back by then.


Before he could mention any of that,
his cell phone rang. He couldn't even hear it, since it was upstairs, in his
room. Far away from himself. Left there by one of the others at some point, so
he could rest. Rebekah ran to get it, and was talking on it, holding the black
thing to the side of her head as she scurried back.


"Here he is." She moved
it away from herself, holding it out to him, like it was a snake, rather than
just a call from a buddy. It was his work phone though, so that made sense. He
didn't have one for friends and family to get in touch on.


Unhelpfully she didn't call out
who he was speaking to first or anything, so Ty was going in blind. He glared a
bit at the Vampire, who moved back, not speaking, or looking at him too much.
That wasn't a great sign, actually.


"Hello? Tyler Gartner
here."


There was a sound that was a bit
like breathing, though wet and a bit harder than it should have been for a
friendly call.


"Gartner of the
Nation?" The words were drawn out, deep and almost cracking.


"Yes. What can I do for you
today?"


"Is Merisy. You come fight
for me? Little thing fight? I be challenged, say, Gartner come, fix. I no kill
today. That right?"


"Uh. I need to know more.
Can I come to where you are? It..." He was about to say it wasn't the best
time ever for that kind of thing, but the incredibly deep voice perked right up
and didn't let him speak.


"Good. You come. I no kill
little thing that annoy me. New place of bassadors." Then the phone hung
up.


Sighing he tried to think of who
to call about the whole thing. The new place of the bassadors was probably the
new embassy complex, as spoken by someone that either wasn't fluent in English,
or who had some other reason from not saying the exact words. Some mouth and
jaw shapes might make that hard. Tyler had never thought about it before, but
that was probably a real issue at the place like that. That meant, if he
could figure out where that was, he could possibly find out what was going on.
Hopefully he hadn't been promised to fight to the death or anything like that.
It wasn't his job, if that was the case.


So he tried to call Ginger, since
her number was in his phone and she might at least know who to get in touch
with. She picked up on the third ring, her voice normal sounding.


"Hi Ginger! I just got a
call, from Merisy? I don't know him, and didn't get the whole thing. It sounds
like I'm supposed to go and fight someone?" He didn't want to, but it
really had seemed like that. There was a low chuckle from his girlfriend then.


"Probably not. The Dragon
Shifter Assistant Ambassador is freaking out a bit, and wants to kill the Elth
Lord that came in earlier today and started to order everyone around. I ended
up having to hold half our people here back from that. The guy they sent is
an... Well, I won't say that, but he isn't easy to get along with. It might be
good if you could come and talk to him? Otherwise I think that he might be
taken out. Not in a good way, either."


"Okay... I'll... I need a
ride, I guess. I should probably change clothing too. This isn't a great time
for this. I look all lopsided at the moment." How he was going to set that
up, he didn't know, but Ginger was talking to someone quietly, and after a
moment got a bit louder.


"Evan is going to come pick
you up. It should be about fifteen minutes?"


That was the name of the Vampire
that was about to become a Master. Hopefully it was the same guy, so he could
meet him.


"Sounds great. I'll be
ready."


In order to get that done Tyler
would have to hop quickly. The whole thing was awkward, but he did notice as he
changed that the wound itself was largely healed already, and that he had a
tiny foot, one that looked to belong to a baby, sticking down from where a
stump had been not long before. It was pink, little and could wiggle a bit when
he tried. Honestly, he needed to get pictures of it, since it was really
adorable.


Maybe even get a tiny footprint
in ink. He could keep it on the fridge.


That meant he needed full length
trousers on, and that folding the end up probably wasn't the best idea in the
whole world. Things were simply coming back online for him a lot faster than he
would have thought, to tell the truth.


Holding the wall, after he
changed, it was a struggle to get down the stairs. In fact he had to sit on the
steps and rapidly scoot on his backside in order to make it in time. Scotty
waited at the bottom, not even smiling at him, when he got there. In his right
hand he held a length of wood that was lacquered and had a silver top to it
that was round, like a doorknob. A very fine one.


"Here you go. A walking
stick. What anyone is thinking, making you go out like this... Well, they
probably don't know. This is from an old costume of mine, from when I was doing
the All Vamp Band a few years ago? Rebekah thought it made me look debonair. I
didn't have the heart to tell her that it was a silly affectation for one of
us, so I kept it. It's yours now. Use it in good health."


That was a funny thing to say, so
Tyler stood up on the bottom step of the large staircase that led to the second
level where his room was, and took the proffered stick. It was easier to kind
of half hop, half walk after that.


"Thanks. I should head
toward the door. Really, all the way out, or I'm going to be late." That
would be embarrassing, but he didn't have long left if this Evan guy was
prompt. That turned out not to be such a big issue.


Tyler moved to the end of the
long driveway, by the gate and even outside of it, with no sign of anyone
driving along the road. Finally a blue truck that looked to have seen better
days pulled up. Given that he didn't want to eat the driver in particular, and
that the man looked half panicked for some reason, it was probably his ride.
Only half an hour late.


He waved, which got the man to
pull a U-turn and come back around. When he stopped it was evident that the
vehicle had seen better days. It had a large primer spot on the passenger side,
which was facing him at the moment, and the Vampire that got out and ran around
the thing seemed like a very normal person. That was he had very light brown
hair, that was visible under the lights from the house and headlights of the
truck, and his eyes were a deep blood red. Even though he was clearly a classic
Vampire, who should have had a far more normal color. Probably brown, given the
hair.


Other than that he looked a bit
like Ty himself did. White, thin, though Evan had more body mass to him and was
a bit taller. Maybe three of four inches, marking him as being over six feet.


Not wanting to wait too long
Tyler hobbled with his stick over to the blue thing, waving as the worried
Vampire came around. There were no fangs out, so he was taking it as a sign of
distress over something, as opposed to him about to be attacked and killed.


"Evan? Ty Gartner." He
waved again, rather than putting a hand out to shake. That was probably rude,
but he needed his right hand at the moment, unless he wanted to hop for real.


"Ahhh." It was a
strange reaction, and sounded like he expected a beating. "I'm sorry it
took so long. I kind of got lost coming out here. It really isn't far, but I
overshot the driveway, twice."


His body language was still
nervous, even as he got the door for him, like he was a girl. Or someone very
important.


"No big. I'm the one begging
a ride. Um, I don't suppose you could kind of push me up into the truck a
bit?" He hated to ask, not wanting to seem weak, but he wasn't used to
only having one working leg yet.


The Vampire was efficient, and
didn't seem worried about that, just giving him a boost with a hand on his
behind. There was no feeling him up. It was just like the man knew what had to
happen, and did it without compunction.


That was probably why Ginger
wanted him to learn to be up all day. He also wasn't bad looking, though
the fact that neither of the Vampires had real sexual feelings probably meant
the man had a lot more to offer than just a pretty face, or someone else would
be getting the spot.


They drove in silence for a bit,
the Vampire still seeming really nervous about things. That was kind of odd.
For a moment Ty wondered if it was a kidnapping attempt. Before he could ask
about it, the Vampire spoke, his words a bit rushed and stilted at the same
time.


"I was told... That you were
coming to see to the situation that blew up earlier? That Shifter and the
Elth?"


"Right. If I can do anything
about it. Really that kind of thing isn't my job in particular. I'm kind of the
Human slash Other groups rep, but I was asked for, so I figured I'd see what it
was about." It was the truth, or close enough to it that the other man
just kept driving for a bit.


When he spoke there were still
nerves showing. A subtle tremor to the whole thing that was out of place.


"Assistant Ambassador Harris
mentioned that. Do you think there will be a war over it? I can call in some of
the others, if you want? We were told to back you up, by The Bey. Even if it
means fighting to the last death."


Tyler shook his head slowly. That
would have made him a bit nervous, if he didn't know who he was dealing with
too.


"Nope. If we can't talk this
out like adults, then we'll leave them to their own devices. We can't have a
threat of violence every time someone has their feels hurt." Then,
changing the topic, he looked over at the guy. He wasn't really that much better
looking than Tyler was. It was hard to judge people that way, but he didn't
think that Ginger was just going to promote the guy for his style or anything.
"So, I hear that you're going to be working with Eve? Are you excited? It
sounds a bit miserable, from what I hear, but if you can do it, really worth
the effort."


That got him looked at, the pale
face baffled.


"Um, sorry? Eve? I was told
there might be some training, but no one mentioned what, exactly. There wasn't
time, I think."


Not knowing if the man was being
kept in the dark or not, Tyler nearly said nothing. Then again, if people
wanted to pull things like that, they needed to let him in on the secret first.
Otherwise they could kiss his behind.


It occurred to him that he was
being a bit of a grump. That could have been the kidnapping and missing leg
thing, or even a response to re-growing it. Looking down at the thing that had
been a stump, it looked longer now than it had. Not even close to being ready
to walk on, but the little foot bulge in his black slacks was slightly over
halfway down the shin of the other leg it seemed. That meant there was work
going on in his system. Some kind of magical effort, since nothing physical
would do that.


Then, being called out for some
kind of pissing contest might be enough to make him a little surly too, he
realized. That was no reason to take it out on Evan though, since he might well
know the man for a long time, given that neither of them would die too easily.


"Yep. Eve Benson is coming
into town in the morning, to help a bunch of you learn to stay up all day and
become Master Vampires. Ginger set that up for you. By name. It started
with Rebekah and Scotty. Um, you know, they used to be in the All Vampire Band?
Now they're in Living Proof. The Council signed off on it. A couple of other
people too, so it's kind of a big deal."


The Vampire nodded, then shook
his head a little bit.


"Fuck. The Snowflake is
coming here? I know that Miss Harris said that she knew her, but I figured that
it was just from training. Felicia worked with her, too. The whole thing sounds
hard, doesn't it?"


Tyler could see that. Horrible
torture and for the first days or weeks an almost drugged disorientation, until
they all adapted. During the day. The night time was better.


Still, it wasn't his place to
comment on that.


"You'll do well. It was why
you were chosen." They were just pulling into a large parking lot. The
whole thing was about the size of Westfield, but held more than one building in
the complex and each one had at least five levels, meaning the whole thing was
much bigger inside than the other place was, as to what could be held there.


It was, in short, kind of
impressive. Then, The Mistress of Souls put the whole thing together. Evan
waved at it.


"The Center. The largest and
most complete embassy facility for non-Humans in the known world. Not just our
part of it, the whole thing. There are hundreds of groups represented here.
Even regular Humans, like the Mages. You know that though, being their
representative. We want the big building. There." It was large and white,
with a slightly reflective sheen to the outside.


Pretty, but he was willing to bet
it had to do with some kind of solar process, rather than just seeming classy.


Evan pulled to the very front,
where there were two armed guards. Neither was strictly normal looking however.
At least if Human was going to be the standard for that. Given that was
probably bigoted, he gave each of the beings a nod. One was kind of reptilian,
had blue scales and a nifty tail, and the other was a female creature that had
white fur. She didn't have much as far as a chest went, but made up for that
with a tail. It was smaller and more fluffy than her fellow guard's.


"Hi! Tyler Gartner,
Coalition of Nations." He didn't know if he needed I.D. or not, but the
answer came a half second later when the Lizard man, who was at least seven
feet tall, bowed. Shortly after that the white furred woman did the same. She
was about the same size, and he realized, was a Trollienkeine.


Or more exactly was very related
to them. As far as he knew they didn't have tails. Hilda, his friend, had
mentioned that she had to shave a lot though, and this would explain why that
was.


Both of them had matching black
outfits on.


The blue one spoke gently, his
voice a lot higher than Ty would have guessed it to be.


"Gartner. Be welcomed to
this place. We can call for a guide to lead you to your hall?"


"I... Actually, I need to
find Morisy? I think that would be the Shifter Embassy. Is that possible?"


It turned out that it was, and
the request was called in on very tiny, but efficient seeming, walky-talkies,
or cell phones. It was hard to tell, since the things were little more than ear
pieces for the large people at the door. They didn't let him in, and Evan moved
the truck. Still, it took long enough to get things around that the Vampire was
able to run up on foot, after, presumably, finding a good parking space. The
lot wasn't full after all, and was all outside, rather than having a covered
garage.


The person that came for him
wasn't anyone he knew. She was a woman, and had on a blue skirt and a matching
blazer. Her hair was a dyed red color, but looked professional enough. Her
youthful face was pale, and she had piercings however. That was a little out of
place. He would have guessed her as being about twenty-four from a distance.
When she got closer though, that estimate went up.


She was dead, after all, and that
would throw things off a lot.


It was cute, but she bowed too,
like the people on the door had.


"Mr. Gartner, sir? I'm
Felicia. Ambassador for the Vampires here. Everyone else is trying to set up a
proper welcome for you, but Ginger said that if we took too long you'd probably
just walk in anyway."


He smiled, and waved to her, left
handed. If they wanted bows they could wait a few days. His balance wasn't
allowing for that at the moment.


"Thanks. Yeah, we need to
get to Morisy? You know about that?" He just meant to ask if she could
find the right place, but the Vampire started to walk, very slowly, allowing
him to hop along behind her. The floor inside the place was all carpeted, which
had to be a bitch to take care of in a place that large. It did look nice. The
place had a homey feel to it. Decorated like people would be living there,
which, for all he knew, was the case. It seemed large enough.


The Vamp lady led, he hopped
along in the middle and Evan walked behind, still seeming nervous about
something. Given the reaction at the door, and from Felicia, he was kind of
starting to suspect that had something to do with an awesome Tyler being there.
If so that probably meant that there was a propaganda machine around someplace
that was helping him out. Otherwise it made no sense.


Giving a look back over her
shoulder, the woman in front seemed to take a breath.


"The Elth Ambassador
Summerhold came in earlier and started pushing people around, as if we were all
his personal servants. There was a bit of a misunderstanding there, since
Summerhold is a Prince of his people, and kind of thought for some reason that
he was going to be in charge here? That isn't the case, so several of the
others took umbrage at the mistreatment. Not that I blame them. I nearly handed
that idiot his ass, too. Still, we're not supposed to kill people here, so the
Shifter's Second called you in to handle it. That..." She walked for a
bit, and pointed to the elevators along the center of the large space they were
in. There was a help desk, or security thing, off to the left. It took up most
of the far wall. The whole place was vast however.


When they got into the little
box, which was, he noticed, not that small for that kind of thing, the woman
kept speaking. Her voice dropped a lot however as they rose.


"We aren't supposed to do
that. Technically it's a breach, calling you in. Ginger told me about what was
going on with you, so this is a big deal. Do you want us to handle this?"


"By us you mean the Vampires
in general, or are we just going to get Evan to go in and fix it all?" He
glanced over at the man, who had light colored eyes, now that they weren't
blood red, he noticed. An off blue color that had a lot of gray in them.
"Good call. Evan and I will see if we can fix this. Hopefully without an
actual fight. Morisy mentioned that there was a challenge and that I was
supposed to come and handle that? It will be awkward for me, in that case. My
leg is only about half re-grown. It will be another day or so before it's back
to normal."


That seemed to be about right
too. On the good side, it was just coming back, filling out and getting longer.
There was no itching or anything, just regeneration. Which was, he had to
consider, pretty cool. True, he couldn't die properly, and might have eaten
that kid and then been forced to forget it, but he did have some
abilities that were worth noting. You had to focus on the positive from time to
time if you were going to keep on moving in life.


Felicia just nodded at him, as if
that was enough to explain anything.


"There was some talk of
that, but I think everyone got her calmed down enough to prevent bloodshed. I'm
sure that you and... Evan can deal with this." She looked a bit hurt, and
the other Vampire seemed slightly scared.


Tyler took his own turn to nod as
they reached the fourth floor and the doors opened.


"Don't worry, I'm not saying
that you aren't good enough, Ambassador. I'm just pretending that this is such
a non-issue that me and your, Evan is what, your third in command here?" He
looked at Felicia, who smiled and nodded.


"It isn't official, but
that's about right. It will be, if he can make it through the next weeks."
There was a cryptic air about her then, and Ty rolled his eyes as he hopped
after her, using his cane. It was practically flashing as he moved, the shiny
dark wood looking refined. It would if he had on nicer shoes. Shoe. If he had
on a nicer shoe.


The thought got him to smile a
bit. Felicia seemed to think that was about her cleverly not explaining to Evan
what was coming. Tyler just followed, speaking softly.


"It's a big opportunity, doing
that. What did Ginger call it? Daylight training? I heard that it's kind of the
fast track to promotion, if you can hack it. She suggested you first, so that
means that she believes in you, which is a great sign." He looked back a
bit, and then stopped, since doing that was starting to over balance him.


Evan nodded, and moved along side
of him keeping pace. Like they were the actual team.


"Is that why I'm getting the
honor of getting between a Dragon Shifter and an Elth High Lord? Hurrah. I'm
thrilled, I'm sure."


Tyler tried to shrug, but it didn't
work, given the movements he was making. That was about the right level
of enthusiasm for the job at hand, so he nodded.


"Remember, if they won't
listen to reason, we both just pull out. Morisy first, I guess?" He didn't
know where they were headed, but Felicia, acting like her secret hadn't been
spoiled, nodded and pointed at a set of doors near the end of the hallway.


"Over here, I think. I don't
know where everyone is yet, but I can hear the right voices." She kept
walking, and spoke in a conversational tone. "Mr. Gartner is here. From
the Coalition of Nations. For Morisy?"


There was a bit of activity down
the hall, and a small form in a brown skirt and blouse came out, her sensible
shoes making slight patting sounds as she jogged down the hallway. Her rust red
hair was still short, and the glasses made her look like a nerd, but the Bat
woman was smiling in a way that made her whole face light up.


"Ty! Over here! Things
are..." She stopped in front of him, glanced down at his little leg, and
shook her head. "Fucked up, comes to mind? I didn't know that my second in
command was going to try and go over my head like this. There will be words
about it, but later, once the storm has passed. What do you want to do first?"


He was young enough that having
sex came to mind, but smart enough to get that it wasn't happening until he
fixed a few things. Instead he tried to pretend that he knew what the hell he
was doing, making stuff up as he went along.


"First, Evan and I should
speak to Morisy? Then the Elth Ambassador Summerhold. Hopefully a few simple
explanations will work there. If not... Well, let's not borrow trouble?"


There was a grimace, one that
made it clear that just quietly explaining things wasn't going to be enough
this time. That was most likely the case, since no one sent people around to
this kind of thing if they were hot headed morons.


He didn't think.


The hobble to the right office
took longer for him than for Calley or the others. Felicia actually took
several steps back at the door though, when the others looked up, and gestured
at Evan. She didn't say anything though, being subtle that way it seemed.


It wasn't too hard to find Morisy
however, since the lady, and deep manly voice on the phone or not, she was a
girl, was standing there naked, with scales, and breasts. Also wings on her
back. She seemed to be about twelve feet tall in her current form too, and had
a nicely fanged face. Her overall color was more or less yellow, but it was
pretty being nearly a golden orange over the wings and tinged with green near
her large three digit feet and hands. Over all it wasn't exactly sexy looking,
being too different for that, but it was clear that she still had Human-like
girl parts. As in they could have gotten it on, if he were a porn star, and she
was willing.


Over in the corner, on an office
chair were the remnants of clothing. Stuff that would belong to a much smaller
person, he bet. Shape shifting was neat that way, apparently.


"Hi! I'm Tyler. You called
for me?" He didn't mention the why of it, as the woman, giant as she was,
stared at him openly. Her eyes were slit, but not like a cats. It was very
different than that.


"I did, Gartner of The
Nations." The low voice boomed, and then there was a sigh from the woman,
as she started to shrink. It was a fast process, and that she could do it at
all probably meant it had been hours since her last change. She also seemed to
think that him being there meant she, personally, wasn't going to have to
fight. Otherwise she should have kept the bigger, more battle ready, form. They
still had to wait for several minutes, but in the end, after shrinking and
morphing like melted wax for a while a rather pleasant looking lady stood
there.


She was black, not yellow at all,
and as naked as you could want. Unfortunately for Tyler, that meant locking his
gaze onto her eyes, since she was of ample enough proportions to be distracting
otherwise.


"That Elth prick called me a
slave. Then he ordered me to move his things for him. I tried not to let
it get to me and just explained the situation, but the little bastard just kept
at it. I was going to kill him, but I figured it would be better if I
asked for help first. Though, if you don't mind waiting a few hours, I can
change back and do that anyway?"


She wasn't relaxed, but Calley
didn't try to spank her verbally yet either, so there was that. Instead the
Shifter Ambassador backed up what was being said.


"I... it really seems like
he wants to start something. I don't know why that is. Everyone was nice to
him, but that seemed to just make him feel more entitled to boss us all
around. Not everyone takes that very well here, so... It's an issue." She
seemed embarrassed about it.


Ty could get that one, but
nodded, seeing something in her words.


"I need to make a call. Then
we should go and see Ambassador Summerhold."












Chapter four





 


Tyler was a bit nervous inside,
as he banged on the door to the Elth offices. Their embassy complex, which was
on the second floor of the big building. He used his cane, thumping it with the
heavy silver round end.


"Summerhold! Get your butt
out here. Now!" He sounded pissed, but that was what he had to do,
he thought. The Elth Ambassador at Westfield had suggested it.


The Elth were very hierarchal it seemed,
and the first meeting would set the tone for how they applied their own place
in things. A timid person was always at a disadvantage, and a King wouldn't
stay in power if they let an Elth walk all over them.


"Now!"


The man that came to the door was
slight, youthful looking and attractive. A bit like Kent, the guy that made the
hamburgers at the mall. The hair was a real copper, and his eyes multicolored
green. He looked older than Tyler did, and looked at his leg, sneering.


"A crippled? How dare you
speak to me in that tone, you knave-"


"Shut up, moron. I'm Tyler
Gartner, from the Coalition of Nations. Tell me why you aren't packed
yet?"


That got the man to shut up for
real, looking worried now. It probably wasn't the name, given his reaction.


"Why would I be packed? I
just got here..."


"Why?" He roared
the word, seeming more than a little insane to him. "I'll tell you why.
You came in here and started barking at your betters, not even bothering to
learn your place first. You have the same status as most of the people here,
and no right to order their people around. The only one, the only
being, that gets to order people around in this place is freaking me. Do
you understand that? Now, either tell me you know your place and will fix what
you've done, or leave. I don't want to hear anything else from
you. If I do, I guarantee you that you'll end up a lot more crippled than I am."



There were other people there,
standing down the hall where he'd told them to stand, though Evan was behind
him. Ready to fight for his honor no doubt. It wasn't needed, since Summerhold,
Elth prince or not, suddenly changed in front of their eyes.


Starting with a humble looking
low bow.


"Forgive me, Lord. I wasn't
aware of that. I meant no offense."


This was the tricky part. Leif
had told him that once the other man broke, if he did and there wasn't an
actual fight over the right of place, Ty would need to change suddenly,
accepting the new situation.


"Good. I trust that you'll
fix things? You worried the Shifter Assistant Ambassador earlier, to a level
that you nearly didn't survive. You should consider sending her a gift."


There was a nod, the bow being
held still.


"It will be done. I can't
think of what I did that might have given pause, however." He really
seemed baffled there, so Tyler explained.


"We don't have slavery here,
and some of her people had been held that way about two hundred years ago,
before winning their freedom. Calling her a slave was pretty much asking
for her to kill you. Keep that in mind. No one here is your slave, Summerhold. No
one. If I hear of you claiming or acting like that again, then we'll have
to handle things in a slightly more... Active manner?" He looked down at
his leg and then shook his head. "Crippled today, but I won't be tomorrow.
Understand that?"


There was a strange look and a
nod.


"Of course. I should have
known that the one that ruled here would be powerful, Lord."


Then he walked away, Evan
following him. Hopefully his showing up and storming around would handle
things. Calley and Felicia climbed into the elevator with him, along with Evan,
no one saying anything about what had just happened. There was no smiling. Not
even a smirk came from his girlfriend.


They rode back to the fourth
floor, and moved slowly to the Shifter offices. The carpet caused his movements
to be muffled at least. When he got into the room Morisy had clothing on. Just
a pair of sweat pants and a t-shirt. It was a nice red color, though the
bottoms were black and stretchy looking.


Before he could speak, Calley
moved in, and shook her head at her second in command.


"I can't believe you called
in the Coalition on this. Do that again without my permission and you're fired.
I'll make sure you never work in our government again. Do you understand?"


The black woman looked upset by
the words, but after a bit crossed her arms over her chest and nodded.


"I do. Sorry."


"All right. I'll let it go
this time. Now, Tyler just went and screamed at the Elth Ambassador and
threatened to kick him out if he didn't shape up. You should be getting an
apology soon. Just because you were right doesn't mean you aren't in
trouble for other parts of this. You lost control, and while I do get
it, Summerhold being a pain, we can't have that here. You shifted, in public,
in anger. What, are you twelve?"


"Yeah. Sorry." It
seemed to be good enough for Calley, who nodded and looked at Tyler and then
Evan.


"Now, since you called the
Coalition in, I expect you to pay for their services." She seemed a bit
too smug about it, and the dark skinned lady swallowed, as if she thought they
actually charged for what they did. It was nearly funny, but also a bit too
mean.


Tyler winked at her then,
however.


"You can help out Eve Benson
when she gets here. She's coming in a few hours. Vampire, so make a connection
there. She's going places. Do you need to sleep?" It was possible that she
didn't, but the woman gave him a look that seemed to say that asking that was
insane.


"Of course. Don't you?"


"Nope! You might want to get
some rest then. Be back in the morning. I don't know what you'll be needed for.
Do you have a car?" That was a bit more of an acceptable question it
seemed.


"Sure. We're in the middle
of nowhere here. I kind of have to."


"Be ready for errands
then." Tyler turned and walked out. Hobbled quickly, before people could
realize that he was basically not saying anything real.


It wasn't, but he managed to
leave then, Calley grabbing her bag and moving to follow along with him.


"You're back! I'm so happy.
I thought you were dead. You just vanished, and then the Demons were all saying
that you'd been taken by one of them. We all kind of knew what that meant.
What's with the leg?" She looked down at it, being blunt about the
question, but then, she also wasn't seeing it the same way that the others had.
It wasn't a gnawed and bloody stump now, and there was stuff in his pant leg.


"Eaten by a little kid. We
were trapped in a cave, but there was water. So, I took my head off with a
sharp rock and told him that he'd need to eat me to survive. Zack made him
forget that, thankfully. Poor little guy."


Felicia who was on the other side
of him just stopped dead.


"You... Took your own head
off? Why?"


"Um, I'm dead. Right now,
and most of the time I get energy from The Rotted to keep going. The Storm put
me in a place where I couldn't get that energy, to force me to eat the living
in order to keep going. I took a different option. That's all." He didn't
go into how close it had been, even after only a few hours. He'd nearly killed
the kid.


It had been so close that it was
still hard to believe that he'd managed to do it in a different fashion,
even though he recalled having tried.


The Vampire woman started walking
again, looked at his leg and then took a large, fake seeming, breath.


"I see. That's... Impressive.
I don't think I could have done that. Either side. Not when I was a Human, I
mean. That kid had to be tough as nails."


Evan laughed.


"That sounds right. Anyway,
what's the plan now? I'm a bit surprised that Miss Harris didn't show up."
He winced, but Felicia didn't glower at him for having said it.


"I asked her not to. She
already knows Mr. Gartner. It made sense to spread the love around there."


Calley grinned.


"If I wasn't so tired right
now I'd call for an orgy so we could do that. I'm about to crash. We can plan
that out for a later date?"


Instead of asking if she was
serious, or laughing at the obvious joke, Felicia smiled warmly and gave a nod.


"That could be fun,
Ambassador Hale. Say next week? Wednesday night?"


Ty sighed and shook his head with
mock sadness.


"Damn. I have to work that
night. Are you sure you can't free up Friday?" He was kidding, but the
Vampire lady just nodded.


"Also a good one for me. I
look forward to it. Is Evan invited as well? Or..." She seemed nervous,
but Calley glanced over at the male Vamp, as if considering it.


"Naturally. We can have a
whole party, if you want? That's exciting. I should have thought of that
earlier, but I was worried, you know?" Moving to Tyler's left side, she
took his free hand.


It was a companionable thing.
Closer in many ways than what she was saying, which while inclusive of him, was
also about almost everyone else in the world, too. That was her way. The Bat
way, to be honest about it. They all seemed to love sex. On a level that even a
Human teenage boy would think of as advanced. Extra horny on a level that was
rare, and probably special in its own way, if not exactly perfect for making
any one person feel loved.


That one might have just been him
however.


That he was being internally
whiny about things was kind of clear to him. In part it was the leg thing, and
the cave. Another portion of it had a lot to do with the idea that he hadn't
really picked his life.


That revelation came as a shock
to him. Other people, mainly Greater Demons, had chosen it for him. Even ones
that he wasn't connected with and didn't know. Zack had set up the
Coalition, not him. Keeley had pushed him into moving, and even starting the
new embassy complex.


The only Greater Demon that hadn't
really tried to control him overtly was The Technician. She'd just suggested he
start a notebook. That reminded him that he probably needed to keep that one
up. It was a good idea. That wasn't a huge thing though, and she'd never shown
up to call him on it, or insist he do anything for her in return. Honestly, he
kind of wondered if it had just been advice.


Like what a person would give
some kid that was going off alone into the world like he had been. All those
weeks and months ago. If so, he should probably heed the idea. There was a lot
of data collected in that hand written book.


Right now though, there was a
warm and small hand in his, which was nicer than not having one there, even if
the woman was kind of friendly with everyone. The relationship seemed a bit
forced now, even though Ty couldn't see where it had really come from. Maybe
that was just how things like that worked? You woke up one day, met a person,
and started dating her and another girl all at once. That sounded pretty normal
to him.


The thing there was that he'd
been raised not to judge others that way, which meant that he was pretty
accepting of what anyone else wanted to do. Given that he'd had a Greater Demon
as a mother, that made more sense now. Growing up, he just hadn't thought about
it. Of course two men could marry, or six people could have sex
after smearing themselves with butter and sounded kind of fun. That was just
normal. That it really wasn't for most people suddenly hit him again.


Worse, he couldn't recall why he
felt that way. There was no memory of him sitting in front of the television
while his mom instructed him on right and wrong. It had just been a thing that
he'd always known. Searching his mind didn't bring anything up either, so Ty
let himself forget that for the moment. After all, there was other stuff to get
done. Like riding home.


For the first time in a while, he
actually felt a bit tired. That was probably due to his leg coming back in.
Except that hadn't been a problem for him yet. For a moment he wondered if
something were really wrong, but then he worked it out. He had some kind of
programming still, that kept him from thinking about things too hard. Certain
things.


Like how he'd been brought up.


Tyler thought for a moment and
really did remember it all. There seemed to be real, daily, thoughts, and
concerns that way. It was only on the topic of certain issues that things kind
of went away. Like how he thought about sex. Or where his work ethic had come
from. When he tried to think about those things, or his love of music, he got really
sleepy.


Only, he didn't sleep, and knew
that now. He never had. He'd just laid there in bed all night, not even rolling
over.


Calley led him to her car, which
was a nice Sedan, being larger than seemed to fit her personality. It was nice
though, and new. A deep red color that was kind of loud, but the inside was
clean and smelled nice. Like spices.


They rode in silence, the Bat
woman twitching and moving like always, more or less. That didn't mean she
wasn't paying attention to the world however. It was kind of clear she really
was.


When she spoke it was a bit
shocking to him. Part of that was that her voice was small sounding. Not
bombastic or excited which was kind of common for her.


"I didn't mean to make you
upset. With the orgy thing. Really, I was kidding. I know that kind of thing
isn't really what Humans do most of the time."


"Eh? Oh, I wasn't worried
over that. Not much. I just noticed that a lot of things in my past that
I'd never really thought about seem to have just been orders. You know, that whole
slave thing? Even understanding this now was kind of an order from my
mom. That's all. Deep stuff you know. That's how I roll."


There was a tiny chuckle that was
nearly too soft for him to hear.


"Okay. I got that one
wrong. Good to know."


"I know I'm all complicated
and stuff. Sex is cool and you are who you are. This was all about other junk.
Stupid things, probably. Or not. I don't even know, to tell the truth. I guess
that it comes down to being a slave. Part of me wants to control my own fate,
and I think that Lucy will support that even. I just can't know that for a
fact."


Calley drove for a bit and
finally spoke, her words a little clipped.


"I know. How can we fix that?"


"That's the thing. As far as
I know, it can't really be made any better. This is it. This is the best I can
have for myself. Really, it isn't that bad, over all. I'm not alive, but I get
most of the perks of that. Plus the cool healing thing. It just..." How
did he explain what he was feeling to a person that was, in the end, the
captain of her own ship?


"You want to have
control."


"Okay, I was getting ready
to have to beat around the bush for a while, but that's the heart of it. The
thing is, I can never know if I do or not. Even if things were better
and I thought that I was a real boy again, I could never know that it wasn't
just Lucy telling me to think that way. Even if the other Greater Demons told
me it was the case, I can never actually know, can I? Plus, I kind of have this
sense that everything is going to come to an end. Not instantly, but, you know,
for real? I think it started when Lucy brought me back."


There was a soft smile then,
which he saw on the side of his friend's face. The inside of the vehicle was
dark, but he could make that much out.


"Oh. That one. News flash,
anyone that knows about Greater Demons has to have the same thoughts. Not just
them either. Mages can screw your mind like that, too. I bet Ettarians could
manage that as well. Incredible telepaths, those people. Then there are
dozens of chemical ways to do the same thing. That... I know that it doesn't
make things any better for you, but you should know that we're all in the same
boat there. We all live with that kind of fear. Or..." She stopped for a
while, thinking about something or another. "Really, most people just
don't consider that part of things in life. That's how we get by."


That was a powerful tool, no
doubt. All he had to do was give up thinking about things, and it would all be
good again.


It wasn't wrong. He could see
that, and even had to figure that sooner or later it would be pretty much what
he did too. After all, Lucy could make him do or think anything she wanted. That
was clear. If that was the case, either she already had, or she didn't want to.


Either way he didn't have the
ability to really control her on the topic. That meant he was, for the rest of
his life, going to be vulnerable. Her orders were, more or less, the word of
god. Not unless he could learn, somehow, to beat that. To become, if not
living, than strong enough to not be a slave.


Even while being one.


That did not seem likely.
In fact, he was willing to bet that no one had ever managed it in all of
history. Still, if anyone had, he could copy it. If they hadn't...


Then he could be the first. It
wasn't like he didn't have enough time to learn. Even if it never happened, it
seemed like the kind of thing that wouldn't be a waste in the end. It was
interesting, but he was fine thinking about that. There was no residual sense
of being tired when he considered trying to survive on his own. 


Without eating people. That one was a
deal breaker for him.


As they got back home, the trip
not really taking very long, since the new embassy structure seemed to have
been picked for its convenience to him, or more likely The Mistress of Souls.
That made him have to wonder if she lived in the area herself. For all he knew
she lived out back. The place was large enough, and there was a guest house
looking thing in the back yard that he'd never been out to. They didn't have
servants, as far as he knew, so it wasn't for that.


The evening went a little bit
differently after that. If coming in that late, since it was nearly two in the
morning now, was going to be called evening. Steve was out for the night
sleeping like a Human should, and Ginger was back at work. Calley needed to get
to bed too, and after a sleepy kiss she headed off that way.


The difference was that both
Scotty and Rebekah were gone for some reason as well, and there was a strange
Vampire sitting in his living room. He could tell that she wasn't alive at a
distance, like always, now that he'd learned to pay attention to that kind of
thing. She didn't seem good to eat. She was also wearing a dress, and had
luggage with her, which probably meant she was visiting. It wasn't like they
didn't have the room for that kind of thing.


"Hello! I'm Tyler." He
didn't hop over to her, since most ladies didn't want to shake hands anyway,
and it would be awkward at the moment, given his cane. On the good side, even
though it was a bit short on that side, his tiny little foot, which was bigger
now, actually touched the floor and was sticking out the bottom of his trousers.
He wasn't ready to go running, but it was kind of clear that it wouldn't be too
long now.


The lady, who looked to be about
thirty or so, and was a bit manly, if in a made up and cute way, lit up when he
spoke.


"Ah! A person. How
entertaining. I fear that I drove the others here away with my unannounced
visit. I'm Marissa. It was suggested to me by Lenore Hawthorn that I could,
perhaps, visit with her daughter Ginger. I'd planned to travel this way, and do
prefer the home touch to a hotel. Are you a servant?" There was no
particular tone to the words, even at the end. As if asking if a person was a
servant was just making conversation in her world.


Then, it was possible that the
lady was just having trouble working out what exactly he was.


"Nope. I live here. With
Ginger, so this is the right place. We should get you a room. Normally
I'd help carry the bags, but... Well, re-growing my leg right now. Sorry about
that."


The woman waved at him, and
smiled in a friendly fashion.


"Oh, pish. Don't give it a
thought. I carried them here from the airport, I think I can make the stairs.
So, if you don't work as a servant here, which I could see being a very good
job, being such a grand place, how do you occupy your time?"


He led her up the stairs, since
there was an empty room at the end of the hall that he, Calley and Ginger
shared. Probably up the stairs too.


"Musician, among other
things. Keyboard, and singing. We have a band here. I also work in a bookstore.
Down this way?" He gestured, and hobbled after the woman, able to nearly
keep up, now that his foot was able to touch the ground. "Also, I head up
the Coalition of Nations. That's why I was out so late. Calley, the woman you
heard a bit ago? She's the local Shifter Ambassador."


They got to the room, which was empty
and very large. It had its own bathroom as well. For his part, he stood in the
door, but after placing her bag down Marissa turned and waved for him to come
in.


"So, you're that
Tyler? Gartner, isn't it? That portion wasn't pointed out to me. I hope you
aren't offended by my dropping in like this? No doubt this is Lenore trying to
get me in trouble. I'd thought we'd parted friends, but you never know with
women. I do believe she thinks I have designs on her man friend. The Line
Walker?" That was name dropping it was clear, and she obviously knew that
he'd pick up on that one.


Ty grinned.


"Who doesn't? He's cute. Not
that I've gotten to do anything with him myself. He owns the bookstore I
work at?"


"Oh? That does make
you well connected then, doesn't it? Not to be importune, but I couldn't help
but notice that you don't have a heartbeat. Are you perhaps one of the New
Vampires? No one mentioned that we were running the Coalition, though it's a
wonderful idea."


He shook his head, and limped
over to one of the soft looking green chairs, sinking into it, as she did the
same, in the one across from him. So they could have a conversation.


"I'm undead the hard way.
Resurrected by The Rotted. Basically her slave, though she doesn't make me do
that much, day to day. My adopted mother. So, read into that one what you
will?"


He laid the cane across the arms
of the chair. That was probably a bit defensive on his part, since the Vampire
woman would have little to no desire to drink his blood, being that he didn't
have any life force to leech off of. That sounded mean in his mind, thinking
things like that, but it was just meant to be the truth. He had nothing in particular
that this woman would want. Not that killing him would actually get her.


Not unless she was The Storm in
disguise. If that was the case it was a better one that Will the male feminist
had been. Not that he'd picked up on it until it was too late, meaning it had
been a good enough thing to trick him with. He just liked Marissa here better.
Probably because she was a woman, which seemed less threatening to him, even
though that was insane. The Vampire could rip him limb from limb. A thing he
might well survive. Will, the skinny Human man if he'd really been one, hadn't
represented a real threat to Ty. Not even considering that the first time
they'd met the man had managed to get him shot three times.


It made an impact.


Now this lady could have killed
him, true, but that danger was out in the open. The thing there was a question
of who she really was. As a Vampire she was powerful, and dangerous, but so was
The Storm. The difference was more along the lines of asking who wanted to harm
him then. Marissa had no reason to, if she was whom she claimed.


He realized in a flash that he
didn't really know that. She'd given a name, and nothing more so far. Then, he
hadn't asked for her information, so she might not even be hiding
anything from him. It would be silly to try kicking that door down just
to discover it had been unlocked the whole time.


There was no speech from the
woman for a while, the well dressed woman, her clothing new, but done to a
classic cut, watching him without blinking. That would have made him nervous,
except that it was a very Vampire type thing. Not a Greater Demon one. Sure,
that could be faked, but it would take skill and being willing to bother with
it. It made him feel better, which might be a trick.


For probably the first time in
history, a person being stared at directly by a Vampire was sitting there hoping
she was just thinking about lunch. Which was a good point. She was a guest, and
if he was playing host, which giving her a room seemed to be saying, it would
be polite to get her some food. A thing best accomplished by raiding the
fridge. True, he might have to repay Rebekah for the blood he got from her
stores, but she owned the company, so he was betting they could go wholesale.


"Would you like something to
eat? I think we have some Human blood in the fridge. Animal too. Ginger doesn't
eat people anymore. It's a self-discipline thing, I think, rather than her
being poor." He didn't know what an Ambassador got paid, but it was
probably more than a yogurt girl.


There was a clap then, the pale
hands looking soft, and the nails trimmed short, but well cleaned and groomed.


"Wonderful of you to offer,
kind sir. You'll turn my head yet, being charming that way." She actually
batted her eyes, and gave him a look that would be best described as
coquettish.


He returned a wink. After all, he
had two girlfriends, and there were Vampire rules for Ginger, but that didn't
mean he wasn't allowed to be polite. Not as far as he knew.


"Here let me run and get
that." He limped still, but a foot stabilized him on the right now, and
while the cane was helpful, the foot was about half size. At that rate he'd be
able to wear shoes on both feet by noon.


Marissa walked behind him, even
though he'd planned to just dash down and get her something. That was fine,
because he realized that he didn't really know how to warm it up. The glass
bottle went into a small pan of water, and it wasn't boiled, just brought up to
about body temperature. How to tell when that happened he didn't really know.
He could guess at how warm a thing was, but Tyler didn't really know how close
he could get on the lower end. He ran at something like room temperature
himself and didn't feel it. Not in particular. So a warm day felt the same as a
freezing cold room to him.


Which made the Vampire coming
along make sense.


"So, Marissa, what brings
you to the area?"


There was a slow exhalation, and
a flapping hand wave, as if she didn't want to say anything. Then, oddly
enough, she coughed and told what was probably the simple truth.


"Honestly? I came to spy on
Eve Benson as she works here. There's no harm in those that she's chosen to
train this time, but my fellow Councilors and I wish to make certain that she
isn't working on an army to overthrow us. Not that we imagine that to be the
case! It's simply that she's become most powerful, far too soon for one of
us."


Ty shrugged.


"Okay. Sounds like a plan to
me. I don't know all the people involved, but Rebekah and Scotty are all right.
Not monsters or angry Vampires. Evan... He seemed nervous around me earlier.
I... Really, I think it might have been because I was there. The local
Ambassador was a bit like that too, at first. Still, Evan seems like a good
guy. The others I haven't met yet." He spoke like it was a report, which
she seemed to take it as.


"Oh? Very nice then. I'll
need to question them all. Delicately, of course. No one sane treats a
Master Vampire casually, no matter their age. In part that's why I've come,
under the covers, shall we say?" There was a bit of a flirty air to the
words, and a look that told Ty that the woman knew exactly what she was saying
and how it would sound.


Then, working together, they
warmed her blood so she could drink it.












Chapter five





 


As it turned out, a few hours
later, the reason that Scotty and Rebekah had vanished had everything to do
with the sudden arrival of a Council member. They were busily standing down the
street, under a tree. Cowering in fear. At least that's how it was described to
him when Eve got there at about four. It was light out, or close enough that it
was easy to see.


She hadn't gotten them or
anything, just coming to the house on her own, after running past them.


"Hey, if they want to stay
outside in the sun like that, it works for me. I just need to get the others to
do the same. This is the largest group that I've ever taken through something
like this. Rebekah is nearly there though, already. She could probably
do it on her own. Hopefully that will make it easier."


Tyler met her on the doorstep.
The girl looked young and wasn't that much older than he was really. Her hair
was near black, and her warm brown eyes twinkled a little bit as she smiled at
him. For his part he accepted a careful hug and noticed that the woman didn't
question why he had a cane, and a bare foot sticking out of his pant leg. It
wasn't full size yet, but was getting there. Finally.


Eve glanced that way, but didn't
make a big deal about it.


He resisted an urge to grab her
butt as he pulled away. Not because he thought she'd freak out about the move,
just because it would be rude to Ginger if he tried things like that. Not
Calley. She wouldn't have cared, given who she was. That part was kind of nice,
actually. Of course, it also meant that the Bat was going to have a lot of
partners in life. Friendly women didn't lack attention really, as far as he
could tell.


"Um, do you know a Vampire
named Marissa? From the Council?"


Eve was smart enough to get that
something was going on with that question, which, Tyler understood, was really
intelligent. She didn't look it, being too pretty for that kind of thing, but a
lot of the women he knew were smart like that. On a level that he couldn't
match, looking like they could have walked off a movie set.


"I do know her. Why?"
She glanced at the house, getting the idea instantly.


"She's come to spy on you. I
think the idea is to make sure you aren't moving against the Council, training
yourself an army of day walking minions."


The Vampire smiled at him and
rolled her eyes, then looked over to the side. At just about the place where
The Storm had slammed her into the air, a few weeks before. Then kidnapped him
to stuff into a magic blocking cave.


Being clever like she was, the
girl understood what he was thinking. That, or she was able to read minds. If
that was the case, then he had no secrets from her anyway, so he didn't worry
about it. He had enough to on about, without having an issue with her as well.
Unless she was The Storm. Then there was going to be a problem. One where he
was in trouble again, he didn't doubt.


"Oh? Well, that sounds like
a plan then, if she came to spy. Not that she really needs to. We're cool, she
and I. You know, partners in the animal blood business? How about you?"


The question was how he felt
about having the Vampire lady there, he understood. Eve seemed slightly uneasy
about it, as if it were going to be her job to get rid of the Council member if
he had an issue with her.


"She seems nice to me. I got
her a room, so she can stay here while you work. Past that if she wants. Are
you working out of here for the project?" He realized that he didn't
really know how long that was going to last.


"Can I? I was kind of
thinking that we'd just be in your new embassy. I didn't know I was going to
get a warm shower too. Awesome. So, I should go and see Marissa,
then find my new trainees."


He nodded, and started to move
back into the house, speaking while he did. True, the Council Vampire would be
able to hear him, just being in the other room, but he didn't really care about
that part.


"Say, I'm looking for a way
to get free from the whole energy thing I have. You know, being connected to
The Rotted? Not that I don't love her, I just kind of want to not be a slave
forever. Can you help with that? Ideas or something?"


That got a shrug and a wrinkled
brow.


"Noooo. I don't think so.
What you'd need for that is one of the Greater Demons. I'd suggest you get with
Tarsus, or The Technician. You're on good terms with both of them, so that
should work. I'd try Darla first. Tarsus will charge you through the rear for
any help."


Tyler nodded, then stopped.


"He actually owes me a few
favors. Medium sized things. I don't know if that will be worth anything with
him."


The girl smiled at him, and
touched his shoulder, letting her hand linger.


"It might? Just for clues as
to where to look. I... Really, you probably can't do that. Getting free that
way doesn't seem possible. I mean, you might learn to change your energy draw
needs, or where you can get it from, but you can't die to break the
slave connection. It might be hard to get Anne to kill herself to free you.
Even at that, if you can't power yourself independently of her, it's not a real
point... Which is what you were asking about. Right. Good thinking."


Then she moved into the front
room, and waved at Marissa.


"Hey girl!" There was,
rather typically for Eve, but strange for Vampires in general, a warm hug for
the Council member. "I hear that you came to check up on me? Let's go do
that? I need to meet everyone anyway. Rebekah and her junior boy wonder are
down the street, hiding from you. Do you want to go get them first?"


After a few moments of chatting,
they left, meaning that he was alone for a while.


Finally.


Limping still, though his
movements were much smoother, he got to the living room, and settled onto the
sofa. In his spot. The place where he normally settled, or had so far.
It was a great place, the mansion as a whole, but more than he needed, he
realized. The house was pretty, and a bit eccentric, with its odd furnishings,
and slightly skewed proportions. 


The thing there was that he
really would have been fine being back in Vancouver, in the little room that he
was renting from Calley. It hadn't been grand, but it was clean, and had his
stuff in it, which was, in the end, all he needed. That kind of thing, how
little he wanted, was different, when he stopped to think about it. For a
moment he considered that it might be due to the fact that he wasn't a normal,
real, man. Then he had to think about all the people that he knew, and realized
that wanting nice things around you was more of a Human woman thing than
anything else.


Men had nice houses at times,
they just didn't really seek them for themselves. They got those things for the
women in their lives. That seemed strange to him on a level that he knew wasn't
normal. Men provided for their women, and this situation was being put together
for him. Okay, Ginger and Calley had gotten in because of him, but he didn't own
it. Then, neither of them were a Human, which might change how they felt
about the whole thing. Or, and he knew that it was just as possible, he could
be wrong about what women wanted in life.


Still, it was a nice place. He could
see that one.


Picking up his keyboard, he
started to play. Making up new tunes, and writing them down for a long while.
Then he went to his room, sneaking in since there was a sleeping Calley in
there still, and got his notebook. The one he was filling out with all the info
he'd gathered on the Other groups. Taking an hour, he wrote down everything he
could think of, and tried to keep things organized. 


Then, almost on a whim, he picked
up the phone and considered who to call about his lifelong problems.


At first he sort of wanted to get
in touch with Darla, The Technician, but that was probably just due to the fact
that she seemed less scary than The Liberian. At the moment, it was most likely
better to face his fears, and keep them in mind solidly. Zack had been right on
that one. He couldn't let himself trust any of his kind. Darla wore her pretty
face for a reason, and part of that was so she could trick men like him into
wanting her. Getting his phone, Ty quickly dialed the number he had for the Greater
Demon man, and waited while the phone rang three times.


"Hello?" The voice was
different, sounding young and a bit higher than what Ty associated with the
Greater Demon leader.


"Librarian? This is Tyler
Gartner?"


"Clerk. What may I do for
you today?"


"Um, I'm mainly looking for
information. I need a way to get energy, without eating living people, or
drawing it from The Rotted. The idea is that eventually I'll not be dependent
on her, so I can work toward getting free. I was wondering if I could trade one
of those favors you owe me for it?" It seemed fair to him, but he knew
that a Demon might just think that data like that was outside of what they'd
agreed to when he'd gotten a few Greater Demons to meet with him a month before
or so. It hadn't turned out to be hard for him to get it done, so maybe that
would influence what the man was willing to pay for it.


Instead of telling him to go
stuff his head deep up his own behind, the man laughed a bit.


"Oh? Very good. Yes.
I'll need to research that one. It isn't a thing I already know for certain.
Not in any ways that you'd want to use. It's a unique situation, as you know.
There are however a few areas that might be fruitful. The difficult part is, of
course, not the energy draw. I could teach you how to do that in a few years
time. Indeed, you might even figure that out on your own, with a bit of help.
No, it's doing it while a slave to another, if she doesn't wish it done.
I'll see what I can find for you however. Anything else?"


"Nope. Is... How are you doing?"
He was trying to be polite, but there was another laugh. One that seemed nearly
kind, which was a trick.


Obviously.


"Well, if you're going to ask...
I'm doing fine. I might have a task coming up that would fit your skill set
however. I could, perhaps, if I can work out a method for you to use, teach you
how to gain energy, say in exchange for that effort? I will tell you how
to do it, if I figure it out, at any rate, but there is often a difference
between knowing what a thing is and how to actually perform an action. It might
be worth doing."


"Um, sure? I mean, I'll need
to know what the job is first, and be able to get it done, before I really
agree, but if I can, and it seems fair, I guess I could work that out?" He
didn't really want to agree to things he didn't know about, which wasn't lost
on Tarsus, it seemed.


"Very careful of you. Better
than some of the young of my own kind manage. I will speak to you soon, Clerk.
Yes. I think perhaps that will work well for us both. Make sure you don't keep your
mother in the dark on this. My guess is that she will be far more amenable to
you finding your way free, if she knows you are making that effort."


"That's probably true.
Thanks. I'll do that. Talk to you later, Librarian."


There was a click then, and he
redialed the phone, calling his mother. It rang again, but instead of picking
up, a knock came from the front door.


Honestly, Tyler expected to see
Lucy there. If not in her normal mom form, then one of the little girls that
she pretended to be most of the time. Instead it was three people standing
there, and none of them looked all that much like the woman he'd known most of
his life. They didn't feel like her either, which was probably more important,
the way things had been going in his world of late.


One of them was a woman, and she
seemed fine enough. Like a Human, being delicious and normal that way. Her face
had a forced smile on it, and her hair was both long and brown, but there was a
hint of gold to it in highlights. Her eyes were a gemlike green, too. That all
could have worked to leave her pretty, but it didn't. The man next to her
wasn't huge or anything, looking a bit more run down than the woman, even.
Stooped, and broken seeming. He had a fake smile on his lips too, and a day's
beard growth or so.


It was the man in front of them
that got Ty's attention however. He seemed to be a mountain man. A trapper from
a seventies Disney movie if Ty had it right. The man was dressed in all leather
buckskin, with moccasins on his feet made out of something similar. He had a
lot of muscle, and a salt and pepper colored beard that looked like it never
had seen either a comb or a pair of scissors. The eyes were a plain brown, but
held something that seemed wild behind them.


Not anger, as much as a lack of
sensibility.


"Hello!" Tyler didn't
know what else to say, but when no one else said anything he went on anyway.


"I'm Tyler Gartner. From the
Coalition of Nations. Do you need my help?" Really, he should have plugged
the band too, while he was at it, but none of these people seemed like the kind
to like standard pop music.


In fact, the idea of the man in
the front doing that kind of thing, listening to any sort of entertainment,
felt off. Wrong.


It was that one that finally
spoke, his voice deep, booming and a little off.


"I am Goethe. Known as The
Wilding. I seek The Storm. Do you offer her your protection? If so, prepare for
battle!" He started to move in, but with a roughly Human speed, which
meant that it was a bluff. A threat, rather than a deadly attack.


Because Goethe was the name of a
Greater Demon. The one that was hunting The Storm. So, as far as he went, one
of the good guys. At least a weapon for his own side, which had to count.


"Protect her? No. I
don't know where she is, but I might be able to find out. Eventually.
She kidnapped me three weeks ago. I haven't seen her since then." Holding
his walking stick, ready to use it, even if that wasn't going to help him,
Tyler wondered what was going to happen.


It was different than he would
have figured.


"I see. Tell ya what. You
get me The Storm, and I'll trade with you."


Tyler looked at the wild man and
figured that it was probably better than being eviscerated, more or less. Not
that he'd feel it, but his leg wasn't totally healthy yet, so having it ripped
off would probably be a bit annoying.


"If I can do anything, and
I'm not saying that I can, what are you offering for it?" He was thinking
favors, since that was mainly what he'd dealt in so far with Greater Demons,
but got just from the look in his eyes that this man wasn't one to trust that
way. "Also, I can't take down a Greater Demon. I could find out where she
is, or at least recently was, maybe. Is that good?"


"What I meant. You stupid or
something? Get me The Storm, tell me where she is, and I'll... Fuck. I don't
know. You want this bitch here?" He waved at the woman with him, who
didn't really respond at first. Not until the man finished talking.
"You're dead. You eat her kind, right?"


That was a bit more astute than
he really liked. The wild eyed man with his bushy beard and funny leather
clothing stared directly. Looking for some kind of lapse on his part. For him
to demand the slaves, which was what they probably were, to be freed. That
wasn't happening. Ty couldn't even do that for himself.


Though he had heard that living
people could die to get away from their Demon masters. If it was done
correctly, it seemed like most of the ones he knew could pull it off. It cost
though, and was rare. Dangerous too, most likely. Most living people didn't
easily come back from death.


Glancing at the two people, the
broken seeming man and the still beaming woman, Ty shrugged.


"You want me to go up
against a Greater Demon, just for two Humans? Ones that are already
yours?" He didn't add the magical part, since he didn't know for certain.


Goethe laughed.


"I said the bitch, not the
man. They're mine, true. I ain't asking you to take out Stormy. That's my job.
That slut wants me dead. That won't be happnin." The Demon was working
really hard to play up his hillbilly trapper persona.


Ty did not let himself be
fooled by it. No Greater Demon, not even the insane ones, had been stupid yet.
They all used some kind of an act however, as far as he could see, to get
people to let their guard down. That's what he'd noticed with each of them so
far.


Keeley and Darla both went around
looking like hot young women. Lyn, Zack's grandmother, looked a bit older and a
little less lovely, but still presented as a tiny Japanese woman, and
her looks could still turn heads as well as most actresses.


Even his own mother went around
looking like a little girl part of the time.


This guy just had a different way
of doing the same thing. Thankfully his way was also as scary as all get
out, so it would be far easier for Ty to keep it in mind.


"Right. So, both these, and
a medium sized favor?" The other man had to know that messing with The
Storm was a big risk for him. Not that he'd admit it.


"These two, since I'm done
with them anyway. I don't want to bother with no favors."


"Fine. We can do that. If
I get the work done, you can't call them back however. They have to be mine, as
much as the slave link allows."


That got a furrowed brow, and
then a single, firm nod.


"Hard bargaining. So not a
total idiot. Good. Agreed then."


"Agreed. Wait here for a
bit? I need to make some calls."


He needed his phone, and then had
to think. He really didn't have any way to find The Storm in particular, did
he? If Lucy knew, there would be a fight going on, or at least some kind of
hunting of the other Demon. They were on Keeley's personal ground, but she'd
kind of set up Goethe to go after The Storm in the first place, which the
trapper was going to have figured out, or soon would, so that was a poor idea
at the moment.


Zack... Well, he might
help. He was pretty good at finding things, people and places. It was part of
his special power, Ty thought. It came up at work, a few times a week, so it
was a thing.


For some reason, probably due to
the fact that he secretly wanted to have sex with her, and was too easy to
manipulate that way, Ty called Darla, who answered after two rings.


"Hey." It sounded
informal, and younger than he remembered. A lot. Like a young girl. For a
second he thought that he might have gotten the wrong number, but the name
seemed right when he checked his phone screen.


"This is Tyler Gartner.
Technician?"


"Oh, hi, Ty! I'm with some
new friends of mine. I told them that I knew a guy in Rebekah the
Vampire's new band, but they didn't buy it. I should get you to come play for
us. Then they'll see who I really am."


It took him a bit to understand
that he was listening to the Greater Demon saying two things at once. It was
weird.


"I see. So you can't speak
right now? Unless they really want to see us play? We're pretty good, so they
should. You can come visit in a few days if you want? Let me know ahead of
time, so we can do it on a night everyone can be here."


"Yay! We can come to your
house? Next week? There are four of us. Maybe you can get your friend Zack, to
bring us there?" Which probably meant she hadn't told them she was an
ancient Greater Demon yet.


"I can ask. It might take
some doing. Say, do you want to trade for it? I need to know where The Storm
is, if you can help with that? I kind of have a Greater Demon on my
doorstep, and I'd love for him to go away without killing me. I offered to
trade for some of his slaves. Two of them. I think he means for me to eat them.
They do look tasty enough, but I'm sticking to rice and tofu this week. Still,
helping out Humans with problems like that does seem to fit my job
description."


There was a laugh, which again,
seemed like it was coming from a young teen, not a woman in her twenties.


"I can do that, if you want.
I have some... You know? What you want?"


He built a picture of her playing
with her hair twisting it around her finger, trying to flirt with him, even
though he wasn't there.


"Can you get that
soon?"


"Sure. I guess. Guys, I have
to head out now." A male voice said something in the background, and it
was also pretty young.


All he could make out was what
Darla said.


"Hmmm, so you, or Tyler G.
the singer... Let me think about it?"


There were fun sounds from the
phone, but a bit later the voice changed a bit. The words were more certain,
and a bit clipped.


"I'll have that for you
in... Call it twelve minutes?"


"Thanks. I'll get Zack to
take your friends here. Then back home. I have three trips with him. Though
really, you should all go someplace cool. Not that this place is bad, but there
are a lot of places to go."


"I know. These are my new
batch of friends. I'm trying something a bit more open this time. I don't
suppose you could arrange for Eve to be there too? Your Ginger and Calley too,
naturally."


"I can ask?"


"Talk soon."


Then he had to go back out to the
front. Not only hadn't the unwelcome people left, they were all standing
exactly where they had been. Two men and a woman, just waiting, like they
hadn't moved in the slightest. Because that was normal.


"I should have word in about
eleven minutes. I had to get that from The Technician." Hopefully Goethe
didn't hate her too much.


The bearded man did spit, but
then smiled.


"That's not bad. I wouldn't
have thought to bother there. Our kind costs dear for our own."


They did bargain hard, that was
true. They were even worse with each other from what Tyler had heard. He'd
gotten that one from his own mother. She'd made a point of telling him
to not be too easy on them.


Not that way.


They all just stood there, and
waited together. He didn't have to sit, since he didn't feel anything. Even if
his leg hurt with the healing he wouldn't know about it, and it was nearly back
to normal now. Not quite, but when he went in, shoes and socks wouldn't be out
of the question.


When the phone rang, even though
he kind of expected it, he still had to fight not to jump.


"Hello?"


"I have the location. It...
Do you want me to talk to The Wilding directly? It will save a lot of time. I
don't know if your agreement will count that way."


"It will. Here."


He held the phone out, kind of
wondering if the big, leather clad guy was going to pretend not to know what to
do with it, but it was just taken from his hand. A bit roughly, but it didn't
do damage to him.


"Go."


Then the Greater Demon listened,
and after a minute hung up, and gave the cell phone back.


"These two belong to you
now. Go with this man and do whatever he tells you." There was a wave at
Ty, in case they didn't get the idea, and then the dangerous being in front of
him, turned and left.


The people looked at him,
nervously. Then, they thought they were dinner, most likely.


"Let's go in? I'm Tyler,
like I said. What are your names?"


It was the woman that spoke, her
voice incredibly strained sounding.


"I'm Tina, and this is
Darren. He doesn't really speak now. Not much. He can if you order it." What
the man did do well enough was follow them in.


Tyler had no clue what to do with
these two, now that he had them. All he knew for certain was that they weren't
going to be his supper. Not that night and hopefully never.


"Oh! Just so you know, I'm a
vegetarian. I don't eat people. I know that Goethe there said that, and
he wasn't wrong about me, but I don't do that. Don't need to, so no need to
worry on that one."


If that made them happy, he
couldn't tell. Both of the people just seemed stressed, constantly. He was
limping still, but a big part of that was thanks to him missing a shoe on his
right foot. It was throwing him off. The leg, when he reached down to feel it,
was still stick thin, but the bones were about right and it was holding him up,
so it was good enough for now.


"Would you like something to
eat? I should have something. I was thinking tomato soup, with crackers?"
It just sounded really good for some reason.


Tina, who was the talkative one
it looked like, nodded somberly.


"Thank you, sir."


She looked like she was in her
mid-forties or so, at a guess. Those had been hard years too, no doubt. She was
nice looking, but had lines on her face. As deep as those of the man, Darren,
who followed her, not making eye contact.


"This way then. Off to the
kitchen. I know, it's kind of early for soup. Would you like something else? I
can make some waffles, if you don't mind the frozen kind?" Not that he
couldn't cook. Actually, he was decent at it, since his mother had taught him,
growing up. Before he'd gone really far into eating only fruit, and rice on
occasion. Steamed veggies too.


That was supposed to have been
for health, but the fact was, Tyler couldn't get fat. He hadn't known that
though, so had tried to take care of himself. It turned out he could have been
snarfing cake and donuts the whole time. Instead of letting himself feel sad
over it, he just started getting cans out, and making the soup. The people with
him were thin, but looked like they ate regularly enough. They weren't raw
bones or anything like that.


Both just stood there though,
while he worked. Waiting, he realized, for him to give them orders. It was what
they'd been told to do, and he knew how powerful that kind of thing could be
when it came from a Greater Demon.


"Hey... We have a T.V around
here, would you like to watch something? Or go sleep? Anything you want."
They weren't really free yet, but hopefully he could hook something like that
up for them. "I should have food in a few minutes?"


That wasn't enough to get them to
go away, so he gave up trying to be nice, and just made the food. Not that he
wasn't going to be kind, of course. It just was kind of clear that for some
reason these two had been trained or conditioned to do exactly whatever their
master said. Probably at the end of a lash, one way or another.


So they stood, and he made up
three trays, each with a full bowl of soup and a package of saltines. Then he
moved into the other room, since the nice furniture there made excellent
snacking surfaces. He hadn't considered that earlier, but now that there were
three of them doing it, he kind of wished that they'd used the table in the
other room.


They all ate identically. That
wasn't a mistake either, since both of the others watched him first, and then
followed along so closely it was nearly mocking. That didn't seem to be their
point though, so he didn't mention it, just crushing crackers into the hot bowl
of steaming red goodness and eating until it was all done. He might not feel
much, but he could taste food, and there was a sense of warmth in his middle as
he finished. That part was, most likely, imaginary. After all, if he couldn't
really feel the temperature of the room he was in, then getting how the food in
his tummy made him feel wasn't very likely.


When he was done Tina got up
instantly, and took his tray from him. She did the same for Darren.


Speaking to him a bit like he was
a dog, she started out of the room.


"Darren. Start
cleaning."


Whatever had happened in life to
these two, they both seemed to be capable of complex tasks at any rate. He
nearly told them not to do the work, and to kick back, but that hadn't seemed
to work before.


"Okay. If you'd like to do
that, that's fine. Make sure you rest too, and eat enough. Or, if you want, eat
too much. I'm sure we can find more food." It had kind of just been there,
but there really was a lot. Months worth of it just sitting there in the
kitchen, and more in the pantry off to the side. Even the fridge was filled
with things. Half of that was blood, but there was milk, butter and six types
of cheese too.


That reminded him. He should
have had grilled cheese. That was really good, if he was eating that kind of
thing again. Dairy. The idea of dunking the crispy bread into the soup was
alluring, now that he'd remembered that it was a thing.


The new people busied themselves
well enough, and if they weren't pleased to be there doing the work, they
didn't complain or seem upset by it either.


All he could hope was that he
could figure out how to save them before Goethe called on them to do something
far less pleasant. Just because they belonged to Ty now, that didn't mean they
weren't still the Greater Demon's slaves.












Chapter six





 


The day didn't go fast. In fact
it kind of dragged, as far as Tyler was concerned. Oh, things were happening,
but they only loosely related to him. It got so bad, so slow, that at about ten
he actually turned the television on and watched the news. They had a nice
cable package, or at least all the channels, regardless of how it got into the
mansion.


That it might have been done
illegally, well, the place was paid for by a Demon. A bit of cable theft might
just not be beyond what The Mistress of Souls was willing to do. For that
matter Ty was too, so he settled in and watched the talking heads miss the point
of what was going on for about an hour.


Just as he was about to get up
and find something else to eat, remembering that Lucy had mentioned that eating
might help take the energy load off of her as far as his healing went, there
was another knock at the door.


He looked through the peephole
this time, and found, unsurprisingly, another Greater Demon.


"Weeee." At least this
time it was just Zack, and he had a man with him who seemed far more normal. A
young guy, who only seemed a bit older than Tyler did, in looks.


Not that it meant anything.
Opening the door, he shook his head.


"Line Walker. Is
this..." He had to focus to get the name of Rebekah's friend that was
coming in. It was clear that, even being normal looking and standing out in the
full sun it was kind of clear that this man lacked the life force needed to
make him essentially yummy to Tyler. That meant he was dead, most likely.
Probably a Vampire, since he'd never met anyone that was dead and not one of
those. Just him. "Um, Jonas?"


The man stuck his right hand out
very professionally. The move was returned, since Tyler had limped to the door,
not really needing his cane any more.


He had a nice enough face. It
wasn't that he was a great looking guy, in particular, if they were going to
use television actors as the standard for that kind of thing. Almost everyone
did, so it was probably fair enough. The man had very clear skin, which the
dead tended to, and was lean enough to be attractive. That and symmetry was
about what men had going for them that way. At least until wearing makeup
became a thing for dudes.


"That's right! I didn't know
that anyone would know who I was."


"Tyler. Call me Ty. Come on
in? Rebekah isn't around."


That got Zack to smile.


"We know that one, we were
just out jogging along with the new group. They are not a quick bunch.
What they are however, is still awake and stumbling around under the full
burning light of day. It's kind of impressive. You'll be glad to know that your
group is doing well. Evan is struggling a bit, but no worse than Eve or Ginger
did on their turn. Rebekah will probably be set in a few days. She's over two
hundred, so... Scotty is younger but also doing better than the rest."


Tyler gestured for them to come
in, smiling a little.


"Cool. I didn't know that I
was going to get reports about it. Are you going to come in to observe each
day, or do I need to grill Eve for the info?"


That got him pointed at as Zack
moved into the living room. There was a happy expression to go with the move.


"That one. Unless you want
to trade for it? It seems a bit too small to be worth your while that way, to
be honest." Zack glanced at the Vampire man, who was one of the new kind
that went out in the sun and didn't have fangs, and explained. "Tyler
isn't a Greater Demon. More or less he's... I guess kind of an avatar of The
Rotted. More than a slave, but animated by her power."


That was a different way of
thinking of the whole thing than Tyler had considered before. Much nicer than
meat puppet. That always sounded a bit dirty.


"Is that why..." He
nearly didn't say it, but Zack had mentioned him having gotten the water to
trickle into the cave for the boy somehow. At the time it had seemed like
prayer had worked, and that God was on his side, but so far everyone had
assured him that it didn't work that way. "The thing in the cave?"


There was a pause, and a
considering look.


Zack started to nod, just a tiny
bit.


"That... Actually makes a
lot of sense. It would explain it nicely. You should try to learn how to use
magic. The Greater Demon kind. Anne can hook you up that way I bet. You'll want
to work that out with her though, since I'm betting that she's the one you'll
be getting your power from, at first."


He gestured to the chairs and
sofas.


"Have a seat? I wasn't
really doing anything, just watching the news be mishandled in order to control
the minds of the masses."


Both of the others chuckled a
bit. Jonas winked.


"Part of my job is skewing
those media perceptions. I'm an aide for Richard Swerlin. It's a real enough
thing. About seventy percent of what we call news is just people making stuff
up and lying to influence what other people are thinking." He didn't seem
too happy about it.


There was a slightly awkward
pause then. It was the part of meeting any new person that was kind of hard for
him, Tyler knew. That moment when he was comfortable enough to accept that the
person with him seemed all right, and that he didn't think he was going to have
to fight them, but when he didn't know enough to select the next topic of
conversation safely.


Jonas was Rebekah's boyfriend, he
thought. Still, bringing her up might make the guy feel threatened, since Tyler
was living with her. True in a giant mansion that was big enough for everyone
to have their own space, but what if the man didn't get that? What if that kind
of thing was threatening to his ego or just bugged him?


So Ty went to having a guest over
one-oh-one.


"Would you like something to
eat? We have blood." He turned to Zack and grinned. "I was going to
make some grilled cheese, and more tomato soup. Would you like some?"


The Greater Demon made a
considering face.


"Sounds good. Do you have a
cook yet?"


"Nope! I did get some new
people in, but I don't know if they can cook. They're busy cleaning up right
now. The lady seems like she might know her way around the kitchen. I need to
have them killed." Before he could even go on with that one, the Greater
Demon nodded.


"Slaves? I know that Darla
has a machine that can do that for you. You can kill them, and have them
brought back really safely. Other than that... Well, I could do it, with
healing. It's a bit risky with Humans, but I've done it on a few that have
worked. Eve might be able to as well, and she won't bargain with you half as
hard as the rest of us. I suppose you could get Anne to do it for you too, but
her preferred way of doing things would just have them enslaved again." It
was a lot of data, and helpful, even if it was given as casual conversation.


"I haven't even had a chance
to go over that yet. A guy showed up with them on my doorstep and didn't want
them anymore. That was how I took it. Anyway, food." He moved toward the
kitchen, which had the other two following along with him, since they were a
gang now, it seemed.


Zack helped with the food, and
Jonas was more than willing to get his own blood, warming it in a pan of water
to the temperature he enjoyed. The interesting thing was the amount of food
that the Demon came up with. He didn't make a small pan of soup, but gallons of
the stuff, in a giant thing that was either meant for canning or designed to
steam things. Now it held all the tomato soup in the house.


Then he got out a griddle and
started eight sandwiches at one time. That wasn't the end of it though, since
he got ready to make about twenty-four more than that. Tyler looked at it, and
raised an eyebrow, which got the Demon to shrug.


"I need to eat more than
most people, and you should start doing that. Right now you're a net drain on Anne.
She told me how she built a power exchange into your system, even though you
aren't alive. If you can get enough food in you, that should help her out a
lot. Then it won't be as big of a deal when you learn to use magic. See, free
advice. Just because we're friends, and coworkers. Keep that one in mind later,
when I ask you to do overtime, instead of kicking back with your band
friends."


That was probably a good plan. It
was kind of clear that being awake twenty-four hours a day, while a nifty
power, also meant that he needed to keep busy. In the moment though he did that
by helping flip grilled cheese and stirring the giant pot of tasty smelling
soup.


After they were a little past
halfway done, and Jonas was sipping his body temperature blood from a large
white mug there was a bit of noise from the kitchen door. Tina stood there,
with a huge, forced, smile on her face.


"Sir? We've cleaned the
house. What do you wish us to do next?"


He pointed at the food, and
smiled. The woman wasn't skin and bone, but it was clear that she could
probably use lunch.


"You and Darren should get
something to eat. Then a nap or something? Go hang out in the hot tub for half
an hour or so?" It was hard to suggest fun and relaxing things, he
realized. Mainly because he didn't do things like that himself very much.


The funny thing was that Zack,
who looked about half Japanese, hooded his eyelids a bit, and spun in place to
look at the lady in the doorway. 


His words were a bit cryptic.


"I see. So, it was Goethe
that stopped by? I should have checked that one." Then he turned back to
the food. His words had been a little strained and cold sounding. Like he
really didn't care for the other Greater Demon, on a personal level.


For her part Tina seemed really
happy to hear that working all the time wasn't the goal of her being there. Not
that she was actually pleased. It was all fake. Then, his interactions with
Demons hadn't been that bad compared to most. Sure one of them had caused him
to cut his own head off, but even that wasn't too traumatic for him. It had
been a choice for him. One made under duress, but still his own action.


These people, Tina and Darren,
they probably hadn't had any chance to do something like that themselves.


Rather than talk about it all,
Zack just made up four plates of food. There were more crackers too, and the
big bowls of soup were placed on the table efficiently. Zack was acting strange
however, and looked away from Tina more often than was normal.


Still, he didn't seem angry at
the woman after a moment, his voice becoming kind.


"You should call Darren. I
need to eat."


The lady left the room to do it,
as the food was dished up. Jonas didn't help with that part, but did sit with
them, not bothered by the fact that he wasn't getting any of the wonderful
smelling grilled cheese. It was all just about perfect looking, too. It wasn't just
piled on the plates, but was placed there with care and concern for appearance.
While all the same, it had the feel of being served at a restaurant, rather
than what Ty had been thinking of.


There was no real conversation
during the meal, except for Zack giving about half the remaining food to Tyler,
and waving at it a few times.


"Eat more. It will
help."


The two new people just looked at
their single servings of food, and ate mechanically. It was oddly stressed
seeming. Tyler could see what Tina and Darren were thinking. At least he
figured that it would be about trauma and lives that were crippling to the
spirit. Zack however just didn't add up. He was acting like he was annoyed by
them being there, for all that he was being nice, and making sure they had
enough to eat.


At the end of the meal he got up,
and took their plates and bowls.


"Tyler and I have this part.
Why don't you do what he suggested and go take a restful nap for a while?
That's what you want them to do, isn't it Ty?" It was leading and that one
he got, right off the bat.


He was the boss of them, by order
of their Greater Demon lord. So his word was law to them, at the moment. Zack
patted the man on the back, and winced, getting his entire life's story from
him. Hard or not, he did the same with Tina a moment later. There was another
cringe. It was big enough that Jonas noticed it, too.


That couldn't be a good thing.
What would make a Demon react like that? It had to be awful on a level
that Tyler probably didn't want to know about.


"That sounds good. Let's get
you some bedrooms? On the third floor I think. Here... I'll take you up."
They all went again, but it didn't take long. He really wasn't limping as much
as he had been before either, and that let him speed up a lot. It seemed like the
food was helping.


He was going to need more to eat,
or so it seemed.


That meant getting access to food
that he didn't have to pay for, because for all he was living in a great house
and had three jobs, the funds hadn't been pouring in yet.


"Hey, I have a paycheck
coming, don't I?" He asked a bit blankly as they made their way back to
the kitchen.


He got a smile though, and a nod.


"You do. Thinking about how
to pay for all of this? I'll cover my part. You need to do the same, since this
all belongs to Keeley. Not that she'd force the issue, but you're kind of in a
weird place, as far as Greater Demons go. I mean, you clearly aren't one of us.
In a way though, it's a bit like I said. You're part of The Rotted,
after a fashion. The Clerk. So going with our rules will help to keep you safe.
That means paying your own way, and making sure that you don't offer any of us
food for free."


"Got it. So, I need to pick
up more hours at work?"


Zack shook his head a little bit,
but didn't say no.


"That's a plan. You get free
food there. It's part of the payment for the work, so keep that in mind. I
could..." He stopped, and took a vast breath, letting it out in a shudder.
"I could set up enough food for you, if you want? I'll trade you Tina and
Darren for it?" He held up his right hand a bit, then moved to the sink
and started rinsing dishes before loading them into the dishwasher. "I'll
set things up for them to have their slave links broken, and to be brought
back. That way it won't cost you anything. So, that, in exchange for as much as
you can eat? Good food, too. No meat in the mix?"


Tyler stared at him for a moment,
wondering if there was a trick involved. Was Zack planning to torture the two
new people, or use them to get at Goethe? That last one might be fair enough,
or not, but Ty's job with the Coalition meant he pretty much couldn't give Humans
over to any of the Other's for things like that. Not if he could stop it.


Then, what if Zack just wanted to
help him out? That sounded kind of nice, really, since trading with The
Technician for people to be brought back from the dead couldn't be cheap. That
was the problem. It seemed geared toward getting Ty what he wanted, and that
didn't make any sense.


"I... The food, an assurance
that all you have planned is to break the slave thing, and, um, a favor?"
It didn't feel right, asking for more, but the thin, good looking, guy just
locked eyes with him.


"What kind of favor?"


Tyler had something for once.


"Um, I need some people
brought here, and taken home when a party is done. The Technician's friends? I
think there are four of them in all, maybe five? I don't know where they are,
but they were speaking English?"


That got a snort. A single,
slightly derisive one.


"Arizona. All right. That
food, my assurance that I'll follow through with my plan, and transport for
Darla's friends and her to a party here. If they don't want to come, or can't,
it isn't transferable, however. Anytime in the next three months for that, as
long as it fits in my schedule?"


It was tempting to put his hand
out to shake, but he just nodded.


"Done." It felt a bit
like a mistake however, and his breath caught when he saw the look on The Line
Walker's face.


It wasn't happy about
having made a great bargain, or blank. He seemed upset. Almost like he was going
to cry, which wasn't a thing that he thought that kind of being could do for
real. So was it fake? If so, why bother? Jonas didn't even see it happen, and
the expression was gone quickly enough to just possibly have not been a thing
that he was supposed to notice.


Zack winked then, and smiled,
seeming like his normal self.


"Can my new people stay here
for the night? Maybe a few days? I want to get with Darla on this and see about
getting use of her time machine. If not, well, like I said, there are other
ways. That one is pretty good. I should go and see to that now. I can pick you
up at just before six tomorrow? For work? You mentioned five as being good for
you?"


There was a glance down at his
still thin leg, but Tyler patted it. It was closing in on being back to normal.
Faster than he'd thought it would, too.


"Sounds like a plan. I'll be
ready. Say, have you seen my mom lately? I tried to call earlier, but there was
no answer."


That got a head shake.


"A day ago, but not since.
Though you might try calling twice? I hear that works, before going off
to worry about people. I mean, you know that she's alive, and not trapped or
anything. Other than that, what she's doing probably isn't your business, is
it?"


Jonas made a face.


"That's a little harsh,
isn't it?" His voice was nearly meek sounding, but he still said the
words, Greater Demon being there or not.


Since Zack just shrugged, it
seemed safe enough. It was, of course, but most wouldn't know that. Plus it
could always change, without visible warning.


"The Rotted isn't going to
play by normal rules, and is so old and powerful that it's a waste of his
energy to be concerned for her. He's trying to use Human rules for a situation
that they won't be effective for. It's a Greater Demon way of thinking, but he
needs to get on that now. Especially if he's going to go around acting like one
of us, making agreements and all that." The words were dark, and nearly
mean, but not derisive, somehow. "You should get with Eve. I think you two
should make a point of being friends. You have a lot in common. I'll mention it
to her, if I see her."


Then the man got up, and patted
Jonas on the shoulder.


"You'll be fine here, I
think. The others will be back later. I know, you can suck off Tyler here while
you wait." Then, with those sweet words he left.


Ty rolled his eyes.


"That was a trolling
thing to say, wasn't it?" He glanced at the other man, who'd gone really
still for some reason. "I mean, you're a Vampire, so you'd have to
talk to both Ginger and Rebekah about that first, right? He has to know
they're both busy right now."


The man gave a slow nod, and then
sighed.


"It's... The New Vampires,
like me, we aren't very strong. We can handle the light, but no one even knows
if we'll be stronger as we age. We're all too new. There have been some
stories, about our kind being abused by the others. Made into sex slaves and
things like that. I can't take a Greater Demon in a fight, so, I guess I just
get on my knees?" He didn't seem to want to, which was a bit insulting,
since Tyler knew he was of at least average looks. That got him to smile, thinking
that.


"Nope. If you don't want to
do that, then we won't. I mean, I know that I like to get to know a
person first anyway, myself. I didn't know that about the New Vamps. That
should be looked into. Can you write up a report on it? I can pass it to the
Vampire Council, I think. Especially if it has something to do with Humans.
That's what the Coalition really does. Even if not, I can pass it along. I have
some contacts. Um, Marissa is staying here, to spy on Eve and her new trainees?
You could talk to her about it?"


If he'd seemed a bit nonplussed
about going down on Tyler in the kitchen he seemed perfectly freaked about that
idea. It showed on his face, which was rare for Vampires. At least the
Classical ones. After a few seconds he nodded though, and looked at the table
top. He was sitting, though there was no reason to be doing that, in
particular. It was just the kind of thing that people did.


It was, if nothing else, less
conspicuous than standing around would be.


"I'll try. That... It's
dangerous. I'm pretty safe, myself. Representative Swerlin is a nice guy, for a
Vampire, and hasn't let anyone do things like that to me. Bekah is important
too, with the singing and blood business. Should I risk coming to the attention
of a Council member in my own right? She might kill me. Or rape me herself.
Being a hermaphrodite like she is... Well, she can get the job done, can't
she?"


Tyler stopped for a second, that
bit of news catching his attention pretty firmly.


"I... Did not know that
about her. Well, neat? I'll have to ask if she wants to do something later. If
I get time. Now that my leg is nearly back to normal, I need to start getting
back to real work."


Not that he had anything to do at
the moment. Except, he realized, going off to call everyone and make certain
they were doing all right. He should have done that already, but had gotten
side tracked. The first thing he did was call his mom, since, while he
shouldn't worry about her, she was pretty important to him.


He did it at the table, with
Jonas right there. The phone picked up this time, and a little girl answered
it. That was what it sounded like to him.


"I can't talk. I'm at summer
camp, and we aren't supposed to have phones." It was a very strange thing
to hear.


Instead of asking what kind of
camp it was, he just spoke.


"I need to learn magic. Zack
thinks if I eat more that will help with the energy? Tarsus is looking for a
way for me to get free of you, or at least power myself. That may not happen.
He said I should tell you that so you won't think I don't love you. I do, I
just want us both to be free. That's all."


"Oh?" There was a
hushed laugh and then a more reasoned sounding voice. "Do it. I should be
around in a few days. I have a project that I'm working on here, to trap a
certain Greater Demon cunt. Try not to get me killed with the magic? I think I
get the idea there, and it means pulling from me directly. I can take energy
from you, if you eat enough, after a fashion. It isn't a direct trade though,
so be careful in how much energy you consume, please?"


"Got it. Love you, mom. Talk
to you soon."


"Love you too, honey."
It sounded really funny coming from a little girl, when said that way. Phony,
and like she was reading a line from a play.


After that he called Kaitlyn. She
seemed surprised to hear from him.


Complete with a gasp.


"Tyler? Are you okay? I
can... We can come help you. Zack told us you were back, and alive, but no one
knew what to do. I should have called, but I didn't know if you were able to
talk yet. What can I do?"


He nearly hesitated, but then
tried to speak in a friendly manner.


"Not too much. I'm actually
doing pretty well. I'll be in tomorrow night to the bookstore. What I wanted to
do was get together and go over Coalition things? We'll want our other people,
too. Vivian and Balthias. Can you set that up?"


"Yep! Good thinking. Can we
meet here? If you're coming in anyway, that will save on travel time for me and
the others."


"Sounds great. After work
though? That might be a bit too late for everyone else... You know what? Screw
it. Schedule it for nine in the morning and I'll just stay and work until then.
It makes for a long day, but I won't get tired. So, how are you doing?"
That was him trying to be polite, though he did like the Alede.


For her kind she was hard working
and dedicated, he realized. On a level that was close to being the best it
could be, given her drives, needs, and situation. Really, she was closing in on
super human, or at least being a workaholic, in that regard. She had a plan in
place, to take over her peoples ruling body though, and being lazy wasn't going
to get that done.


Plus she'd helped him lecture a
radical feminist once. It wasn't that he disliked that kind of person really,
as much as they'd kept being really mean, trying to kill his friends, and
kidnap him. That part reminded him of something.


"Oh, I need to get a gift
basket or a card for Maggie Sims. She saved me from those kidnappers. For that
matter I need to get in touch with the local prosecutor, and the one
that's handling that cult thing. I'm kind of shocked they actually calmed down
already. I really expected more harassment, you know?"


They had tried to kill him
in a Wal-Mart, after that they'd gone silent, as far as he knew. Then, being
dead in a cave for nearly a month might just have hidden him pretty well. Even
if he wasn't actually hiding from them.


His pretty Alede friend was
helpful. Instantly, as if she thought it was part of her job.


"I can do a blood basket,
for Maggie. With some flowers? Daisies I think, unless you have romantic
designs on her? She's cute in a nerdy way, don't you think? You should
do that. I'll handle that part. I can't do anything about the court stuff, I
don't think. We did have another protest across the way. The local feminist
group called in support from Portland, and are really going after my mom. I get
it, I guess, but still, it isn't going to help them in the end."


"You get it? Really? I
don't. Even after all the explanations. I mean, it's kind of clear they don't
think highly of men, and you did do that scary thing where you became
one in front of that woman. I even can sort of see the whole thing were being
too pretty is hard for them to take, competition wise, if on a subconscious
level. But, mainly the man thing. So if they were coming for you, or me, or
even Zack, I could see it. But Val is a total love. Why have a problem
with her? Especially when the only way to do that is to go and force it to
happen?"


That got an honest to goodness
and untroubled sounding laugh.


"Seriously? I guess it's having
a different perspective that way. Those women don't hate men, not most
of them. They hate that they haven't had the world handed to them, like they
were promised as little girls. The pretty girls grow up to be princesses, and
the less attractive have to actually work for what they get. That wasn't
what they were told would happen by their moms and dads. So they have to
actually struggle. Not as hard as men for the same things, but they genuinely
can't see that, having only one way to see the world. So they can't stand
attractive women that get by on their looks. Since that's about seventy percent
of being an Alede, they can't help but see us as the enemy." She sounded
really certain of that one.


Tyler, for his part, didn't know.
After all, he only had one perspective, too. It was kind of clear regardless that
the groups coming for him and his friends weren't good people. Both groups.
Jamison Blythe's cult, and the feminists. They were different, and had
different political leanings, but had both taken the wrong path in life at some
point. Ones that led them to think it was okay to hurt others, and to blame
them for the wrongs of the world.


The religious group didn't see
people that didn't believe as they did as being real people. The feminists...
Didn't see half the Human race that way. Oh, they might have, as individuals,
but these fanatics, as a group? That didn't seem likely.


The thing there was that he had
nothing in particular that he could do about them. Telling them they were wrong
wasn't going to help. They had to know that, on some level. You couldn't call
for the death, or harm being done, to anyone, and still think you were a good
person, could you?


That would take far too much
rationalization to work. At least for Tyler.












Chapter seven





 


At dusk the world changed. It was
a quiet thing, at first, noted as different when they realized that Steve was
missing in action. As soon as they did, Tyler suspected that The Storm, or at
least some other Greater Demon had stolen the guy away. Probably to torture
him, or to use him as a weapon against someone else. Like him.


A single call, while they all sat
in the front room of the mansion, found him easily enough. He was over at
Keeley's. From the sound of it when they spoke on the phone, he was trying
really hard to get laid. Failing at it, too. In the very worst way possible. By
acting like her friend. Tyler could have told him that one wouldn't work. It didn't
with normal girls, and a Greater Demon was probably a lot less likely to
fall for him being a nice guy than the regular kind would have. Walking in and
ordering her to get on her knees would have worked better for him, than trying
to clean her kitchen. Not that the first one wouldn't have him dead, if
she wasn't in to it.


Still, flowers and making a move
first thing were a much better option. Except that it couldn't really work for
him, because Keeley was never going to be able to respect him. He was,
literally, her slave. A thing to be used, and nothing more. If anyone in the
world had ever been more in the "friendzone" Tyler hadn't heard about
it. The whole thing was incredibly sad, actually. Steve York might not have
been perfect, but he deserved better than that. Everyone did.


If he'd been a regular guy, Ty
would have told him to forget about the Greater Demon and to just go on with
his life. Maybe by striking up a friendship with a few of the Alede, who at
least would make him being kind to them worth his while.


Rebekah had her friend Jonas
over, but was still willing to work on the music, which was a problem in
a totally different way. It meant that Steve was supposed to be there, ready to
freaking play. The big deal there was that, being her slave, he didn't get a
lot of option but to love Keeley. Ty was in the same boat, with his mother, but
she was his mom. He might love her more than was reasonable that way,
but it wasn't the same. Sure, he was a young guy too, and had a lot of high
octane hormones, just like Steve, so he could get the idea. It wasn't the same
for him though. Lucy was someone he respected and cared for on a deep level.
That was all though.


Rebekah didn't seem to get any of
it.


"We don't have a lot of time
to waste. We're in the studio soon, and we need to be ready. The means
showing up for the practices on time, Steven!" She didn't seem nervous at
all, just a bit pissed off. At Steve. She grabbed the phone, and suggested,
with a bit of venom in her voice that he'd better get back before they started
playing, or they might just find a new guitarist. One that was willing
to take the band a bit more seriously.


Her face was blank though, and
she scowled a bit as soon as she set the device back in the cradle across the
room.


"Sorry you all had to hear
that. It's Keeley's fault. She could order him not to think of her that
way, but she decided that having him as a friend would work better. It's
a good plan, in a totally mercenary way. Having control over him and then
forcing him to just be her friend like that is cruel. Demon though, so what do
you want?"


Tyler rolled his eyes. Normally
he tried to be nice about whatever the others wanted, but this time he had to
disagree.


"He doesn't get
a choice, and threatening him over it won't help anyone. It will just drive us
all apart. He has to side with her. He doesn't have the ability to not
do that." Tyler was ready to fight about it. Not upset himself, but
sometimes you had to stand up to people. Otherwise they might just decide they
were right.


Rebekah glared at him, her all
blood colored red eyes shining a bit. Her lips pulled back, and she turned on
him, looking ready to attack. 


That lasted right until he tilted
his head a little bit.


"Really? I point out
a fact, and you want to go all hyper-vamp on me? That... Is something
wrong?"


The bone white lady showed half
her teeth, sneering, but then shook herself a bit.


"Sorry. Sorry." She
moved to the sofa, where he was sitting and took the far end. That was pretty
much her place in the room. Sinking into place, she closed her eyes for a bit,
before speaking. "It was being up all day. It wasn't fun. You're right, I
shouldn't take it out on the rest of you. Sorry."


"No problem, as long as
you're willing not to do that. I mean, I get the thing with Steve, on both
sides, but we'll need to do something else to get him not to miss
practice. Right now, if Keeley is going to be where he can reach her, he will
go to her, when he can. I..." He went over to the phone himself, and
dialed a number from memory.


After a few rings the phone
picked up.


"Hello? Keeley here."
The voice was calm, polite and normal for the girl. So at least she hadn't
become a teeny-bopper in the last two days.


"Hey, Mistress of Souls. I
have that right, don't I? You're a Greater Demon... and not a vapid
waste of space that's messing up her own band's progress? I don't want to talk
to the wrong person, if I get a choice, because I doubt that The Mistress of
Souls we be nearly that stupid." He made his voice sharp, and waited for
an explosion. It didn't come.


"What? I..."


"This is Ty, and you have our
guitar player over there, busily trying to get laid. Well, stop stringing him
the fuck along! You've known him for years, and you aren't some Human
girl trying to friendzone him, right? So either order him to stop feeling like
that, or sleep with him already. Either way, unless there's a real reason, don't
let this happen again. I just nearly had my head torn off by a Vampire for
reminding them that he didn't get much of a choice in how he responds to you.
You know that too. Cut it the hell out." Now, there were about
fifty things that could have happened, including him being kicked out of
her band. Being taken as a slave might be out, but there were probably fifty
ways for him to be made not alive anymore. Or at least not moving around.
Possibly even over the phone.


Instead there was a long sigh,
followed by a laugh. It didn't sound too mean.


"Right. Right. I'll see what
I can do about that. Which one do you think I should go with? Ordering him to
not love me, or taking the time to do him right now, before sending him over
there?"


Tyler looked around the room, and
saw that all three Vampires there were looking at him, hard. He took
that to mean he needed to back up his band mate.


"Sleep with him, if you want
my opinion. He's a good guy and deserves it. Don't take too long though? We're
starting in an hour." Then he hung up, not waiting to say goodbye. He
wasn't upset with the Demon or anything. Or trying to really push her around,
which she probably knew. After all, he wasn't dead yet.


Then he laughed. He was totally
deceased. It was just so easy to forget that. Everyone else in the room with
him was. They were also looking at him like he was insane. He understood that.
You didn't as a rule, talk to people like that. Pretty much anyone, Greater
Demon or not.


So he tried to explain.


"Don't worry, she's going to
handle it. I know, I should have gone with the faster one, but it isn't any fun
to have people order you around when you don't get any kind of choice in the
matter."


Scotty, red eyed and panicked
sounding, sucked in air.


"You just basically ordered
a Greater Demon to... Get fucked. To her own hearing. Coming from you directly..."


That got waved away.


"I know. That was rude.
You're right. I'll have to apologize for it. I... Really, it's the slave thing.
I can't stand it. I know I shouldn't do that kind of thing."


It was hard to pretend he didn't
get their fear. It was the basic, primal, one that everyone that had ever
existed had. That of not being. They were all dead, but they still had life to
them. The ability to move, and think, to create, and to keep going in a world
that was built for a very different kind of being. Those that had the force of
life within them. So they still wanted to survive.


Goading an apex predator was kind
of a poor way to get that done. So they were worried.


Instead of dealing with a thing
that he couldn't fix anyway, he got his music notebook and keyboard around, and
started working on a new tune. It started as a bit of random key hitting, using
chords as a building block, tapping each of the keys individually. Then he
added in the matching left hand, and started to hum along.


After about thirty minutes of
that, Bekah started to sing. The words weren't the ones that he would have
used, but it was perfect anyway. Oddly hinging on fear, change and the risk of
loss.


At one hour exactly after the
phone call had ended, a smiling and happy seeming Steve came in, not even
bothering to seem annoyed with their Vampire boss for having yelled at him
earlier.


"Keeley asked me to go out
with her. Like a boyfriend? We... You know..."


Tyler shook his head.


"Good. Still, that's no
excuse not to be here on time from now on. Schedule things out, right? This is
big business and art, so... Yeah." He tried to mock glare, and
broke after a bit, smiling. Then he started to play the little song again. On
the second play through the singing started.


Oddly enough Jonas added in some
background vocals for them. They weren't perfect. Close enough to get written
down.


Tyler pointed at him with the
yellow school pencil he was using.


"Can you go into harmony on
the second verse? Up at the end, like this?" He sang the part, and let the
guy do it for them. Then they did the whole thing again.


After that they had to hit the
older songs. The ones that they hadn't even gotten down on a recording
anywhere. Old, but only by a few weeks, comparatively.


That kept up until about
midnight, when Steve, still happy and seeming to float a bit, went up to bed. Almost
like there was a plan in place to avoid the tasty Human man, Eve and Marissa
came in a few minutes later.


Eve, her dark shoulder length
hair looking nearly perfect, smiled and waved at the room.


"Hey everyone. Calley and
Ginger got locked down in the new embassy for the night. There was a fight
earlier, so everyone is talking war now."


Tyler glanced over at her, and
didn't ask what had happened. No one had called him in this time, he noticed.


She finally smiled at him.


"Don't worry too much. It
was two of the very small groups that can't even reach each other normally.
They might fight here, but there are only about ten of them, so it won't be
much of a war. More like a rumble in the parking lot."


That meant he needed to call
anyway, because otherwise he'd be a horrible boyfriend if he didn't. That...
Felt a bit cold. A little like he was calculating out the cost benefit tally of
the whole thing, instead of just wanting to check up on people. He liked his
girlfriends, but he didn't love them. That didn't mean he was going to let them
go too easily however. They were fun, and it was nice to have other people
around. Plus, there was a lot to be said for having that kind of relationship,
since it gave them all a bit of built in back-up for the little things.


He called Calley first, in case
she managed to get some sleep. 


Ginger was going to be up the
whole night anyway, so he called her last. When he finally got to her, talking
to half her staff first before they would pass the phone over, she made an
annoyed sound. Not about him having to be transferred three times either.


"Well, I was planning
on spending some time with you tonight. I suppose you could find someone there
that way. For sex. Eve would do you." It was playful, but Eve nodded and
spoke like she was part of the conversation.


"Sure, if you want me to,
Ginger. We can both double team Marissa."


The Council member covered a
smile, her hand covered with a black lace glove.


"That sounds lovely.
Thank you for thinking of me. Is that all right with you however, Ginger? I
wouldn't want to step on toes. I value your friendship and goodwill." She
seemed serious about it. That made sense, really. The woman herself had told
Tyler that you didn't take a Master Vampire lightly. Any of them.


It seemed she was living up to
her word.


The voice in his ear seemed fine
though, that way. It was hard at times to remember that the girl didn't really
have a sex drive. Eve didn't either, come to that. At least he'd been
told that. Even as American girls they just didn't seem to feel the same way
about that kind of thing as they probably used to. That meant her flirting with
him, which she normally managed to do when they met, was about manipulating him
using that kind of thing. Probably a lot more consciously than what a regular
woman would have managed.


Ginger sighed, and sounded a
little sad.


"What a good idea. Thanks
Tyler, we needed to arrange entertainment for her anyway."


He rolled his eyes.


"We could sing. Or turn on
the television? Marissa is a doll, and has been really polite. I doubt she'd insist
on that kind of thing. Not that I'm saying no, but seriously, we
shouldn't underestimate her. I'll see you in the morning? I have to work
tomorrow night."


"Yup. Thanks for being
understanding about this. This is... I'd say it was stupid, but both sides kind
of have a real point. Conflicting world views, more than anything. It's a pain
in the rear, but we'll get past it."


That was probably the truth, and
while he wanted to get more information about the problem, everyone seemed to
be trying to keep him from learning about it. In the end that probably meant
that he needed to be suspicious of them all.


Almost like they were being cute
about it, his band mates all started to sneak out of the room. It was noticed,
but they went anyway, heading to their own bedrooms to hide. Ginger hung up
after a while and Eve beamed at him.


"I get to be on top. Called it!"
She said it like it was funny, but he shook his head.


"We'll take turns. We
can use your room, Marissa? We should get some oil. I have some in my
room." Mineral oil worked best for that. Vampires didn't lubricate
themselves, so it was kind of needed, regardless of what you were doing with
them.


Eve snorted a bit.


"Wait, you're really going
to do it? I was just teasing you."


He made a face and sighed, then
turned to Marissa.


"See how she is?
Teasing us like that. But to answer the question, yep. Let's go." He
wasn't particularly horny at the moment, but they were both attractive enough,
and it had been a while since he'd done anything sexual.


It took a few hours, and while
his right leg wasn't perfect yet, it was close enough that no one mentioned it.
It was fun, and kind of interesting, since Marissa was very different than he
would have thought. She wasn't just both genders, but was pretty free with what
she was willing to do that way, and seemed to actually enjoy herself. They did
some things that he'd never gotten to with a man for instance. It was, he
realized, fun. The whole thing was, for him at any rate. 


Then they cuddled for a while
after it ended, until Eve dragged him away, laughing.


"I want to practice now.
Fighting, not love making. Tyler is pretty good, actually. Slow, but he doesn't
whine when he gets hit." That was all she shared with Marissa, who let
them go, not all that interested in seeing what they were really getting up to.


Which was actually fighting. Just
like she'd said.


For her it had to be like working
in slow motion, but it was good to move again. It felt right, more than
pleasurable. He tried out a variety of new moves, working out patterns to try
and catch her off guard, even though she could see everything he was doing. It
worked more often than not, because she let it, and didn't speed up to beat him
with raw power. That one was a known thing. If she used her full powers, she
would win, every time. The point was to use her skills though, and they pushed
each other to do that as well as possible.


Finally she stepped back and
looked around the back yard where they were standing.


"So, now that I have your
interest, using two of your favorite things, I was thinking that we could get
together? Make an alliance?"


Tyler snorted, "you mean be
friends? I think I've heard of that before."


She gave him a look that was a
bit stern for a second.


"Sure. If you want to label
the awesome relationship we could have. Zack called and told me we
should hook up. Not in a sex way either. I think... He wants me to help you
with magic. He didn't know if The Rotted would be good with that. It could be
dangerous, if she doesn't want it to happen."


"Ah. I asked. I didn't
know you could teach me that kind of thing. That one really hadn't even
occurred to me. She likes the idea, as long as we don't use too much energy? I
can eat more and help offset it a bit, I guess. She said that won't be enough
though, if I do too much?"


Eve seemed happy to hear it.


"You just asked her?
That's hard core. I thought that we'd be sneaking around trying to hide it for
months. Great. Want to start now?"


He nodded, not certain what it
would really be all about.


"Do we need to make a
circle, or learn a spell?"


"Nooo. This is Demon magic.
It's done differently than that. At least the kind I'm going to teach you. It's
a lot more like meditation. Actually, come over here and sit down. Cross
legged. That isn't part of it, we might as well not be standing, is all."


She sank down onto the soft, well
trimmed grass. It was a well cared for lawn, though so far he hadn't noticed
anyone doing the work. He'd been around day and night too, but gone enough that
he might have simply missed when it had taken place. It was about four inches
long, and there were flowers planted around the edges. Toward the back there
was a pond, too, near the little house that held the hot tub. So far he'd never
used it, but that was going to change soon, he decided.


Not right then. He'd already seen
Eve naked, and while it was worth doing again, magic seemed a lot cooler. Not
knowing what to expect, he sat, if with less grace than a Vampire could pull
off, and tried to pay attention.


"Demon Magic, the kind I
know, is basically just holding an idea clearly and adding power to it. The
first thing to learn is how to form a concept in your head. You don't need, or want
to chant words, or even to see it in your head. Just know it. If a
person can master that part, even a Human, they can learn to do magic that
works. It's the base level interface with reality. Adding power makes it
stronger, but the real magic is more than pure power." She had to describe
it about five times before he got the idea.


Then she started in on exercises.
They were interesting because they were hard, but they didn't seem all that
magical to him. Then, this wasn't about doing anything, other than thinking.
Probably in a way that wouldn't do anything to the world. That made sense, to
him, on a deep level. You didn't want some newb going and controlling things by
accident. That would end up being a mess.


Eve looked at him placidly.


"Start with the number
three. Think about it for a bit. Now, think of it again, without saying the
word in your head." That took a few tries, and he was still seeing
it behind his eyes. Looking blue to him. Then she had him do it differently,
hold the idea, without seeing that. Stripping away everything but the basic
essence of that number.


Which got him to immediately
start chanting the word in his mind.


Smiling he finally got it, about
ten minutes later.


"There. I think I had it
for, like ten seconds?"


Eve reached out and touched his
leg. It was reassuring.


"Great! Now, practice that.
Not just with three, but with everything you can. Hold the concept of cheese,
or warmth, or an emotion. A warning on that one; if you do it right, even
without adding power to it, you'll find that your mood changes. Like I said,
the power itself makes it work better, but it isn't the magic. Holding the
concept is. Even sigils and spells are all about getting you to keep a single
idea in mind. You don't need them."


Then the slave driver that was
kind of his friend now, had him do it again, with more and more abstract
concepts. They kept at it until the sun started to get light, which had her standing.


"Don't stop. Try to hold the
concept of concentrating and things like that. Don't add power to it. I know I
haven't gone over how to do that yet, but you were warned not to. Anne said
don't over-do it, right? I didn't work out training for that yet, starting with
the idea that this was going to be a secret project from her. This is easier,
but I'm not ready for it. So if anything starts to work too well, stop doing it,
until we meet again. Are you free tonight?"


"Nope. Order night at the
bookstore. Call it night after next?" That seemed like she was in on the
real training thing. Then, a bit surprising, she leaned down and kissed him.
Okay, they'd done a lot of stuff earlier, but he'd figured it was just about
entertaining Marissa and having some fun. For him, anyway.


That she bothered was nice of
her. It was probably about manipulating him to her own ends. Tarsus had
told him that she was basically a Greater Demon, so he had to be careful of
that kind of thing with her, too. Why that would be he didn't know, but Greater
Demons had said she was about as close as a non-Greater Demon could be to being
one of them and not be. Zack had even sent her along to teach him magic, if he
could learn it. Sure, that could have just been about him not wanting to waste his
time and not caring if Eve did. So he kissed her back. She probably wouldn't
care anyway.


Sex just wasn't a thing for her.


"I'll try to do that.
Practice, I mean. Hold concepts as often as I can." He stood, and tried to
hold the concept of the letter X. It was harder than it seemed like it should
have been. When he thought about it, he kept noticing that he was seeing the
shape behind his eyes.


"Later Ty. I need to go
collect my new daytime cadre, before they crawl off to bed. That's the hard
part, not letting them give in to bad habits for long enough to break the new
good ones. Night after next. At midnight. Right here, unless I call to say
otherwise. I want at least ten hours a day of practice between now, and then.
Make sure to eat. I know it's hard, since it doesn't do anything for you
directly, but I get the idea now. There's an open channel between you and The
Rotted. You're able to basically be a battery for her, just like she's doing
for you. If you can give her enough energy then it will make you worth keeping
around, if she gets annoyed with you, later. So do it." Then she
was gone. It wasn't like a bullet leaving a gun, because you could kind of see
that, if you knew to watch. Especially if the bits of lead were coming right
for you.


Ty had learned that one the hard
way.


For a while he just sat, thinking
of different things, trying to simply hold the knowing of them. The idea behind
the words and visualizations. Even the feelings of a thing. Most of the time he
had to think about whatever it was for a while, and then remove the other
factors from the picture. It was a lot harder than it sounded like. Mainly
thanks to how the visualizations kept coming back. It was worse than the words
sounding in his head for him. Harder to get rid of.


Then as the sun came up, actually
making a line of orange and rose on the slightly cloudy horizon, Tyler climbed
to his feet and went inside. He was supposed to be eating more, so he made
frozen waffles and covered them with real syrup. The expensive kind that he
probably was going to have to replace. It was a lot better than the corn
syrup with maple flavoring he was used to. He ate an entire box of the things,
which was eight. That was a lot, but he didn't feel full. He wouldn't though,
would he?


As he started to wash the dishes,
Tina and Darren walked into the room. They'd been sent off to nap the day
before, and were just now risking coming back. He would have said oopse,
but they looked a lot better. Like they'd gotten enough rest to be useful for
them.


"Hey people! What would you
like to eat for breakfast? I can do... Well, a lot of stuff, actually. I had
frozen waffles, but I can do real pancakes, or eggs? I don't eat meat, but I
can make it, if you want? Cereal?"


Both of the people stood there,
looking at him openly. Tina took a deep breath, and let it out in a slow
shuddering hiss.


"Is there anything like
fruit? I haven't had any in a long time."


Tyler tried not to react to her
taking that much initiative with surprise. It took some doing, so he tried to
hold the concept of feeling calm. Eve was right. It worked.


"We do have some.
There was a nice looking watermelon and some fresh cherries. Darren? What would
you like?"


He didn't expect anything, since
as far as he knew the man didn't speak.


"Cereal, please." The
words were soft, almost not being spoken out loud.


"We have several kinds to
choose from. Let me see..." He got four boxes down, so the man could pick
one, or even more than that, if he wanted.


Tyler served them, dashing around
and setting it all up. A bit like they were guests, or maybe family. Darren
first, since it took less time for him to set that up than the fruit. That was
drawn out, since he didn't want to serve the cherries with the pits. It meant
hustling though, to get that on the table in any kind of timely fashion. It was
the right move though, serving them like that, it seemed.


By the time he was clearing away
the dishes for them, Tina smiled at him in a way that didn't seem all that
scared.


"I really thought you were
going to eat us. Goethe said that, and... I had that happen before. My legs.
They were grown back, by Xenses. He was killed. I don't know what happened, but
before we could get away Goethe showed up and took us. Neither were kind, but
we survived. Xenses... Well, that was my fault. I..." Then she stopped,
and didn't speak for a very long time. He didn't prompt her to.


Darren, for some reason, his
voice gruff with disuse, went on when the woman couldn't get herself to.


"We, years ago. I
don't know how long ago, we were young then. We had a son. I... My parents,
adopted, they... They were mages. I don't know if you've heard of that?"


He nodded.


"Sure. It's kind of a known
thing now. People know about them. Vampires. Shifters. A lot of the other
groups, but not all. Angels too. Greater Demons can't believe in them. That
one isn't public really, except like always. I've met a few. Honestly they seem
pretty normal."


There was a strange look between
the two new people. It had a quality to it that spoke of something like disbelief.
He shrugged at them and smiled.


"A few years ago a Vampire
came out really publically. I mean, medical tests done on live television. Lifting
up cars and things. A bunch of others did the same thing right on top of that,
so it kind of stuck, even though Humans still have some difficulties with the
idea. Then some of the other groups did the same thing. A lot of stuff was on
television. I know a few Mages. Hiram Stone? Lisa Weise?"


Darren looked troubled and
finally nodded once. A single movement that held questions.


"Hiram Stone? Lisa Weise?
I... Well I've heard the names. Different types. Stone is... A criminal? Dad
whined about him for a while. Weise, yeah. I met her dad a lot of times. He
came over to talk with my parents. Kind of an asshole. I didn't really know
them. Human, so there was no need to really have me in their world of magic. I
was jealous. The whole thing, being weak and knowing I always would be, that
ate at me. Burned inside. That was my undoing. I should have just moved on, and
become an attorney like they wanted. My mom and dad."


Tyler could see that, if the road
they'd taken had ended with them being slaves. Being a lawyer was better than
that.


Tina found her voice, though it
was rougher than it had been. An echo of pain long held. Of horrors suppressed,
but not well enough to be forgotten.


"We had a son. He... He was
perfect. Little and wonderful. A... A man we knew, a friend, came to us and
told us that... That if we gave him our boy, he'd give us power. I knew what
the Mages could do, but I didn't know at first what a Demon really was. He
seemed so nice. Reasonable. All we had to do was give him what he wanted. We
said yes. Both of us had to, for it to work."


Tyler waited then, watching them.
That wasn't a good thing. A Demon couldn't have had good things in mind
for the kid, could he?


Darren took back over, the
handoff not all that smooth really.


"We were enslaved then. In
agreeing, we were both taken. By Xenses. The Defiler. We didn't know what that
meant. We learned. He... We suffered for what we did, giving him our son. We
deserved it, maybe. That... There's no good curse words to describe him. Xenses
wasn't just a monster. He was worse than that. We were tortured. Raped. Used in
ways that I won't go into. He... He made our kid do that to us too. He forced
him to eat Tina's legs, while she screamed. It went on for over a year, then
one day, our boy was just gone. It was a relief. At least he escaped. Dead, but
it's better than what he'd been being forced to do. We were never told what had
happened. It probably doesn't matter."


That got agreement, a gentle
murmur from the other party. Tina shook a bit, the story hitting her hard. Like
it should. After all, she'd sold her own child to a Greater Demon. That should
impact a person forever. He had a pretty good idea that they'd paid for their
wrongdoing.


Maybe even enough to be equal to
what they'd done.


When she spoke, her words sounded
like they'd been run over a rasp first, or perhaps as if she'd been screaming
instead of barely whispering.


"It went on forever. We
weren't even allowed to die. Ordered not to. We were used to the breaking
point, and healed, ten thousand times. More than that. The pain, the... I guess
it doesn't matter now. What do you want us to do? I can suck your cock for you?
Or Darren can, if you want? Or you can kill us? That might be for the best. We
aren't really free. I hear that in death we can be."


He ignored the sex part, since it
was too raw after hearing what they'd been through over the years. Instead he
tilted his head a bit, and took a seat at the table with them. They were still
right there, where they'd eaten breakfast.


"I... Worked out a way for
you to be free. It's a bit rough, and you will die. You have to. But
you'll also have a good shot at coming back. There are... Well, you know
that there are two kinds of Greater Demon, right? The sane, and the insane
ones?"


That got a look from Darren that
was deathly blank.


"Yeah. We met a few of both.
Honestly, I couldn't tell much difference."


Ty let his hand move apart on the
table top, palms going up.


"Granted. The thing there is
that The Line Walker is taking you on, to get you both free. It's an iron clad
arrangement that he made with me. He's kind of known to be the nicest of the
Greater Demons, in case you wonder why he'd bother. Not that he isn't a badass,
too. He isn't one of the sane ones, or he probably wouldn't bother
trying to help you." That sounded really mean, but it was also true.
Keeley wouldn't have helped them out. Not without getting something from it, he
bet.


The woman forced a smile and
shook her head a bit.


"I don't want to get my
hopes up. It hurts too much when things are stolen away again." There was
hope in her face anyway. "Is this Greater Demon actually going to help us?
Their kind lies, you know?"


"Well, I can't speak for
him, but Zack has been pretty honest with me so far. I've worked with him a
lot. In fact he helped set up the Coalition of Nations. Then, so did The
Mistress of Souls, so we should be careful there. I work with him at his bookstore
in Vancouver, Washington. Hartley and Co."


Darren stood and jumped back
then, and Tina gasped. It was very dramatic, even if Ty didn't get it.


"Zachary Hartley?" She
sounded stunned as the words came out.


Ty nodded.


"That's right. The Line
Walker. Zack Hartley. Why?" He feared that there would be some kind of
history there. Zack had acted really strangely around them the day before. That
could mean something.


He was right.


Darren looked like a trapped
animal, but explained it to him. It seemed like it was a bitter and desperate
thing, both at the same time.


"Zack Hartley was our son.
Our dead child."












Chapter eight





 


The storm that hit shortly after
finding out that Zack was using the name of these people's dead son was sudden,
real, and had hail stones the size of golf balls involved. There was an
unnatural tenor to the whole thing, which wasn't lost on Tyler, even as he
moved to get the house ready for the day.


Sitting around wasn't going to
help anything, and Tina was having a meltdown. That was due to the fact that
she was nearly certain the Zack was the Greater Demon Xenses. There wasn't a
lot of moaning and hair pulling, but she went nearly catatonic and muttered to
herself. Darren just seemed resigned to whatever was coming. His spirit so
broken that the only thing he could think of was darker than Ty would
have liked.


"I don't suppose you could
kill me? Both of us? We aren't allowed to do that ourselves." The words
weren't even bleak, just blank and a bit lifeless.


Ty tilted his head back and
forth.


"I could check that out for
you first? See what's up with Zack that way? So far he's been pretty cool as
far as not being an evil defiler has gone, but I know we can't trust that
part... Um..."


The thing that he needed to
address was that all the people he knew to ask about Zack might just lie to
him. Except his mother. She'd tell him the truth. Even if she forced him to lie
about it later. She was busy though, trying to stop The Storm. Who, given the
weather, was probably outside waiting for him. It was tempting to go and
see. To confront the bitch before she could jump him again.


Not that it would help. He wasn't
in her league as far as almost anything went. Worse, after escaping once, she'd
probably just destroy him, this time. It put him at a small disadvantage.
Instead he called The Technician. She might not help him, but at least he had
good news for her. Not good enough to get loads of free information from her
maybe, but then again, it could happen.


She picked up on the second ring,
the voice coming from the hand piece of the house phone. A land line, of all
things. It was a bit nineties, but still worked. Put in by The Mistress of
Souls. Why she wanted one of those, Ty didn't know.


"Tyler?"


"Hey! Yes, it's me."


"Ha, I knew you loved
me best. Things worked out with Goethe yesterday then? Given that you aren't
busily rebuilding your body, I mean." It wasn't a question, though she
still sounded really young. There was no pretense of flirting with him, so
there was likely no one else around at the moment.


"It worked. I... Sort of got
some slaves from him. Um, Tina and Darren Hartley?"


There was a cough, and a sound
that seemed almost pleasant.


"I understand. One moment.
Can I come there, do you think? I have an open allowance for it from Keels, so
it should be all right that way. Back in the day I was her mentor, so we're
close, for our kind. Is it good with you ?"


He thought for a second, and then
shrugged, knowing that no one in the world was going to see him do it.


"Sure? We're having a hell
storm though, so I might be about to come under attack. If The Storm
didn't get her name for her bad temper."


"Interesting! I'll be over
in... Call it three minutes? Be by the door to let me in. I don't want to get
too wet." The phone clicked, so he moved to wait, having enough time for
it. It was early still, being about nine. That meant no one else was awake,
except the former slaves and him. He'd left them at the large kitchen table.
They were both too upset to enjoy comfort, he was willing to bet.


When the knock came he opened the
door quickly. Half of him expected Will to be there, but if that was the case,
then win or lose he was fighting. Instead it was a girl that he didn't know.
She was cute enough, having slightly round cheeks and a button nose. Also heavy
set. Like forty or so pounds over what would have left her really good looking
given her cheek bones. Her clothing was bright, and kind of standard, being
jeans and a tank top that showed she wasn't lacking in the chest area.


She also looked about thirteen.
True a thirteen year old that wore more makeup than was good for her, and who
seemed to be trying to act about thirty, but also like she wasn't really making
that happen. A false sophistication that bled into nearly everything. Even the
way she brushed up against him as she darted into the mansion. The whole thing
had to be contrived too. All of it.


"Hey love." She turned
and gave him a hug, absorbing all the information he had about life in the
single move. When she pulled back she winked at him. "I hinted to my
friends that we're dating. So when the tabloids accuse you of being a child
molester..."


He nodded, and closed the door,
then playfully grabbed at her behind, missing on purpose.


"Then when that happens I
out you to the press? Great plan. Don't ruin my singing career before I
actually get one, will you?"


That got a laugh and a touch on
the arm that probably wasn't needed, all things considered.


"You should be trying to
hold a concept, like Eve taught you. It's a bit strange, having her mentor you
while she's still learning, but these are odd times, so it fits. Anyway, if we aren't
going to shatter the age of consent laws here, we should go and see to the new
slaves. Soon to be ex-slaves. Zack got with me last night about that. It's
going to cost him a lot, to borrow my Geordis like he wants. The time machine
thing he mentioned? He was flustered. It would be cute, if that sort of thing
wouldn't end up with him being dead forever. You need to learn what not to do
from that example. If anything like that ever comes up for you, you need to try
your best to throw your mother to the wolves." She walked on, clearly
knowing where she was going, having gotten the whole scene from his mind.


As she walked she looked back
over her shoulder, her medium colored brown hair just past collar length being
brushed to the side.


"You were looking at my
butt, weren't you?"


He hadn't been, so rolled his
eyes.


"Nope. Start walking again
and I'll try to do that now. What's with all the trampy flirting anyway? Just
being a tease, or is this for a project?"


That got him smiled at, with no
real glaring being involved.


"The second one, really. I'm
Alli now, not Darla, in this form anyway. I still have to go back and forth
between a few different personas, but it would be good to keep all of it in
mind. Short for Allison. A bit of a micro-slut, but I'm old enough for
you to have sex with in reality. That makes it easier to get the boys I want to
do my bidding. I'm just starting high school in a few weeks. So, if you could
use that name instead of Darla with my new friends? On the good side you can
get unlimited fourteen year old hummers off of me. Well, for a year. Then I
have to age up, or it will look funny." Her voice and mannerisms nearly
fit the look.


Again he got the idea. She was
trying not to seem dangerous, even though she clearly was. Anyone working that
hard not to be noticed would be.


He didn't protest that she looked
too young for him, since Ginger was in the same range, more or less. Thankfully
he wasn't too much older himself. That part had to be hard for his
girlfriend. It would be even worse if she were a boy. A lot of men might be
willing to date a young looking Vampire woman, who was cute and could fake
being a bit older with enough makeup, if it were done right. How many women
would publically do the same?


Then, given all those female
teachers that were in the news having slept with young boys, it might not be as
big of an issue as all that, if the Vampire man was open about who and what he
was. So, being polite he did glance at Allison's behind. It was nicely round,
but in a far more average way than Darla or Keeley had going on. She seemed a
lot more like a real girl this way.


In the kitchen the two slaves of
Goethe looked up, and stiffened, even when Alli smiled at them.


"Hi! I'm Zack's Aunt, his
mentor, too. The Technician. So sit back and shut up, because it's story time,
boys and girls. Ty, would you like to sit in? You might as well know all of
this, too." Her voice went from almost brutally hard when addressing the
others, to soft and a bit gentle with him.


Showing that he wasn't in
trouble with her at all, he thought. That was good. He had enough enemies in
life already. Those cultists and their soul bonded life mates the feminists.
Taking a seat, one closer to Allison the little girl Demon than was probably
safe, given that their knees bumped when he did it, he settled and waited.


Darla, or Allison now, gave him a
grin and reached under the table, to squeeze his knee.


"That's the spirit. We'll be
in the tabloids in no time."


Then she looked at the other two
and frowned so hard they both winced.


"Twenty-eight years ago my
brother, Xenses, known as The Defiler, impregnated you Tina." She glared
at the woman, then relaxed and looked over at Darren. "Don't get too mad
at her over that. He looked and acted exactly like you at the time. She
didn't know about it taking place, and probably couldn't track it back to the
right date if she tried. It was he that got you pregnant however. Still, you
both thought that Zack was your son when you sold him for power, so
don't think you get out of the blame just by not being his dad now." She
tapped the top of the wooden table, which was handmade, and while classic in
style, felt new to him. The whole thing shook from the blow, startling everyone
there.


Her hand went under the table
again, and rested on his left knee. Her face showed only that she was upset.


"You both have some idea
what happened with Zack. What was done to him, and what he had to do. What both
of you did to him. Yes, under orders, but again, you don't get out of that. You
sold your own child to one of the worst beings to have ever existed! It would
have been kinder by far for you to have just sacrificed him in a blood
ritual... But no, you were foolishly jealous of the power that others
had, and wanted it for yourselves. Notice, that didn't work, did it?"


Tina actually spoke then. Not to
defend herself however. Ty would have been, but neither of these two even tried
yet.


"No. It was just rape and
torture, for decades. Healing and when we were lucky, drudgery. After Xenses...
Goethe was a relief. We were both raped and brutalized, but it was regular in
pattern. There were survivable limits to it. Is... Is the Demon that Tyler made
that bargain with actually Xenses? That seems like what he'd do, making an
elaborate hoax like this to give us hope, then ripping it away."


There was no real pause, though
the small hand started to make circles on his inner thigh, which forced him to
be a little distracted. Which, was no doubt, the point. She'd told him that he
was supposed to be holding a concept. He did it then, moving to calm, since he
kind of had that one already. After that he decided to move to the knowing of
the color blue. Those were hard to hold for him so far.


The girl shook her head. It was a
gentle thing, and not emphatic.


"No, Zack Hartley is your
son. A Greater Demon. The one you sold into slavery. The Mind Taker found him
as a child, after he'd been nearly broken, and killed him. Then brought him
back. He was hidden, after a fashion, with your parents, Darren. Douglas and Lyn."
There was a soft sigh then and a headshake. "Lyn... The Changling. If only
you'd asked her to help you find power. She would have, you know. To her
you were her own son. Now... Well, if you think that I'm upset with you, then
you'd best not seek her out. I doubt either of you would survive the centuries
of torture that you'd get there. As it stands the only reason you aren't
undergoing that right now is because Zack is too kind to lie to Tyler, and Ty
made a solid bargain with him, to have you free. Once that portion is done, I highly
recommend that you run, however. Far away from the lands of men. Past that, if
you can find a way to do it."


She stood then, and removed her
hand from his thigh. It was a relief, since she'd started to stroke his leg a
bit, and his body was responding. His hind brain, if he had one that worked,
didn't seem to care what she looked like.


"Know this. Several of us
could have freed you from Goethe at any time. He clearly never cared for you in
more than passing. If you think that you were forgotten by the rest of us,
think again. You are vile Humans. You let what should have been the
kindest of my kind become insane. Driven to that state by your own greed and
avarice. Yes, your son is The Line Walker. Yes, he will save you. But know
this, you don't have just one Greater Demon enemy in this world, but six.
I'll stay my hand perhaps, but that's all. I might not even do that.
You'll be free soon, but I suggest, very highly, that you go away, and end your
lives, as soon as you can. It's the only protection you can find. No matter
what you believe, you will never, ever be safe again." She leaned into Ty
then, her pert, but large right breast pressing against him.


The nipple was hard, which was
annoying, he decided. She was trying to use sex and her current body
shape to distract him for some reason. To keep him from seeing something. What
that was, he didn't know. It was right there however. In the back of his mind.


He fought to think of it, but
nothing came. It was like he was locked out of realizing what was really going
on. It could just be hormones, but it felt stronger than that.


"Walk me to the door
Tyler?"


"Um, yeah. Sure." The
two at the table looked glum, their faces both drawn and stark. Like war
refugees, which might have been closer to reality than not. They'd had awful
things happen to them. A small hand took his own, and when they got to the
door, the girl sank to her knees and started working at his pants front.


"Um. Is that a good idea?
You look a bit young." The words were thick in his throat, and seemed slow
as she started to work on him. After a bit she looked up into his eyes, her
green eyes stark and gem like in her otherwise ordinary face. He was in her
mouth, and couldn't really have told her no, even if it looked wrong. It felt
nice, he had to admit, but it... There was something really unsettling about
the whole thing.


Lighting crashed outside as she
worked on him, her hands and tongue doing clever things that had him orgasming
after about ten minutes. She swallowed obviously as the wind picked up outside
the front door.


Then it clicked.


"The Storm?"


That got a laugh and a head shake
from the girl.


"Nooo. It's me,
silly. Lucy. I was just trying out my new persona. Like her? I just changed the
number for The Technician in your phone the other day. I know, it's a mean
trick, but I don't want you getting too close to her. I did play the thing in
the kitchen about right, for her. She is not going to be happy with
those two. In the end she'll let them go, because she loves Zack so much. It's
a weakness, but one I understand. I love you in much the same way." Then,
being a pervert, she took him back into her mouth. Right up until he rallied
and managed to get free of her. That involved a lot of pushing and a bit of slapping
at her, since she had a strong grip and didn't seem inclined to let him go.


"What the fuck. Mom?
That's... Fucking creepy! Why would you do that?"


She laughed at him and licked her
lips a bit suggestively.


"Really? Hello, son of my
heart, Greater Demon? Did you think that meant we handed out cookies to
orphans? Besides, we aren't really related. You're a corpse that I stole and
grew as a project. Yes, I do love you, but don't let that go to your head.
You're learning magic, and Zack wasn't wrong about us. You're basically the
other half of me. So if I want to blow you, I can. Or the other way
around. We'll have so much fun together. Don't forget, I'm the real
Greater Demon. You're just my dead bitch. Now, get hard again, so I can have
you take me from behind."


She started moving her hands on
him again, which he understood was wrong. Not just because his mother wouldn't
have done that to him. Moving back a step he smiled and shook his head.


"Nope. If Lucy had
told me to get hard, it would have just happened. No friction needed. You
aren't her. You aren't The Technician either. So you are The Storm?"


Moving back in she started to
play with him, trying to get him going.


"Okay, fine. That's right.
You caught me. Still, doggy style is fun. I mean you already came in my mouth,
so why not? Or I suppose we could fight, if you want? You can't win
against me, so, bitch, which way do I take my pleasure today? Either way would
be fun."


Then she slapped him. One time.
It didn't hurt, but he was laying on the floor across the room almost
instantly. Knocked there by what should have been a light tap. Standing he
tried not to shake his head. Something in his jaw popped, but it was only going
back into place, from the tone of it.


Tyler considered his options for
a moment, and noticed that he was pretty much hard again anyway. Since fighting
meant losing, and being damaged, he shrugged. There weren't a lot of other
choices at the moment.


"Get on all fours
then." He pushed at her, a bit more roughly than he would if he wasn't
being blackmailed like that. Coerced. It was better than having limbs ripped
off though, so he did it. It had been more fun before, when he'd figured that
he was just being a bit naughty with Allison, The Technician, but was a bit
less creepy this time, if he were going to be honest about the whole thing.
After she came he slapped her on the right half of her round, pink bottom.
Hard. 


"Now get the fuck out of my
house. Next time we meet, I expect you to announce yourself first. Or we really
can fight. I don't think you want that." He really didn't, on some
deep level, but moved back, button up his pants and waited.


The girl was saucier about doing
her own clothing up. Not that she was a girl. For all he knew she wasn't
even a female. As she'd sort of pointed out, being a Greater Demon meant being
whatever she wanted, at pretty much any time. Plus she was really, really old.
That helped a bit. Being tricked by a little girl would be harder than this.
Holding the concept calmness, since it wasn't a bad idea at the moment, he
pointed casually at the front door.


She laughed at him, and then
winked.


"Ah... Okay... I have one
more thing to say to you then, before I go..." He waited, and she turned
to face him directly. "I'm actually Keeley. You like my storm though? I've
never messed with the weather before. I'll stop playing with you now, but you
need to think before you mess with me again like you did last night. Ordering
me to have sex with one of my own slaves? Not that you weren't right, but
seriously? Most people would hold a proper fear of doing that. You got off
light here, too. I really should have held you down and grown a penis. Don't
forget this, or next time I'll get Anne to come and do you for real. Got
it?"


He shook his head and made a
face.


"See, now I have no
clue who you really are."


"Good! You don't deserve
to know if you can't figure it out. Though I really am Keeley. I didn't
change Darla's number, and she really will look like this when you see her
next. By the way, I look like a little kid. Perv." She
smiled at him, as if there hadn't been rapey coercion on her part in the whole
thing. "Now, give me a kiss, and we can be friends again?"


He shook his head.


"Oh, hells no. You'll bite
my tongue off or something and tell me that I deserve it for falling for the
faked up Keeley line. Get out. I can't trust anything you've said."


"Which is the lesson of the
day. Not just for me, either. All the Greater Demons. Okay, you can trust Eve,
since she's your mentor, but also not one of us really. Really though, hold
those concepts. She wasn't wrong there. In fact you seem to have a bit of
talent with magic. Use it carefully. If you get too good, too fast, the others
will destroy you, and possibly your mother, for it. Don't let anyone know what
you can do until you can take one of us out. Not that you'll be given a choice
if that happens. At that point, no matter what people think you are, you'll
need to be ready. Greater Demons aren't on top because we play fair." She
moved to the door, and opened it, then waved her hand at the outside world.
About six seconds later the rain stopped and the wind died down. "I'm
really me. The Mistress of Souls. Don't fuck with me again like that, or
next time I won't be nearly as much fun for you, understood?"


He nodded, still not believing
her, but wanting to. Really, even if she were The Technician or The
Storm he could handle it. Anyone but Lucy. That would be far too much for his
little brain to handle.


A few paces outside the door she
stepped to the right, and vanished into thin air. Walking the lines, which was
a thing that all Demons seemed to be able to do, more or less. So at least she
was probably one of those. Looking at the space he tried to hold the concept of
what had just happened in his mind. It was too confused though, and didn't mean
anything to him. That was probably why you had to be a Demon to use the things.
It was just baffling to regular people like him.


When he went inside he felt
dirty. It wasn't a physical thing, just a mental one. Whoever that had been did
look a bit too young for him, but that wasn't it. He was too open minded for
mere appearance to throw him off that way. It was the thought that he didn't
know who it had been. Plus the threat that had gotten him to have sex
like that. It was pretty much him having been raped. He'd done it, but hadn't
wanted to, and didn't feel he had a real choice at the time. That fit the
definition, all right.


Which if it hadn't been the
person, Allison's, goal, then he didn't know what was. If it was Keeley,
well, maybe it was fair? He'd sort of basically ordered her to have sex with
Steve, after all. She'd done it too, which had made it seem like it wasn't a
real issue, the night before. If she'd put all of this together on the fly...
Just to make him pay for that...


Then it really was a good lesson
in not screwing with her kind, wasn't it?


He hadn't been harmed physically,
so no one would care about it, he bet. It was just another thing that a guy
like him had to put up with in life. Women, and even girls, could do things
like that to men, using threats of violence or intimidation, and nothing he
said to anyone would make it seem like anything other than him having been in
the wrong. Even if the girl was in her twenties, looking like that would be
enough to get him into legal trouble, he bet.


Even if she flat out told
everyone the truth.


The saving grace there was that
he really doubted that was the goal. If she'd wanted to hurt him that way, by
getting the cops involved, all she'd have to do was lie. Sure, he'd left a DNA
sample with her, but a Greater Demon could fake that, unlike a regular
Human girl. So it had been about something else at least, not just that kind of
thing. Even getting pictures of them having sex wouldn't be needed, since those
could be faked now, without much more effort than doing what she had.


So he could rest easier that way.


Maybe.


He was still unsettled and felt
unclean so went to shower for about an hour. He scrubbed and scrubbed, but it
didn't really help, after the first bit. He still smelled like her, in his
head. It wasn't unpleasant, but it lingered in his mind for some reason.
Probably just trauma. Working as hard as he could to hold the right concepts,
he let that go, and after a while felt better.


Then, because he didn't have
anything better to do with his time he sat in the living room and meditated for
several hours, holding one concept after another. The idea of warmth was
interesting, since he tried to turn it into a feeling all the time. He couldn't
tell if it was working at all however. Not until his right hand, which he was
imagining as being like an ember in a fireplace started to smoke and smell like
roasted ham. He stopped then and went back to calmness. It wasn't burnt or red
when he looked at it, thankfully. There was a lingering smell however, so it
had really taken place.


That meant more food might be in
order, in case he actually managed to add power to the concept and it wasn't
all just in his head. They were out of delicious soup, so he made a cake and
used canned frosting on it, then ate the whole thing himself.


Looking up he saw Zack come into
the room, and had to resist getting up suddenly. Instead he finished the cake
not speaking, and got up slowly, as the thin, slightly Asian looking guy smiled
at him, and set the three large boxes he was holding on the counter with a
light thud.


"The first of the food I
promised. You'll have deliveries starting tomorrow. Is everything all right?
You look funny." The words were kind and gentle. Polite even.


Rather than try to explain it
all, Ty held out his hand, which was taken over the top, like they were holding
hands on a date. It was silly of Zack to do it that way, and made Tyler wince a
little. After a bit, not long at all, the Greater Demon smiled softly.


"Ah. No, that was really
Keels screwing with you. I can tell. It had her signature all over it. Not bad,
faking being Allison like that. Darla's version is a little less heavy set. Not
much. You'll like her. Or really, you might not, after all that. Still, what
did you expect? Just be glad it wasn't her growing a dick the size of your arm
first. She can do that, and... Yeah. She must like you."


He didn't deny that, or ask what
Zack was trying to tell him. He'd heard a Zack related tale of horror already
and the hints he'd gotten were more than enough for him.


So Tyler gestured at the clock on
the far wall, on the right, behind where the kitchen table was.


"So, it's five. We should
get going? Unless you want to visit with them? I think that, um, Allison there
scared them pretty badly. I wonder which Greater Demons are the six she thinks
will go after them. Or was that all talk?'


Zack shook his head.


"I don't know for certain.
She probably meant her, Darla, Finias, Gregor, Lyn and... Then I'm drawing a
blank. I know some others of my kind, but none that would be bothered by what
happened to me. Maybe Anne? I doubt that. She and Xenses used to be
friendly. That's how I met her in fact. She was spying on me for him. Sleeping
with Troy, my old roommate, in order to watch me and see what I was doing. Then
we started to kind of date. Not that she still doesn't have sex with Troy on
occasion. He's mainly with Barb." There was a smile and a head shake.
"You should get her into bed sometime, if we're all going to be trading
around like that. Clear it with Ginger first, since otherwise they might have
to fight. Barb is her equal in rank, and older, but I wouldn't bet
against Ginger if they fought over you. You're her property after all, and Barb
is kind of a wimp, for a Master Vampire. She really needs to learn a lot more
about fighting. In fact, if you get the time you should work with both her and
Troy on that. He knows almost nothing, and is Human, so be careful there. Ben
too. They're both learning to be Vamps though, so they need it. It comes
up."


Tyler let the man talk and didn't
stop to think about how different his life had gotten over the last few months.
Sure, he'd been raised by a Demon, but he hadn't known that, which, in
the end, meant he'd lived a pretty normal life. After a fashion. It hadn't
really been that way, but it had felt like it to him.


Before they left, moving quickly,
they put the food away. It was a lot more than it looked like, since there were
a lot of cans and the boxes were huge things. There was also, for some reason a
whole lot of shortening and peanut butter.


Zack saw the look on his face and
tapped one of the red plastic lidded glass jars.


"Calorie density. My guess
is that you need to be getting about fifteen thousand a day. Minimum. Since
it's going to be transformed to magical energy, you won't have any real side
effects that way. Of course it all goes to Anne. Your mother. Then she'll pass
a bit back to you at need. If nothing else you can act as an extra power source
for her. Maybe you can even learn to collect energy from the universe for that?
That would be huge, in potential."


After they got the food put away,
Zack pulling several jars of things and a loaf of soft bread for later, they
went off to the bookstore.


It was order night after all.












Chapter nine





 


The next days flew by fast and
hard, as far as Tyler was concerned. No one tried to kidnap, hurt, or kill him,
which was a great sign, and the work went smoothly. Books were shelved and
other than eating like a pig, pushed into it by Zack and Eve, of all people,
nothing much seemed to happen.


The meeting with the new
Coalition people went smoothly, and Ty was able to kind of pass work off onto
the others a bit more. The work in the music studio was harder than he'd
thought it would be, since there was a lot of repetition to get things right.
After they finished though, which took nearly a week of nights to get done, the
band's part was finished for a while. The songs were put together almost within
a day, since Keeley was on the job and she had a team of slaves to do the work.


So, as the next week came around,
his actual job was to sit in the house, and wait for things to be put together
for him. That part was really hard for him to get his head around. The first
album wasn't even due out for six months. That news hit him like a ton of
bricks, since he'd kind of figured that he was going to be working constantly
through that time. They didn't have live gigs even, though they met to practice
a few times a week. That was the plan anyway.


On the good side, he found that
he wasn't actually left to his own devices. He had two girlfriends after all,
and apparently an Eve now. She showed up every night to help him practice
magic. Or, to begin with, more and more complex meditation. The basis of what
he needed to learn, or so she kept telling him.


That part wasn't going to last
forever. He learned that after they finished with fighting practice one night
about two weeks later. Ginger kissed him, then went into the mansion, leaving
him with Eve in the yard. If it was a movie there would have been the sudden
testing then, given how it was set up. An epic fight to show that he was
finally ready.


Instead she sat on the ground,
just like always. It was a graceful thing, her black jeans tight but not
hampering her movements, which probably had to do with being a Vampire.
Otherwise he couldn't see how it would work. They pulled a bit, but Ty really didn't
see how a person could sit cross legged like that without splitting a seam. It
could have been magic. Possibly extra-stretchy fabric.


He followed along, having an
easier time of it, at least in theory. He was in loose gray sweat pants, and a
black t-shirt, which was tight enough to show that he wasn't fat, but hadn't
ripped when he struggled with the much faster and stronger girls. As far as the
fighting went, he didn't have any delusions of grandeur. Eve could take him in
a fight by making his head vanish. Oh, it did look like he might survive that,
but it would be hard.


Ginger could probably do that
too, or get close enough to it that he wouldn't notice the difference.


It was really clear that she'd
been holding back a lot as far as raw power. Being delicate with him, like he
was the one that had to be coddled and protected. Which was, he knew, probably
true enough. Thankfully not all of the Vampires were like that. He'd practiced
with Rebekah and Scotty the day before and easily dominated them. They were
stronger and a bit faster, but his greater skill made up for that pretty well.
That, or they'd realized that his battered ego in that way needed them to
sacrifice their own to let him feel all right about himself.


If so, they were darned good
friends.


Eve looked at him peacefully, and
gave him a small smile.


"So, you've practiced a lot
lately. You've learned to hold concepts and can do three at once and add them
together into a single thing. That's a great skill, as far as magic goes. Now
we need to get you attuned to what magical power is. I want you to try and feel
it." She put her hand out toward him, palm up, and nodded at him.
"Put your hand over mine, but don't let our palms touch. About six
inches?"


 Without saying anything he just
did it, actually trusting her more or less. Oh, he half expected her to grab
him, and possibly blackmail him into kinky sex, but that was all Keeley's fault.
She had come to him in her normal form to gloat. So at least it wasn't really
his mom. It still shook him when he thought about it, so he took a moment to
hold the concept of being open and focused.


Eve nodded at him, like she was
able to read what he was doing. Which, he understood almost instantly, she was.


"Now, feel the changes.
That's all. Don't do anything else."


To him it felt... Like nothing
really. There was no particular warmth, being that they were both dead, and
kind of cold. No buzzing or anything that would have been expected that way.
What he found though, after about ten minutes of sitting there was that he knew
what she was doing. It was soft, and gentle, but there. A concept of projection
that interacted with his hand.


In short it was simply subtle on
a level that he'd never thought of before.


After he got it, the Vampire
nodded.


"You have it. Now, hold that
feeling, and interact with my hand. Gently. This is stronger than it seems like
it should be, if you have an energy source for it, which you do through your
link to The Rotted. Don't for a second think that she can't, or won't, cut you
off if you start to take too much. So, slowly, not using too much energy,
return the concept to me."


She seemed to tense, like there
might be an explosion, or a rush of power. There wasn't. He just held the idea
that was being shared, and slowly let it become more powerful until it was
about the level that the girl had done herself.


She grinned at him and nodded.


"Perfect. Hold that now.
What you are doing is putting a small trickle of magic into the world. This
isn't a lot, but if you can do this, you can do magic. I wasn't really sure you
could control it. Zack and Keeley both thought you could, but theory and
practice are two different things, right?"


Ty could see that, but didn't
speak, since it was hard to do that and hold a concept at the same time. He
could kind of do that, if he was picking a simple idea to go after, but adding
magic was new to him. There would be no dancing while he did this kind of thing
for a long while. More like sitting and focusing deeply to get anything done.


After a long while, a time that
was over half an hour, Eve nodded a few times.


"Good. Pull it back now. Excellent."
Her grin was wicked then, and she let her face hold that while she talked.
"Now, I want you to try and add magic to a few basic concepts. You have
healing down by your nature, so we won't bother with that. First, why don't you
try something simple, like flame. Everyone can generate fire pretty easily.
Then we'll work the other basic elements to see which is your personal
strongest one." There was something in the way she said it that seemed
off. Sly and like she was lying to him.


He wasn't buying it.


"So, you don't think I can
do any of it?" It didn't bother him really, since that seemed farfetched
anyway.


Brushing her shoulder length hair
back she shook her head.


"Honestly? If you throw
enough power at it, you can do anything you can hold mentally. What I
want you to do is focus so intently that you do it without using much power.
That's the key here. Magic takes energy, but the key to mastery isn't in
blasting the world into submission, but finding the lowest use of power while
still doing what you want to accomplish. So, work on the smallest point, hold
the concept of flame and trickle magic to it as slowly as possible, until it
burns where you want it to. Hold it in the air, about here."


His hand was still being held
out, and she flipped his palm, then gestured about half a foot over his palm.
Her hand was hard, he noticed. All the Vampires were like that, as far as he'd
seen. For that matter he kind of was too, if not as much. It was apparent when
Ty was with Calley. That got him to think about the orgy that had happened. It
had been entertaining, but he found something very interesting.


He preferred having one partner
at a time.


Taking a deep breath he didn't
really need, old habits being hard to break, Tyler recalled the sense of flame.
The image was powerful at first, but then, with a lot of discipline, the idea
formed. There above his hand, there was a flame. It wasn't visible, but he knew
it was there. Then, like he'd done earlier, he started to put out a bit of
energy.


Nothing seemed to happen visibly.
Moving slowly, holding two ideas at once, he pushed a tiny bit harder. Then
again, after taking another breath. There was only the tiniest hint of magic to
it all, but on the third try a flickering blue flame came into being.


Then he firmed it up, not adding
power, but by making the flame smaller, now that he could tell where it was
exactly. The air burned in an oblong space about the size of a sugar cube.


Softly, Eve sighed. That was
meant to signal him, he knew, since she didn't breathe all the time, even if
she was better about that than most Vampires.


"Not bad. Freaking great,
actually. Now, hold it. Try to firm up the idea, and lower the amount of magic.
Use only what you need to keep it going." It was a soft whisper. A gentle
thing that tickled at the base of his brain.


In a way it wasn't really fair,
since it was distracting and made him want to have sex with her, rather than do
the cool new trick that he'd learned. Ignoring her as the flame flickered, he
did it. The concept grew sharper, and a bit smaller, making the flame respond.


Then he pulled the power back. It
was a bit of a shock, but after a while he understood that he only needed about
half the power he was using to get the job done.


After a while Eve waved at him.


"And take the power all the
way down..."


He did it and the flame just died
away.


Rather than reward him with
pleasant words or the blowjob that he kind of wanted from her, Eve gave him
another task instantly. He had to grin about that, since she was being a good
instructor, and he knew it.


"Now, hold the sense of
water, in the same place. As little magic as possible." Again her words
were tense, but the drop of liquid that was pulled from the surrounding air
just hung there in space, until he removed the power, and the large fat drop
hit his hand.


She gave him a look that was
darker then.


"Earth. Do the same thing.
Now."


That was a bit harder, and took
more power, but he responded by making the whole thing smaller. Then he slowly
allowed the whole thing to grow, making a ball about the size of a dime after a
while. It was floating there, the collected dust and detritus of the world
hanging in space without extra effort for some reason.


When it came time to do air, the
Vampire waved at him.


"I want a blast of air from
your hand, about as strong as a circular fan. You get the idea."


That was particularly easy for
him for some reason. It should have taken more magic, but it really didn't. The
air just flowed, in a blast of fresh air that he aimed at Eve, moving it back
and forth, so her hair moved. After a bit of holding that for the practice, she
nodded.


"Okay, you need to work on
using less magical power to get things done. A lot of that will be in how
clearly you can hold a given concept. So, for the next few days, that's what I
want you to work on. Now, we have one more thing to do before I get off to work
for the day." She still had her crew of trainees to see about. They were
all doing well, and Rebekah was already doing it perfectly, with Scotty not really
needing her either, but they were still meeting to practice staying up all day
with the others, since the newer Vampires needed the moral support.


Tyler laughed a bit and took a
deep breath.


"Is it that sex you wanted?
I know how you are."


Rather than take offense at him
actually having a sex drive, even if she didn't, the girl shook her head.


"Oddly enough, no.
What I want you to do is to try and feel what I do when I move fast. It doesn't
take a lot of energy really, even if it seems like it should. It's really a
kind of time manipulation, not speed. It's a little subtle, but if you can do
these things, you can hold and power that too." She stood up, and gestured
to him to do the same. "Okay, I'll try to do this without moving at first.
Try to feel it, then reproduce the field until you can talk to me, okay?"


He nodded, and then moved a
little closer to her. She wasn't wrong about what she was doing. The idea was
incredibly soft and gentle. It felt like a bubble that rippled out from her.
There were little waves to it, but he could kind of get it. Then he added a
tiny bit of power and tried to speak. She was just standing there flickering a
bit the whole time, like a person in time lapse photography.


"Hello?"


She didn't respond so he increased
the flow a tiny bit more. It took ten tries before she spoke, her words
sounding like she was a chipmunk from a Christmas special.


"A bit more? That isn't bad,
but you can do more than that. This is nowhere near what you need."


The trick there was the power
that was needed. The amount of energy needed was higher than what he'd been
using, which meant that he had some work to do. After a bit he gave in and
pushed the magic up, which got Eve to grin and speak in a normal voice.


"Walk with me. Around the
block here." She moved at a brisk place, but it was just walking as
far as he could tell. They moved through the side gate, but just walked as far
as he could tell. It was light out, if only just barely, so he could see the
world.


Eve spoke to him the whole time, casually.


"This is... Oh, about a
tenth of the speed I can actually go. Just to give you an idea. You can throw
more power at it, but what you need to really be doing is using your focus to
do the work. You can do this with almost no magic, now that you have the trick.
For me this hurts. I can handle it, but there's a lot of pain. How about
you?" She was placid enough, even if agony was there for her.


Ty shrugged, and tried to
concentrate on the concept of speed.


"Nothing like that. I need
to... Use less power. I think."


That got a nod, and while he
tried, it was harder to do while he moved along. She worked back to the yard,
in the back of the place, and waved, slowing back to normal. Tyler followed
easily enough, cutting the magic first.


Eve winked at him.


"Not too shabby, kimosabe. Practice
without using magic, unless I'm with you. You should be able to get some
effects without it. Even regular people can, so it's worth learning. That's the
basis of magic. Really, more than that. You did really well. We can start on
some other tricks too, after you have these things down. Are you going to go
into the embassy today?"


He hasn't been thinking about
doing that, since he didn't have a car, but he could jog in, so that wasn't an
excuse. It wasn't that far away.


"Sure? Did you need me for
something in particular?"


"Nope. Not me. It's just
that everyone there kind of thinks of you as the head man, so showing up for
some office hours would be nice. Let people meet with you. Cry about how
wronged they are and all that. It was suggested to me as your mentor that I set
that up. Also, eat more. You used about ten thousand calories worth of energy
in the last few hours, so you'll need to eat about twice that, since the energy
you give back to Anne is less than what you take in. There's always a loss that
way, between any energy source and its use. So go do that."


He nodded at her and headed back
toward the back door of the house.


"That always messes with me.
How the Greater Demons have all those names. I mean, to me she's mom, or maybe
Lucy. Darla is Darla, or now also Allison. Though that part kind of freaks me
out. I... You know the thing Keeley did?" He'd told her the whole sad
story, including his worries and the sense of violation, but about half the
people that had heard the tale had just laughed at him. Like getting laid that
way was all just fun and games.


Eve shook her head.


"That was fucked up.
If she'd been a guy people would get it. If a man said to a woman that she
could take it from him, or be killed, everyone would know it was
rape. She knows, by the way. I had a talk to her about it. By the way, she
knows what she did. She just doesn't care, because she meant to do it. Greater
Demon. Even the good ones can be assholes. It's kind of the definition of the
term. I'm here to talk though, if you need?" She looked away and then
shook her head slowly. "I've been raped enough in my life to know what
it's like. It wasn't your fault. It's hard when no one believes you. I do. Keeley
does. The trick there is getting her back and not dying at the same time."


That got him to blow out a big
puff of air, and then keep moving.


"Thanks. I'll live. It was
more about what she'd said really. I guess that on some level I kind of think
that Lucy would do something like that, even though she never has. Not that I
remember, anyway. That... I don't own my own mind. It... I guess it kind of
bothers me."


Eve patted his shoulder, and left
him at the back door.


"Well, get through it. I
can't fix that for you. You might do it yourself, if you can learn the right
things. Have you talked to Tarsus lately?"


He hadn't, since he kind of
figured that the Demon would let him know if he had anything. Bothering him
wouldn't speed that up, he bet.


"Go, eat mass calories. I
have a thing for the next few nights. I should be in and out. I need to go with
Bey to Toronto and deal with... You know, can you get some time off? You should
come along too. It might have to do with your favorite group of
individuals."


He felt slightly baffled.


"Little people? They are
pretty awesome as a group. I've never met one that gave me a single problem."
Which was true in a lot of ways, so there was no sarcasm to the words.


"True, but I meant feminists.
That's their secret headquarters for North America. For the Men's Rights
Movement too, which is probably a backlash thing. It's all a waste of time, but
some of them have been coming after our people, Vampires, so we need to go
visit and make sure some college girls realize that pushing the undead might
just be the wrong idea. We'll probably have to kill some of them."


Tyler sighed.


"No. Not if they're
Humans... Which is why you really want me to go? To try and keep them
alive?"


"Bingo! You're so smart.
Now, if you can do that be ready to leave tonight. You'll need to get there I
think. Get with Zack and work that out? I don't think you can run that distance
without using too much magic yet. Work on that, since we're running back.
Walking really. You got that part pretty well. Ninety-nine-point nine percent
of us try to physically run at first. You're ahead of the game that way. You'll
need to be about five times faster at the very least, or I'll go insane trying
to hobble along with you. Like a slow turtle. Barely getting anywhere."


There was a pat on his back, and
then the girl moved, a flare of movement, now familiar to him, coming just
before she vanished.


He grinned.


"Food time." Thanks to
Zack he had a lot now, though for some reason the guy thought that he should
spend big parts of his day cooking from scratch. It was an interesting idea, so
he tried to hold the concept of a time distortion field around him, pushing it
as hard as he could, without adding anything to it magically speaking. It
wasn't that helpful, but he did seem to be moving a little faster than he
normally would have. About twice as fast. It wasn't even close to being enough.


Firing up the waffle iron that
had shown up a week before, he made some batter, melted some butter and heated
up a small pot of strawberry jam. It was tasty that way. He had to pour butter
over the whole thing, since twenty-thousand calories was hard to eat, even if
he didn't feel full at any point. The food pretty much vanished from inside
him. Like magic, actually.


Ty wasn't really sure, but it
probably was that kind of thing. Really, he didn't think he was capable of
digesting it normally, so it had to be turning to energy directly in some way.
How that worked, he didn't understand, but he was pretty certain that Zack had
to do things the same way, more or less. The man was thin, but ate all the
time. Like Tyler was at the moment, only every few hours.


Neither of them was running to
the bathroom all the time either, so it was different than what a Human would
have going on.


The food was eaten, but it got
hard after the first half of it was down. He wasn't full. He also wasn't
hungry. Not for waffles. There was a desire to eat, but only Human flesh, which
was both disgusting to him, and sounded so good. Boredom set in.
Ty loved the taste of food, of course, but the amount just hit him as being too
much.


Fighting through it, he managed
to get the stuff inside him, but didn't know how Zack managed it all the time.
It was boring. That surprised him, but it was the truth.


He could eat all he wanted, and
more, and that was too much of a good thing.


Still he got through it, since
starving Lucy was the last thing he wanted to do in life. She was letting him,
her animated corpse slave, the one she treated like a son, learn to use
powerful magic. The only thing she'd asked was that he didn't use too much
energy doing it. Giving something back was worth the extra effort. She
shouldn't have to suffer for that.


It was very early in the day, and
a Thursday, so he called Zack about getting to Toronto that night. The cute guy
picked up on the second ring, since it was his cell phone.


"Zack Hartley."


"Hey Zack. Ty here." He
didn't know what to say, but Zack had some things it seemed.


"I guess it's time for you
to get rid of my parents? I have things ready for them. We can do that later.
Call it seven tonight? Here?" 


Tyler stopped for a second, taken
by surprise.


"Okay. I can be there. Can
you drop me off in Toronto after that? Eve wants my help with some feminists
there. Apparently they decided to take on the Vampire patriarchy, and that is
not the world's most sensible idea?" He chuckled a bit. "I really
don't know what's going on. I don't want to put them down. I mean, most
of them aren't like the ones that we had here." They couldn't be.


If that was the case, they
probably wouldn't be allowed to be a group. You could only kidnap so many
people before that kind of thing got you a bad reputation.


Zack made a sound that seemed
pleasant enough.


"That's true enough. Hating
people based on things they can't help is always wrong. You can't work with
people that start out with derision. No one will listen to you. So, you'll
bring Tina and Darren? I can trade getting you to Toronto. Round trip for
that?"


"Nope. I have to run back, I
guess. That should be interesting. I should get with Lucy first, though the
point is to do it without using much magic. I'm not ready yet. I guess I get
until we need to come back to learn that trick?"


Zack laughed, but his words were
supportive.


"Awe inspiring Ty. If Eve
says you can do it, then you can. I agree, get with Lucy, in case she needs to
make arrangements for extra power. I hear camp is over in a few days. From what
she's told me it seems that she has a plan coming together as to getting The
Storm taken care of. That will go well, no doubt. Things like that always
do." Even Ty heard the thick sarcasm in the words.


The phone was hung up, but he got
the idea, he needed to have everything ready at seven. First he had to go and
see if anyone really wanted to chat with him at the new embassy complex. His
Vampy mentor had suggested that, and while it hadn't been an order, it probably
wasn't a huge mistake. He was willing to bet it wouldn't be a lot of people
really. Especially if they didn't know he was there.


A quick change, and a comb, got
him as ready as he was going to be, looks-wise. Then he walked to the right
place, trying to bend time around him without using any power. It was hard to
tell if it was really working. It felt like it was, but there was nothing to
measure it by. A few cars passed him, going fifty or so on the road beside him.
Slower as he got closer to town.


They seemed to be moving
slower than that. A lot, actually, which got him to block out most of the
world, and try to hold the right concept harder. Until it became the only thing
he was thinking about. That worked demonstrably. The cars held in place nearly,
passing him as he walked, but he was able to nearly keep up with a red Civic.
He knew that was what the make was, having a lot of time to read the name on
the back.


Sure it wasn't Eve-like Vampire
speed, but he wasn't using anything other than mental power to do it, he
didn't think. He'd been going a lot faster with her earlier, on their walk, but
this was a bit different. He was replacing clarity for power and making it work.
Right until he got distracted and lost his train of thought, being impressed
with himself as he was.


Snorting, he started again, and
got himself to the front door of the right building. Today the guards were
different, since it wasn't his big white Trollienkeine friend, and her blue
lizard buddy. On the good side, the one on the left was a Vampire. One of Eve's
crew. The youngest of them, who was a guy named Sylvester, of all things. In
life he'd been of mixed race, and that gave him a bit of color now, if probably
not as much as he'd once had.


He'd also clearly been a body
builder. He was about six-four and weighed about twice what Tyler did himself.
All of it lean and hard. It was a good look, given everything.


The other guard was a mushroom.
At least that was the impression the being gave. If it had a gender, he
couldn't guess at it. The head was like the top of a red mushroom that had
white spots, fins on the underside, and no eyes that could be discerned. Its
body was smooth, but had arms and legs. It nearly didn't seem real to him, but
he bowed to them both, not wanting to risk insulting the creature by touching
it with a hand shake.


"Hello!"


Sylvester smiled at him.


"Mr. Gartner. So good to see
you." Then the door was opened. Just as easy as that. Like he was
expected.


Of course he could have been
anyone, but there was nearly no way to tell that. Then again, who in the world
would bother faking being him?


Smiling back he went inside.












Chapter ten





 


Tyler found several things that
day. The first one was that a lot of people apparently had jobs at the embassy
that pretty much worked out to being visiting. Those people were called
Ambassadors. He learned this when something like ten of them called his
secretary to try and see about getting an appointment with him.


Also, he had a secretary, who
turned out to be a man that he'd never met before, hadn't hired, and who, he
reflected, was almost certainly a Greater Demon. No one else would just walk in
one day and start working like that. Besides, he didn't want to eat him. Well,
there was a bit of an urge to do it the way most people would have meant it, but
only the low tickle that the Demons all gave off that way.


The guy was called Ricard,
according to his name plate, which didn't sound like a real name. Not that it
was a bad one. He was light skinned, and had very soft looking short blonde
hair. It went with his nice tan. The eyes were a perfectly standard blue, and
shone a bit, brightly, when he saw Tyler walk in.


The giveaway was that the man
knew who he was, instantly. Normal people needed to meet each other first.


"Mr. Gartner! I have several
messages for you. Should I call back to let them know that you're in finally?
I've been holding them off for a while, but they've been pestering me a
bit." The name plate on the desk, was a shiny and expensive etched brass
thing. It only had his first name however. That was off, if only a little.


His own was on the door behind
the fellow, etched nicely into a second brass piece of metal. Ty noticed that
he got two names, and a title. It was just Mr. but still, it made him sound
older than he really was. That probably meant that Ricard here had set it up,
in order to do just that.


Glancing at the man he just stood
there, watching for a few seconds, trying to feel the concepts coming from him.
The man wasn't food, so not Human, but did stir his hunger a little bit,
meaning that he wasn't dead. There was energy there. Power.


"Sorry, I don't know which
Greater Demon you are? The Storm?" It would make sense, given everything.
At least if he was going to be egotistical about it. That idea, the one that
said she might be after him at all personally was a bit over the top. Oh, she
might get him, in the end, or try to take him again to punish Lucy, but it
wasn't him she wanted really. No matter what she said.


Ricard gave him a long look, and
then smiled slowly.


"Fram. Called The Bold. Not
that I love that name. I was asked to come here and watch out for you by The
Rotted. I'm getting fifty million for it, in gold. Good catch, by the way. I'd
been told you were a bit clueless. By the Mistress of Souls, not your mother. She
actually seems to like you." There was a sense that he was trying to dig
at Ty with the words.


He shrugged.


"Yep. Pretty much. I have no
delusions there. So, I don't suppose there's any way I can check your story out
right now. I'll look into it, however. So, messages? Also, fifty
million? Man, I grew up poor, and mom had that kind of money lying
around?" He shook his head, feeling a little bit sad, but not too much.


Ricard waved at him then.


"It was for the best. People
raised without any hardships don't come out very well in the end. That was too
much of a risk with an investment like you. You're the first being like you
that I ever heard of. What do you call yourself, other than Tyler." There
was a close look, and the man straightened his shirt a bit as he sat behind the
desk.


"I haven't put a label on
it. I don't know if I can. I guess I tend to think of myself as undead or
sometimes a zombie."


That got an eye roll. A bit of a
sniff went with it.


"Doofus. You are so
much more than that. I've only known you for two minutes, and I can tell that.
What you are is... Well, my guess is that you'll have to write that story for
yourself. I've seen zombies, mainly made by The Rotted. They're a lot
different."


A sheet of paper came out at him
then, and there was a smile to go along with it. It was, he could see, a bunch
of messages. Just like he'd been promised.


"Thanks. I'll call people
back myself. I guess I should actually come in and do my job? I have to say, I didn't
think it was that big of a deal."


"It is. Let me know when you
plan to be in, and I'll set up real appointments for you. Do you need anything?
Coffee? Sex?" The Greater Demon batted his eyelashes at him, his face
flirtatious.


"Hmmm. Food? Lots of it? I
need to eat more now, I guess. We could have an early lunch? Can we get food
in?"


"We can! Well, if my cover
is blown, I'm going to pull out the stops. I'll have that handled. So, no sex?
I could call in a girl for you? Or some guys? Whatever you want. Even a
Pickatyrn, if you want? Sexy skunk women. The scent is a bit ripe, but if you
can handle that it's more than worth the trip. Always in season too, so
they're pretty much good to go for anything." It was teasing, but also a
bit of a test, he thought.


Why that was, Ty didn't know.


"Not right now, thanks.
There are social rules that I need to follow, so best I go a bit slow that way.
Besides, I have several girlfriends, and they're really sweet." That
sounded very sexist of him, he realized. Like he just excluded men like that.
It was kind of true too. Not that he didn't like men, but it was much easier to
find women.


Also a big distraction. Sure he
was eighteen, but could he afford to let himself be that distracted at the
moment? Taking a deep breath, he went into his office, which was nice inside.
Rich looking. There were books on shelves that covered both of the side walls,
all the way to the ceiling, and a big wooden desk that looked to be made of
cherry wood. How he knew that he didn't know.


It was nice, however.


Thinking for a moment, he tried
to clear his mind and hold the concept of being very aware of what was going
on. What he, in particular, was doing. It was harder than it sounded like, and
he lost it after the first calls started. It was a fight then, for the rest of
the day to hold the right concepts while he worked, since there were some
surprises. Most of them nicer than he would have thought, since people showed
up to give him gifts.


All of them were strange, and
reflected the people doing the giving, which was nice really. He didn't need a
lot, and the feeling was more about introducing a culture to him, rather than
being a bribe. Thankfully. He didn't know what he could have given in return if
they were meant to pay him off.


So all day long he had a Greater
Demon bringing him food, and forcing him to eat it using shaming tactics, in
between people just showing up to shake his hand, bow, or in one case hug him.
That one at least was Calley, in her position as the Shifter Ambassador.


She seemed happy, thankfully.


"Hey honey! I didn't know
you were coming in to work. I heard from the Lentis Ambassador that you were
in. She wants to meet you, but their opening present hasn't arrived yet, and
won't for about a year. They're from a very long way off. I told her to just
come in anyway. I see that the others have started with things already? I have
something for you from my people. I'm keeping it in our room. Tonight?"


He grinned, getting it, and
returned the big hug, adding a gentle kiss to it.


"I probably can't. Eve and
Bey are meeting with me in Toronto. Something seems to be up there, with a
Human group bugging some of the Vampires. I guess it's my job to sort it all
out. It might not work."


Calley murmured, and held him
closer for a bit.


"Too bad. For me I mean.
Well, I'll tell the Lentis Ambassador to come in and say hi?"


"Or I can go to them? That
might be easier for people. Or not." He said that since there were three
people in the doorway of his office space, each looking unique. One was a woman
who was about seven feet tall, and was almost not wearing clothing. It wasn't
exactly a great thing, because she wasn't that great looking. Too lean and
muscular for that really. Hairy in places too, but just like a Human, if a tall
one.


The other two were men, and blue,
if in slightly different colors. Each was clearly of the same species, and were
standing up, but it was clear that they normally walked on all fours. So they
were doing it to be polite. One of them had grabbed the door frame to steady
himself.


"Hi everyone! Come in,
please." He looked at Calley, her rust colored short hair and freckles
just as cute as ever. Really he would have loved to spend more time with her,
but she moved in and kissed him again. On the cheek this time. There were
people watching after all, and the tall woman with hairy under arms and legs,
with her top barely covered and wearing what he could only describe as a loin
cloth grunted. She looked Human, but not like anyone he'd ever seen before.
Dark skinned, but in a tan way, rather than African. The features were
intensely sharp, and nearly man like, even though she had nice enough hip
bones. It added a lot to her look. She was staring at Calley and then him,
interested in the scene.


"Ho, Gartner of the Nations.
I am Skalla. Of the people. Amazons, as you call us? I have come to ply you
with gifts, so you will side with us against the Humans if war comes between us
again. Should I trade my body for that, like the Shifters? I did not know that
was an option. I brought meat, instead. From the rarest of beasts of my
homeland, far away." She grinned, and moved to get that. It was sitting
outside of the office door, wrapped in leather hides.


It was cured somehow, and a bit
like jerky, but smelled incredible.


"Come, we will eat, and then
sign our bond in blood!" One of the two blue men sniffed at the package,
only to have her swat at him playfully. She didn't make contact and seemed
pleasant about the whole thing.


Tyler smiled as Calley winked at
him and left.


Escaping before he had to make a
fool of himself.


"I... Can't eat that. I'm
sorry." He searched for a way to explain, but nothing came to him. Not fast
enough. Instead of seeming pissed off that her gift was being rejected, which
he could have seen, she looked horrified.


"Our gift... It is too
humble. We have insulted you. I will atone for this, I swear it." She
didn't move, but there was a feeling that atoning might involve
something like ritual suicide. That was over the top. Plus it was for the wrong
reason.


"No, the gift is very
fine. I... Well, the truth is that I'm not alive, and my type of being can feed
on the living of our own kind. I don't eat meat, so I won't be as tempted to do
that. Part of my job is to protect them, even from myself. That's all." He
didn't know how to explain it, and she still seemed really upset.


"I knew that you were not of
the living kind, but had no thought what that might mean. We know of the dead
that are restless. It happens among The People, from time to time. What may I
do to redress this... Wrong that I have committed."


The blue furry being stood very
still, watching avidly. They hadn't spoken yet, but seemed to be picking it all
up.


Ty smiled and shook his head.


"There is no wrong
here. Though, would you be willing to help me with a small problem? There are a
group of women, in a place called Toronto, who could use your council, I think.
They aren't fighters, but keep making aggressive moves at different people.
Human women. Could you go and talk to them? I can get you there and back, I
think. The Line Walker owes me a few trips still."


There was a gasp, from everyone
in the room except him.


Skalla's nipple went erect,
though that probably wasn't a sign that she was turned on, since the hair on
her arms stood up too. He could tell though because they flashed from under her
top when she bowed toward him.


"This must be of great
importance, to travel that way. I shall not fail. How many must I battle? What
weapons will they have? I have my bow with me, but no magical creations to
fight by my side. Could we get Human thunder throwers? The best of those are
worth having, I think. Those that do not stop?"


It was an interesting line of
thought, but he shook his head.


"Okay. They might be armed,
but probably won't be. We'll have two of the top Vampire fighters with us, so
that probably won't be a problem. I simply think that if you go there too, they
might actually listen to us. Maybe not. They like powerful women however, and
you seem to fit that description."


Skalla the Amazon slapped her own
chest, above her breasts.


"Ho! It shall be done, great
Gartner, of the Nations. I shall teach them as you say. I will go now, to prepare.
When do we leave?"


"Um... Call it five? I need
to meet Zack at my house for a thing at seven. There might be a side trip
first. I should call and check on that. Can you be here in..." He had a
clock, and it was later than he'd thought. "Call it half an hour?"


There was another chest slap, and
she ran, barely making any sound at all as she did. Leaving the large package
of tasty smelling meat right there.


"Ricard? Could you take the
package out for me?" He didn't want to mention why, but if a group of
school children came in for a tour right then, he'd probably have to run away
to save them. From himself.


The blue furry guys were easier
to deal with, and left a knife that was made of hyper strong plant fibers, in
some kind of resin. It was kind of amazing, actually. He took the time to talk
to them, and found that while they had accents, they were very understandable.
They also had a plant based infrastructure, and grew everything they needed.


"We have seen this Human
world, and wonder if, perhaps, they could use some of our knowledge? It would
be freely given, as a gift? If this would not offend?" It was a question,
though the words were nicely diplomatic at the same time.


"That would be great! I'm
willing to bet that a lot of people here would be interested. We'll just have
to announce it publically when you do that, so everyone knows about it.
Otherwise the big companies might try to suppress the information."
Especially since one of the plants they mentioned was basically a tree that
harvested a lot of electricity, and could store it like a battery for use
later. It would be handy to have a couple growing in the yard from the sound of
it.


They didn't understand what he
meant however, since it was kind of clear they didn't have or use money of any
kind. If you needed something, it was gotten for you. If you didn't need it,
then you didn't get it, because it would be a waste of resources. Tyler had
left his notebook at the mansion, but took notes on a yellow legal pad that was
on his desk. These people didn't have a name, but were fascinating
anyway.


They left just before Skalla came
back, carrying a large sword and wearing leather armor. He nearly mentioned
that it wouldn't be needed again, then realized he didn't truly know that. He
doubted that the Feminist would attack her, but if they did, she deserved to be
armed.


Besides, she looked impressive
that way. It just didn't seem all that comfortable.


When it was time to leave and he
got up, she followed him, walking exactly three paces behind. Right up until
they got out of the building, then she moved to the front.


"Where do we go? To your
magic wagon?"


"Nope. I don't have one of
those. I just walked here. It's only about four miles away, is that too far for
you?" They had two hours, but he didn't know how well she could move.


It wasn't a problem. In fact, by
moving close to her on her left, and wrapping the concept of the time
distortion field around them, they got there at about five-fifteen. He knew
that from the clock on the wall of the living room when he got in.


Scotty was there, twitching and
looking annoyed, but he smiled up at Skalla.


"Hello. How are you
doing?" It was a bit flirty, which given that Skalla was probably a three
by most people's standards in looks, probably meant the man was really bored.
Or horny. Both could be the case, since he was watching television. It was a
rerun of a sit-com from the nineties. Even Tyler recognized it.


If the wild seeming woman was
amazed by the moving picture window it didn't show on her face.


Tyler waved from one to the
other.


"Skalla, this is Scotty. He
plays in the same band I do. Making music. He does drums. He's also a Master
Vampire. A good guy, if you're looking for a date. Scotty, this is Skalla, of
The People. An Amazon. If you hurt her, I'll break your legs." He didn't
really mean it, but the Vampire smiled a bit and nodded.


"Understood."


Then he started to chat her up,
like they were in a bar, which was hilariously painful to listen to, even
though the large and lean lady was giving as good as she was getting. It
seemed. It was hard to tell. Ty had a funny feeling that if Scotty wasn't
careful he was going to end up with a rather large wife, or whatever her
culture's equivalence was.


Tyler wasn't his father though,
so if that was the case, then it was fine with him. Scotty made enough money to
support a wife. Even if she ate a lot. Kids might be a problem, but that wasn't
his responsibility, so he didn't think about it. Instead he sighed, glad that
he'd managed his new trick that well, putting the field around the large woman
like he had. It had been intense, concentrating like he was, but once they got
into it, she'd been nearly perfect without being told what to do. Quiet the
whole time, and staying right next to him, perfectly.


For his part he left them alone.
As long as they got into place at the right time, what happened that way wasn't
his business. Later though, he needed to find out and write up what he could
about Skalla's culture. The idea was suddenly very front and center to his
mind.


Really, it wasn't just him that
needed that data. Everyone did. Thinking about it, he had a good start
to a book on the subject as well. Not an in-depth study on each group, but
enough to get people started. For a second he wondered if that had been The
Technician's plan all along.


"Tina! Darren!" There
was no answer, but the sound of feet scurrying toward him gave them away.
They'd been upstairs, doing something.


Probably nothing fun, since so
far he hadn't been able to really help they do anything like that. Plus they
both carried dusting rags. From the scared looks on their faces they seemed to
think they were going to get in trouble for something. It was the expression
they always had, so he didn't let himself read into it too much. Until he
realized that these two had probably been put there as spies the whole time.


Blinking he realized that he
missed that entirely before, but now that he was holding a concept of
awareness, if imperfectly, he could see it. Why else would a Greater Demon show
up on his doorstep like that? Goethe had no reason to trade the slaves either,
and now that he thought about it, that had to be a set up the whole
time. If not to place spies in his house, then to set a trap for one of the
others. Why else bring them? None of the other Demons took their slaves around
with them. Not even The Mistress of Souls. Her whole thing was having slaves,
but she didn't do that.


That one was harder to figure
out. The primary one that came to mind was Zack, but the guy didn't seem to
have a lot of enemies amongst his own kind. He was loosely connected to Lucy,
but Goethe wasn't after her, in particular. No, he'd been set after The Storm,
by Keeley. She'd suggested that the other demon was coming for him in some
fashion. Except the mountain man looking guy wasn't a moron, and had probably
figured that out, then used that as a way to get people close to her.


These two could have easily been
keeping tabs on The Mistress of Souls, and had the added bonus of being immune
to her power, already being enslaved themselves. More or less at least. From
what he'd heard she might just be able to take a slave by brute force. It
wouldn't work on him, since he'd just die if she tried, most likely.
These two however...


He waved at them.


"Hey, we have a party later,
at about seven. You two should find something nice to wear. You have those new
clothes that Zack brought you?" Even if he hated them for selling him to a
Greater Demon, their son had made sure they weren't in rags, without being
asked.


That got a nod from both of them
and a gentle murmur from Tina, who was in her late forties, he realized. She
looked a bit younger than that, which was probably a side effect of all the
healing she'd had over the years, to repair the damage that had been done to
her.


Darren was in the same boat
there. Really, they would have looked younger than that, if they weren't so
haunted seeming.


"Yes, sir. We'll go do that
now?"


"Good plan. I think we have
a little over an hour and a half. I should get a snack." He was hungry,
but that was kind of a constant thing. He might be able to get rid of that
feeling by holding the right concept, he realized. Later. At that moment he had
to set up something a bit more complicated than that.


It started with a phone call. The
girl's voice on the other end sounded correct to him. Like Allison the slutty
teen rapist. It wasn't her though, being the real, unrapey, Allison. The
Technician.


"Hey." It was all she
said, and held a feeling to it that she was chewing gum at the same time, even
though there was no rude smacking sounds.


"Hi, Alli. This is Tyler.
Can you be here in ten minutes? Emergency." He didn't say more at first,
but then relented before she could speak. "I'm going to set up Keeley, and
kick her ass. I figured that you might want to watch?"


"Sure! Be right over. See
you then." It was kind of clear that she had other people with her. That
was fine as long as they didn't attend. After all, teen guys would try to fight
him, if they saw him going for Keeley. They probably couldn't help themselves.


The second call was to Zack, who
he got to come too, though he didn't mention the impending fate of Keeley.


When he called her, he was a bit
gruff.


"Mistress of Souls. This is
Tyler Gartner. Get over here. Now. Don't ask questions. Don't speak.
Just move your ass and be here inside five minutes. It's important. For you.
There will be a cost for it, and you'll gladly pay. Do it now." He sounded
mean, but he realized, she wasn't exactly on his good side at the moment. That
he had a bad side was news to him, but there it was. All angry and ready
to back up his ire with something other than strong words.


Zack got there first, but
Allison, the teeny-bopping Technician came through the front door just after
him, carrying a large and probably very heavy box. It sounded like that when
she got the thing settled to the floor. It actually creaked a bit under the
weight of the thing, even though there had been no particular thud. That was a
sign of what kind of strength the tiny body had, which he filed away. Keeley
would probably be similar.


Zack smiled at him, and seemed a
bit tense, and Allison moved over to give him a hug. Probably to show she was a
giant bitch, because she had to know how confused the whole thing with Keeley
had left him. Worse, even if she looked too young, she managed to rub up
against him in a way that would have been provocative, if he wasn't so scared.
After all, he was probably about to stop being. It was stupid and senseless of
him to even try it. 


He was going to do it anyway.


Just like Keels had her limits,
so did he. She'd crossed them, and even if it meant dying forever, he was
willing to do it.


Oh, she hadn't been totally in
the wrong, but she could have just told him off for telling her what to
do with Steve. Sure, she didn't play by Human rules, but the thing there was
that he didn't have to either.


The little girl let go of him,
and let her mouth quirk a bit.


"Really? Well, I
think you can do it. Use a burst of magic, but build the field first. She's
good with that kind of thing, so expect her to get it, but if you can go in
hard enough..." Glancing at the front door, she waved at him and mouth two
words silently. "Do it."


Then she got Zack to move away,
gesturing a bit wildly. Almost as if they'd been hurrying, the two parental
slaves came down from their rooms, both dressed and groomed well enough for
what the real plans were. The clothing was clean, and nice enough for a low end
party, he guessed. Both were in black, with Tina in a slimming dress and Darren
in a sports jacket, white shirt and tie.


Trying to do what he'd been told
he set the whole thing up as he moved to the front door, doing that before the
knock came. He could feel her there on the other side, he realized. Seeming a
bit too tasty, but not like a real person. It was kind of clear Keeley was
doing it in order to control him. Influence at any rate.


Just as he opened the door, he gave
her a cool look. She'd come dressed up as a geeky twenty-something girl,
complete with thick glasses. She was her, but looked more real now than before.
A bit less like she was computer generated, and a little more like she was just
used to having men give her everything she wanted for free, instead of opening
a vein for her at first sight.


She smiled though, and it seemed
real. Then, it would. She was a freaking Greater Demon, and like all of them
had told him, they couldn't be trusted.


"You said you had something
for me?"


That got him to nod.


"Um, yeah. Here..."
Then, just like little trampy Allison the innocent non-rapist had told him to
do, he surged magic into his speed, pushing it to a level that he'd never
experienced himself. Then he slammed his right fist directly into her delicate
and lovely nose. It broke and she flew backward. Then he cut the magic and
started in on her, following her to the ground. She fought well, but he was
better. She was strong, and did damage to him, including breaking things where
she hit.


He did the same to her though,
and in the end, about twenty seconds in, she gasped, and rolled to the side,
then stared at the people through the door. The slaves.


Because clearly she got the idea
well enough. Both Skalla and Scotty were there too, having been chatting in the
front room. After a few moments though it was kind of clear what had happened,
since Tina and Darren both moved toward Keeley, standing in front of her. Using
their own bodies to guard her. From Ty.


He was about to mock them for it,
and her for using them, but she was the one still on the ground, bleeding. He
was on his feet and already starting to get better. It wasn't instant for him,
but the bones had already started to pop back into place. No red liquid gushed
from him either, so he looked better, he was willing to bet.


The girl looked up at him and
smiled again, not wincing at her broken open lip.


"Or you could have pulled me
aside and chatted about it? I get it, I went a little over the top.
Sorry. Next time I'll just rip an arm off." She stood up, and then looked
at the others.


"These two were a trap, of
sorts, for me. Goethe wanted the information on me. Probably so he could set me
up for something more adventurous. They're my slaves now. I..."


Tyler shook his head.


"No, they aren't. Get
them free. Now. I swear if you try to bargain using them as a chip, Mistress of
Souls..." Okay he had nothing, except a continuation of the beating and
really, if she had a chance to work out it was coming, he didn't think that
winning was in the cards for him.


She made a face, which was a bit
bitter seeming.


"God. Rape a guy with
threats of violence once, and they get all whiney on you. I was just
going to say that I can tell them to go with you. That was all. What kind of person
do you think I am?"


Tyler shrugged.


"The horribly evil kind? By
definition, even if it doesn't always show?"


Instead of arguing the point, the
battered looking Greater Demon laughed and stood up straight.


"Well, at least you can
learn. Now, let's get to this. I have something to do later."


She looked at him like that might
involve getting revenge, but he didn't really care at the moment. While he didn't
feel good about the violence, he was ready to keep it going until she knew not
to mess with Tyler G. anymore.


Given her nature he was afraid
that might take a while.












Chapter eleven





 


If Keeley was upset over having
her butt kicked, she didn't say anything about it or act like it was even a
consideration. That wasn't going to be the truth though, he knew. It had been
stupid, doing that. The monumental type of fuck up that generally led to the
ending of a life. Ty had let his emotions get the better of him, and now he
was, no doubt, going to end up paying for it. It was kind of like a bad movie
that was being played on late night television. The kind that he used to watch
when he was about fourteen.


He'd thought that he was being
all clever, sacrificing sleep to do that at the time, but now he realized that
even then he hadn't really needed to. Most of his life to that point had been
illusion. Even now he was still running into things like that.


Things that should make sense
that just didn't, or that he, for some reason, couldn't seem to set right
inside his own mind.


The thing with Keeley was like
that. He knew why he'd reacted of course. He'd been left confused and feeling
powerless, and that didn't set well with anyone. She'd stripped him of any
sense of self possession, and that was a thing that Tyler was in short supply
of all the time. So he'd lashed out, and managed it a bit too effectively for
his own good. While it was pretty clear to him that any of the Greater Demons
could take him out if they wanted, the job that he'd done had actually been a
bit too good.


He had, for some reason, really
gotten the drop on one of them, and thus marked himself as a real potential
threat. Perhaps not one that would be truly dangerous to any of them, but they
had to all understand what he'd just done. He'd made a choice to attack a
Greater Demon, and left her alive. So, again, it was like those old bad movies.


He glanced over at her, the good
looking young woman that even downplaying her attractiveness was out of his
league by so much that he couldn't even let himself find her alluring. That was
a real point too. To most of the world, based on how she looked, she was the
innocent and abused one.


A rapist, but most of the world
would say that coercing him using threats to have sex was fine. He was a man,
and as such didn't count that way. Not enough for him to harm a woman. She
wasn't one. The Mistress of Souls was a monster. One that, for some reason gave
him a slightly wry smile when she caught him looking at her. For his part he
was frowning, and wondering if he should just start fighting and keep going
until one of them died.


He made eye contact and shook his
head a little.


"I know, I know, I should
have killed you. Now I have to sleep with one eye open." Only, he didn't
sleep. Neither did she, which was no doubt going to make his life interesting.


Keeley winked at him, her face
already nearly perfect again, even though it had only been a few minutes.
They'd moved into the living room, moved the furnishings to create a large
space and put up the time machine already. It was basically just a set of eight
large cylinders that Allison the teen Demon had put out. She was The
Technician, so did that very quickly and efficiently. That seemed to be part of
her reality, he noticed. When she worked with the tech things, or even the
complicated magics that she used, the girl suddenly changed in demeanor and
bearing.


She became a very different
person. This one was setting out heavy looking soup can things that had little
bar like knobs on the top.


Still she managed to look up from
her work, her round face seeming interested in the discussion.


Keeley for her part shrugged, and
managed to make it seem very Human. Her thin shoulders were expressive and came
up high enough that the move seemed just a tiny bit fake.


"I think we can let this go
now. There's no benefit to either of us to continue it. You threw your weight
around, and I had to respond to teach you not to do that. You attacked to teach
me the same thing. We both understand that, don't we? Lessons learned, and now
we can move on?" She sounded considering and reasonable about the whole
thing, to tell the truth. 


That almost had to be a trick. Or
a trap.


Sighing he gave a single nod.


"All right. I agree not to
attack you, or set you up for anything negative, if you do the same for me in
return?" Greater Demons were all about the deal, after all. Mainly so they
could take you as a slave.


The Mistress of Souls froze for a
bit, actually chewing her lip, and then swallowed hard. A soft wash of magic
had come over him as she struggled with herself. If he had it right, the
compelling feeling that he'd noticed was her trying to take him as a slave.


Except of course that she really wasn't.
There had been a struggle in the mix, with her trying to pull all the energy
away from what she was doing. It still might have taken him, if he was weak, or
hadn't been somewhat protected already. If she'd wanted to, she could have used
that moment to take him, and then let him die.


So that was a sign of something.


Finally she managed a closed eye
nod.


"Agreed on those terms. Now,
this looks about set up, Darla, are you doing the honors here, or is
Zack?" There was no hint that she'd be doing it, for some reason.


Probably because it wasn't her
problem.


Zack moved forward then, having
stood back by the two slaves, and waved a hand gently.


"This one is mine. First,
why don't we ask the questions you have, Keeley? I'm sure that we're all
interested in the answers. I know I am."


That got a vulpine and slightly
wicked smile, but the young women waved at her new slaves, who were the oldest
looking people in the room, even if they weren't the most aged. That would
probably be... Ty glanced around and shook his head.


"Which of you is the
oldest?" He felt stupid when he said it, but the words were already out.


Allison smiled at him, her
thirteen year old face giving him a flirty expression that was probably
normally only used in bars. Not that he'd know about things like that. He'd
never been to one, after all.


"Me, by about six or seven
hundred years. I know, it's hard to keep in mind at times like this, but you
really shouldn't feel bad about Keeley having tricked you. It's like with your
Ginger. She looks youthful, but is older than you are. So when Keeley looked
like me to abuse you, she wasn't actually a child. She did manage to be a bitch.
Luckily for her you're willing to let bygones be, isn't it? Otherwise a certain
little Demon girl might have just found her ass kicked every two weeks for a
long while." She spun to look at Keeley and shook her head a few times.
"That was pretty sad, Keels. He isn't even one of us, and if he'd pressed
things you would have gone down for good. Zack wouldn't have fallen for
that."


These words got the little girl,
who was just standing back from her magic time device, flipped off.


Keeley smiled while she did it.


"I love you sis, but fuck
you. Zack wouldn't have fallen for it, but you would have, at least half
the time. That first move was fast. I can match it, but I don't walk around
ready for that, I have to admit. I'll work on it."


Instead of flipping her off in
return, the little girl Demon wiped her hands on her jeans.


"Do that. I will too. That
really wasn't too shabby, Tyler. Now, enough praise for your violent ways, and
enough needling Keels for being lame in a fight. She knows that. Question and
answer time?" This was addressed to The Mistress of Souls, who waved at
her new people.


"Tina, Darren, why don't you
step into the rectangle made there, by the device? Stay relaxed, and tell the
whole truth, even if you were told to hide it before. Tina, why don't you go
first? What were your orders here?"


That woman moved first, in lock
step with her husband, and they both ended up in the middle of the cream
colored carpet. It was soft underfoot, and a bit spongy feeling. Hopefully when
they died the two wouldn't get their blood all over it. That would be really
hard to clean up.


Tina settled, relaxed like she'd
been ordered to be, and looked only at her new master. No one else mattered
after all. Not her son. Not the other people in the space. Not even that the
plan was for her to die in a few minutes.


Skalla the Amazon was still
there, standing near the door, her face stoic seeming. Scotty looked more
worried. They were close to one another, and not touching. Rather bravely, and
comically, they both kept shifting who was in front, trying to protect the other.
The giant seven foot tall warrior woman and the small Shifter-Vampire man. They
weren't easy about the whole thing, but neither left to protect themselves.


Trying to hold the concept of
being very alert, and able to understand things, he could see the connections
there. What was going on. Skalla was different, but Scotty was a jaded old man.
When he was a boy the idea of a scantily clad, but unshaved woman would have
just been naughty, not slightly gross like it was for Ty. It was limited
thinking on his part, he could tell, but he still had that feeling.


Skalla for her part was
responding to Scotty like she would a man from her own world, he was willing to
bet. Her goal, her responsibility in life was to protect the weaker members of
her tribe. The men were that, so she was trying to get in place to fight the
dangerous beings in front of her. The woman had to know that Scotty could
handle himself, on some level, but the man's own nervousness made it seem like
he was weak. So her social programming took over.


It was much harder to get the
rest of the situation however, but now he could understand why that was.
Greater Demons weren't people. Not strictly speaking. They were more like the
idea of the worst beings possible. Not creatures that seemed angry and were
easily seen and avoided, but stealthy creations designed to work into their
surroundings and do damage in just the right places to allow the whole thing to
keep going. That was, he thought, their point. Gregor and his brother Michael were,
in a way the other side of that coin. They were as good as could be. Why that
was the case he didn't know, but it hit him then that these three Greater
Demons were about the best of their kind really.


Zack was probably a cannibal
rapist for instance, who would have killed him without having even a twinge of
guilt, but he didn't go around doing things like that for the most part.
Ty could see that, though not why that was. Age was, no doubt, part of it. Even
Keeley was kind after a fashion. She should have killed him, after all.
True, he really was willing to let things go now, and she'd called the
situation correctly, that they'd both learned from what the other had done, but
he was a potential threat to her.


Even if only a minor one.


Allison, The Technician, was
probably the worst of them. She did what she wanted, and hid it so well that
everyone, even these others of her own kind, didn't really see her depravity.
Almost as if pleased she looked up at him, smiled and nodded. Clearly having
been reading his mind.


"Exactly, Tyler. It's part
of why these two aren't long for the world if they can't figure that out. Don't
forget that The Rotted is even worse than I am that way. She's insane after
all. For instance, did you know that she once raised a piece of dead meat and
raised it as her own child? That isn't normal." She seemed pleased, but he
didn't answer and no one else seemed to notice the byplay.


Probably because her lips hadn't
moved.


Tina, in the rectangle described
by the outline of gold family sized soup can things started then, her voice...
Incredibly conversational.


"Goethe, our old master,
told us that we were to do our best to work our way to you, Mistress. Then we
were to watch and tell him what your weaknesses were. He was most angry with
you, for getting him to hunt The Storm. That cost him greatly, having to buy
himself out of trouble there. He wishes to come for you, but knows that those
that fight you directly tend to be taken as slaves. Even his kind do. So he
works at a distance. We didn't get a lot of information about you." There
was a shrug then, and a wince. "No one had ever told us that Zack was
alive. That was a real shock, I have to admit. In fact, we'd been told, long
ago by Xenses that he was dead. He knew because the slave bond had
broken."


The Line Walker nodded, his face
blank.


"My grandfather, The Mind
Taker, Finias, offered to kill me, and I said yes. I was ten. It was better
than being left alive, so I took the offer. Then he brought me back for some
reason. It wasn't kindness. Even now I'm dealing with the fallout of what had
been done to me." He didn't sound pissed off, but that had to be pretty
bad, given everything.


It got a hunched over move from
both Darren and Tina. Shame seemed to crawl over them then. Even though it hadn't
been in his orders, the man, who still seemed worn and broken spoke, his voice
deeper and more filled with pits and gravel than it had been before.


"You should kill us. We
don't deserve to live, after what we did."


That got nods from Keeley and
Allison, who seemed ready to kill them herself, much as she had when the other
Demon was playing the role. Apparently she'd hit just about how her sister was
going to feel on the matter correctly, which was interesting.


Funnily enough Zack shook his
head.


"You didn't know what was
going to happen. I mean, you had to guess that I was going to be
molested or even killed, but not what the real deal was for. Worse, you didn't
even manage to get that power you were looking for, and ended up tortured
yourselves for decades. Killing you now won't fix anything however. I... You
know, if we have the information you need, Keeley, we should get this done.
Then I can take you two where you want to go, and we can be done with
this." His words went hard, but the other Greater Demon didn't hesitate.


She also didn't make the two in
the middle of the room suffer.


"Die now. Stop your hearts
from beating, and fall asleep peacefully. Do it." The whole thing was
bland, and seemed almost like a game for a few seconds. Both of the people sat
on the floor, then toppled over. There was no breathing or movement, but Keeley
watched them, not moving in the slightest.


Finally after several minutes,
she nodded.


"There we go. The line is
broken. If you hurry we can have this done in time for dinner."


It really didn't take long. Zack
bent over, moved one of the gold bars on the top of a single can, and the
people inside reversed themselves and stood up rapidly enough that it seemed
like a digital effect. They were both alive again then. Just like that.


Allison nodded at them.


"No memory of what just
happened, since for them the time unwound totally. No slave bonds though, since
that was broken outside the field area. Now, if we aren't going to torture
them, we should get rid of them. Zack, you have a plan in mind for that? Why
don't you see to it now?"


It held a bit of an order to it,
but the guy nodded, and then looked at Tyler, of all people.


"I'll be back in a bit. At
this rate I might even have an evening left. Come on... Mom. Dad." He
moved toward the front door, and didn't look back, even as the two older
seeming people froze in place, just watching his back.


So was Ty, but he was
checking out his butt, which Skalla noticed. She smirked about it, but looked
herself as the guy walked by, which was pretty obvious. Then, it probably was
when he did it, too. Scotty didn't, since he was afraid of Greater Demons. Like
a sane person.


It was Keeley that spoke then,
her voice hard for her. She didn't have glasses on now, hers having been broken
in the fight. She pointed at where Zack went.


"Go. He's your only hope of
survival now. I don't know what he has in mind for you, but know this; if I
ever see you again in this life, for any reason other than Zack doing it, you
will have tortures brought upon you that no one Human can imagine, and you will
never escape them. If you think your time as pampered and coddled toys was bad,
then you truly don't want to know what I can do to you."


They still froze, though it
seemed to be in terror now. Right until Scotty waved at them, his voice
anxious.


"You don't remember it, but
she just, not two minutes ago, ordered you to die, and you did. Then The
Line Walker brought you back. You have to go with him, now. I don't know the
rest of this, but..." He sounded scared, which, Ty knew, was because he
was talking when a wise person would be silent by his own estimation.


Another thing came to him then,
which was that he needed to use a concept of increasing his ability to use
concepts, if he wanted to stay among the living and the dead for a while. It
was a function that he could do, but that had to be increased greatly, if he
were to use magic without being a drain on his mother. It was a complex thing,
but he managed it after a fashion, before Tina and Darren worked up the courage
or abject terror, to get out of the room.


Then Allison started to pack her
time device up.


"I make so much money
off this thing. It's much easier than doing the same thing with magic."
That was said to him, but her gaze lingered on his face, and she nodded as the
work continued. The whole thing was packed up into its case again, which was
the nice wooden thing it had come in. Polished and pretty on the outside. There
was a light etching all over it too, which when he let himself pay attention to
the concept was, most likely, a lock.


The girl locked eyes with him and
nodded.


"So. And just so. If you
keep that up, you'll be able to do a lot with very little. Anyway. I'm out of
here. We're going on a date on Friday. Don't worry, I'll look older. Not too
much. It will help you to have sex with me looking like this when it isn't
being forced on you. Not that you have to let that bother you now." She
smiled and shook her head. "If you were my mentee I'd tell you that
when a baby Demon has his widdle feeling hurt he changes them. You aren't, so
it isn't my place, but if you can't take that as a hint, you probably won't
make it very long anyway. Friday at nine. Here. Dress nice."


Then she picked up the case and
walked out.


That left him standing there with
The Mistress of Souls, Skalla and Scotty. The Bat shifting Vampire finally took
the tall woman by the hand and moved toward the kitchen.


"You like food, don't
you?" His accent was much thicker than Tyler had ever heard it before.
Scottish, which was, no doubt, why he was called that. That, or he was a huge
Star Trek fan.


Or, just possibly, both.


The giantess went with him, and
Tyler turned, trying to add the idea of a concept that made it easier to hold a
concept to a total suppression of emotion. There was no magic to it, but it was
still work. The effects were powerful though, and as Allison had told him, he
could pick to feel as he chose, with only a little effort.


Keeley sighed, and shook her
head.


"I should have handled
things differently with you. I can see that now. You weren't wrong, by Human
rules I've been stringing poor Steve along for years, without mercy. That isn't
really the kind of thing that I have to worry about. Not with slaves. He has to
do what I tell him, and it's best that way. Still all I did was tell him that
we were dating and had sex. It will let him be happy, so there's that. I just
can't let you give me orders. This is my territory, and you aren't even one
of my kind. There are rules. You challenged me, and if I'd done nothing about
it, that would have made me seem weak to the others."


"Um, so, you're going to
kill me now?"


"What? No, we have an
agreement. That isn't weakness on my part. You're clearly powerful
enough to require me to back up my word. If you would have made a bargain in
the first place it would have been fine. You broke the rules. Oh, sure,
no one ever told them to you, but that isn't the problem. If I didn't do
something, then I would have been open to being abused by a lot of beings. So I
confused you a little. Let's not pretend you didn't like it. At least the first
part, when you thought I was Darla. You were eager enough. That isn't... It
isn't really wrong. I mean, sure, if she were a real little girl then you'd
hold back and tell her to get the fuck off of you, but that's because you're a
good person with self-control, not anything else." She shook her head
then. "You know, Human morality is confusing at times, for people like
you. Biology tells you that a cute girl is cute, and therefore a potential
mate, but in order to get you to wait, society reinforces that very thought as
being high evil. Can you see that?"


It was clear enough, thanks to
the mind set he was holding.


"Yes. Still, those are the
rules of the world I live in. I'd rather follow them than not. It doesn't
matter what you feel about the social structure, as long as you can follow it
closely enough."


There was a laugh then and a
stuck out tongue.


"Or if you can tell
the world that their rules don't count. Greater Demon morality at its finest. Anyway,
I wanted to talk to you about something. I... I found a message, a lot of them,
actually, in my own writing, sealed with my magic. Some in my own head.
Are, Angels real? I know that nothing in particular precludes God, really, but
that's an abstract thing..."


That got him to blink.


"Yes. Totally real things.
You've even met a bunch of them. Well, at least one or two. Gregor is one. Also
the Archangel Michael mentioned you to me the one time we met? I think that
Tarsus had something done to him so he can remember things like that, now. Your
kind can't easily hold the idea, I hear. Why ask me about it though?" That
part was a little strange.


"It was in the notes in my
head. One of the reasons that I'm not supposed to kill you for kicking my ass.
And yes, it does say that Mike told me that. So he knew, whoever he is.
Interesting. Well, we should try to be friends then? There's a note in here
that says that you, for some reason, will end up being far more important than
you seem right now. Not that you aren't important to me. I always liked
you. Even when I was messing with your head like I did. Sorry about that."
She giggled then, and shook her head a little. Probably to influence what he'd
think about what she said next. That was as clear to him suddenly as if she'd
spoken about it out loud. "Do you want to have make-up sex? I can turn
into a little girl for you, if you want?"


He looked at her, and nearly told
her to go fuck herself, since it was clear she was screwing with him on
purpose, saying that. So he changed tactics, altering the rules. It really
helped not feeling much. There was a little bit of annoyance though, so he
increased the concept of emotional blankness inside of himself.


"Sure. Not too young.
Cultural taboos and all that. How about what you looked like at fourteen or so?
Or a little older?" Then as if he actually expected her to do it right
then he started working at the front of his trousers. He knew she was bluffing
though, and after a few seconds she rolled her eyes at him.


"I'm not that fast at shape
changing yet. So, I can't play with you that way? What would you have done if
I'd morphed into a six year old and offered to suck you off?"


"Said no. Obviously. There
are limits. I'm not one of your people, so I don't have to pretend that I love
everything you get up to, do I?"


"That's true. Well, later
maybe? I actually need to get off to dinner soon, if we aren't going to get all
kinky for everyone walking by. That would be easier on Steve anyway. He'll be
down in a bit. Just to keep you in the loop, he's totally been sleeping with
Rebekah, even though she made a rule about no sex among the band. People can be
such morons. Isn't it wonderful?" She leaned in and kissed him, which got
him to wonder if she were really Keeley or not.


Then he tilted his head a bit and
squinted, trying to focus on the concepts he needed. None of them gave him the
needed insight however.


Finally he just asked.


"You... Don't seem right,
exactly. Are you really you?"


She nodded, "that is
silly question. Rephrase it."


"Are you really Keeley
Thomson, The Mistress of Souls?"


That got a shrug.


"Right now? Of course I am.
That says nothing for who I might be later, or who I was before though, does
it? To answer the question properly, yes. I'm really me. I am still making fun
of you, but there's a reason behind it. I'm trying to push you to use your full
abilities. It's working too, so keep that up. I know that you can only do so
much, essentially being a Human, but you also don't feel pain, and heal
wonderfully fast. Those traits mean you can do a lot more than you think, as
long as you keep trying."


Then she nodded at him, and
sighed.


"Angels? That is so hard to
believe. There's a lot of evidence here, in my mind, however. I think I must be
doing this every few days or so, now. Sorry if I get repetitive with the
question. Anyway, for now, let's be friends? I promise not to rape you anymore,
or force you to have sex with threats of violence. That does leave bribes, and
light mind control, on the table. That goes both ways, if that works for you?"


"All right. Know this
though, next time, win or lose, I'll just fight if you try. If you want
something from me, we bargain for it. I'll do that same, and not just give
orders, but if I mess that up, or whatever, just freaking call me on it next
time, will you? You could have just told me no, or even explained things to
me."


The woman, who was a bit too
young to think of that way really, given their shared western culture, smiled
at him, with mock sweetness.


"But you see, Tyler, things
had to go like they did. I'm trying to shape you into something new. A thing
that the world has never seen before. So I did what I had to in order to get you
to become what you need to be."


Then she left, so that he was
finally alone.


Nodding, to himself, he actually
thought he got it.


The whole thing, not just with
Keeley, but with all of it, the Coalition, Eve, everything... It was part of a
plan. One that pretty much had to be put forth by Lucy.


After
all, no one else would care enough to bother.










Chapter twelve





 


It wasn't as if he could check on
that at the moment. So, just to keep up with things Ty got himself to the
kitchen and made fake meat chicken patties and had eight sandwiches. He fried
some onions for them, and had avocado too, since they had several ripe ones in
the fridge. Next to the bottles of blood. That probably should have freaked him
out, but it just didn't. Honestly, the blood was a tiny bit tempting.


It took a while, nearly an hour
and a half for Zack to get back, and there were no parents in tow, so they were
either situated, being tortured or were dead.


Ty just looked at the Greater
Demon and gave a nod as he washed his hands and face in the sink. He would have
fed Skalla too, but she'd been hidden away someplace the whole time. True, he
could have called for her, but there hadn't been a reason to, and really, he
sort of wanted to be alone.


Now it was time to let go of that
feeling. Like Allison had mentioned to him. He had the power to control how he
felt, so he probably should, most of the time. Getting lazy that way would
leave him at a disadvantage.


"So, is that taken care of?
By which I mean, they're all moved to their new location and not being
harmed?" He wanted to hold his breath, since he had a sneaking feeling
that Zack was going to tell him the truth, no matter what it was.


"Yeah. I got them a little
cottage by a beach. In a place so far away they won't ever be back. There are people
there. Nice ones that are hard working and who don't even know what a Greater
Demon is. Life should be easy for them. Good, I hope. I know, I probably should
have punished them, but like I said, I think they had enough of that, over the
years. They were stupid and greedy for power, but that's what, half of
everyone, ever?"


"Something like that. A real
point too. So, we should get Skalla and go to Toronto. You can get her back
right? I still have a few trips..."


"That works. So, the final
showdown with the boss feminist. Have any plans for her? Use some of that speed
you've been working on? Maybe a death blast?"


He shrugged.


"Honestly, I was thinking of
going in with Skalla and Eve behind me and suggesting that not goading Vampires
is a good idea. I... Do you think that someone is behind this? First they went
after the Alede, and then Vampires? That doesn't make sense does it?"
Things were trying to fall into place, in his head, the conceptual awareness
still in full force, but he was missing too much for that.


"Not really. It's part of
Human nature to fear the unknown, and these are people that have had actual
lessons that told them they were oppressed, even if they can't see it
firsthand. So when Vampires and Shifters and all that came into being, suddenly
being shown to everyone as far as the women's groups were concerned. It was
easy to lump them in with the secret cabal that runs the world in their theory.
The Patriarchy. Blaming Vampires is at least a bit closer than going after the
men that have to do their bidding and are being pushed around by them all the
time. So, no. This is all them. They aren't being manipulated from outside,
just within. That's a guess though, so I wouldn't let my guard down if it were
me."


He thought for a few seconds and
nodded.


"Those cult people? It's
probably close to the same for them, isn't it?"


"Right, except that they
were always kind of battling the darkness, so it made sense to them that they
had to protect the young from evil. The sad part is that their leadership didn't
even mean any harm. They really wanted to help. It was just that fanatics make
poor Human beings in general, no matter what their beliefs. Life is almost
never what the people on the fringe imagine it to be. It doesn't matter which
edge they're on."


Which was all sensible, and a
thing to keep in mind if he felt annoyed shortly. That was nearly certain to
happen, so he tried to hold a nice calming concept.


"So, we should get Skalla
and go to our doom?"


That got a nod, the Greater Demon
seeming normal, even after watching his parents die and come back to life
earlier. Then, Tyler was being the same way. It meant a lot, really. They were both
probably shutting down how they really felt at the moment.


It was a super-power too, after
all, and made sense to use. Allison had told him that, and so far she hadn't
abused him too much.


The large woman lumbered down the
stairs when called. Which, he realized, wasn't technically true. She moved
quickly, but with no more noise than he would have made doing the same thing.
Scotty was at the top of the stairs, but didn't volunteer to come with them. It
was the sensible move, since battling with ideologues wasn't a thing anyone
should try to do on purpose if they didn't have a stake in the game.


Zack smiled at the lady and
walked toward the big wooden front door. Ty followed along, having done that
drill before. After they were outside, he closed the door, and Zack walked a
bit away from the place.


"I'm going to open a node
here, directly to the meeting site. Eve and Bey will be there shortly, I think.
At about seven-thirty. As soon as they do that, we'll go in as well. It will
look a bit like we all appeared by magic." He grinned, and waved his hand,
making a purple glowing disk appear in otherwise thin air.


Since there wasn't a lot else to
do, Ty tried to analyze what had just happened, based on the concepts that hit
him. They were gentle things, but warped the world a bit. Like time being
distorted, but different.


"Bent space? That... It's
subtle but it shouldn't take that much power to do." He muttered this out
loud, and instead of correct him, or call him stupid, Zack seemed happy.


"No doubt, right? It takes a
lot of practice, but not power. Most people don't want to bother with subtlety,
so they hurl vast amounts of death or magic at things. Life energy, more or
less. To open this took me about what you using magic for that one punch did
earlier. Even at that, I'm being lazy. I need to get better at things like
this. Really, with magic in general. Here, I'll make a little dent in space,
try to get a sense of it, and then copy the pattern in your head. Don't use any
power for it. Just make the idea work for you. Like you have been."


He got the idea, and even though
he tried for about half an hour, very little happened. The thing there was that
a tiny bit did, which got The Line Walker to clap.


"Awesome. There are
Greater Demons that couldn't have done that without using magic. If you keep
working on that you'll eventually be able to make holes in space. It isn't line
walking, and will probably take you a long time, but if you ever end up trapped
somewhere again, you might be able to just walk out. Once you get good at it, I
mean." He tilted his head a bit and looked at Skalla. "See, this is
why I should try to teach more often. I could have done that too, but never
even considered it before right now. I even knew it was possible, but hadn't
thought about it."


The large woman gave the much
smaller being a cold look. Her words didn't match that however. Those were
conversational enough.


"Ho. That is so. The best
warriors are those that teach and fight. Those that show what they have
learned, but do not use, tend to do so poorly. Those with skill and the will to
teach excel, often." It was said nearly like it was a cultural truism,
rather than a simple statement made by one person.


Zack looked at the purple disk
and waved at it.


"There they are. We should
go through. I don't see an attack taking place. Who's going first?" He
looked at Ty, but Skalla moved to the front, her hand reaching to her back, the
leather of her outfit creaking a bit as she held the handle of her blade over
her shoulder. The thing was curved and had edges in places.


"I am the shield. That is my
duty, to make up for the grave insult my people gave to Gartner, of the
Nations. If I must die, or kill, to make that right, I will, with a glad
heart."


Tyler smiled, since it was nice
to have back-up.


"We shouldn't have to even
hurt anyone. If they start to attack, you get to slap them down. Be gentle.
I... Well, I think you'll see. A big part of this is going to probably be
protecting these women from getting themselves into trouble. If I ask you to
stop though, please try. I won't unless things are about to go really
wrong."


That got a blank look from the
giantess, who had he realized, piercing brown eyes below her heavy eyebrows.


"Ho, Gartner. That is the
plan." Then she stepped into the light like she'd done it before.


He went next, Zack gesturing for
him to do it, and the Greater Demon moving in right behind him. The space was
silent at first, being an auditorium. One with two sides arrayed in it.


At the front were about twenty
Vampires, many of whom were armed, with sticks and knives. In front of them Eve
and Bey stood, along with a man who looked to be about forty. He was in charge,
clearly, since he had a suit and tie on. After a few seconds Ty realized that
Jonas was right there too, standing directly behind the Vampire he hadn't met. Not
in person.


He was going to guess that the
man that he'd seen often enough on television, was Richard Swerlin. A
government official, if from the wrong country, and internationally famous. For
being dead. Like Ty himself was. Well, except a Vampire, and Tyler wasn't
actually famous. So, they didn't have much in common. They had talked on the
phone before, however.


On the other side of the room, in
the seats, clearly having set up first, and without an eye to the fight that
looked to be about ready to happen, were about seventy young men and women.
Near the front were a few older ladies. They weren't all heavyset, but none of
them had makeup on. Eve, and it looked like all of the other Vampire women
there, did. It made for a stark contrast, even if about half the college age
girls on the feminist side probably would have been about as pretty as most of
the Vampires, if they'd bothered to try. A few were even nearly at the level
Eve was.


They were already chanting at the
Vampires, though it didn't make a lot of sense.


"This is what patriarchy
looks like!" It was repeated over and over again. A few of them started to
surge forward a bit, but they were trapped by the rows of chairs.


Then, shocking him a bit, Skalla
pulled her blade and screamed. It was a blood curdling bellow that made him
feel just a bit like wetting himself, standing right there like he was. He
nearly let a nervous smile come to his lips, but didn't, not wanting to start
out seeming weak.


It didn't stop the chanting. They
should have stopped the chanting however. The Vampires all looked
at the giant woman respectfully, with Richard Swerlin actually bowing to her,
from across the room. Bey gave a deep head nod and gestured politely, and Eve
smiled and waved.


"Zack, Tyler! Over here! We
were just about to start the negotiations."


He started over, as did Zack, but
Skalla walked up to the front of the line of chanting people, picked out the
largest woman there and slapped her to the ground. That got three men to yell
and move to grab at Skalla, who smiled and did the same to them.


"Ho! Heed my words and
survive this day! Fail and die. For there is no third path! I am Skalla, of The
People. You call us Amazons. I have been brought to save you from your foolish
ways. You seek a battle here that you cannot win. Hark! Before you stands an
army of the dead! The weakest of their people can kill you all, and they
stand ready! Now, to silence, and explain. Why did you come here to die? That
is the line of the fool!" She was loud, but there was still murmuring
about her having hit a few people. She answered that one by calling for silence
again.


At least that was how Ty decided
to take it. She slapped people until there was no more than a soft moaning and
an attempt by some to rush the doors. That didn't work too well, since several
of the Vampires from the back scurried around and locked them all first, then
stood guard and pushed them back into a slightly mewling group. It was really
funny, since the women were suddenly all very cowed, and were hiding behind the
slightly effeminate looking men in the group. Not that there was anything wrong
with looking that way. It was just that they all did, which was kind of rare.
Most groups of men were more manly, in general.


Tyler knew that he probably seemed
like that too. It just didn't seem like they were going to be up to fighting
Skalla, really, even though they stood up for their women fairly bravely. The
thing there was that the women, when the chips were down, all let them do it.
Except for one, who was heavyset, red haired, and had a very shrill
voice.


"You can't do this. We have
rights! This is what Patriarchy looks like!" She jumped forward, and made
exactly the wrong move, trying to slap at Bey.


Tyler could see why he was
chosen, really. He was smaller than the woman in question, and was smiling
gently. It was a peaceable looking thing, which probably marked him as being
someone that wouldn't hit back, to her mind. That wasn't the case, which got
all the other Vampires to look scared suddenly. Even Swerlin, who was a Master
Vamp himself. No one moved as the bright red haired larger lady, who was
youthful, and screaming some slogan that was hard to understand, went for the
tiny, hapless seeming man.


The one that the Vampires sent in
when Vampire armies needed to be put down. Tyler focused, and held the concept
of speed, walking across the room. Running wouldn't help, and being stable
would. If he could pull the move off. Still he didn't use magic, and the
woman was stuck behind a row of seats, which she awkwardly had to climb over.
That let him get there in time, to be hit instead of the Vampire Council
member. He took the half dozen weak slaps to the face without feeling them.


They probably didn't even do any
damage.


"Stop that now." He let
his voice go cold, having had enough of these silly people. "I said stop!
What the hell do you think you're doing here? If you push these people, you
will die, and no one in the world will even be able to punish them for
it. If you want to do that, just get a gun and take your head off with it. It
will save lives."


He, for his trouble, was struck
again by the big red haired lady.


"You misogynist! You can't
tell me what to do. I'm oppressed!" She yelled it with no sense of irony.


"Um, if you're oppressed,
then you have to stop hitting me, because I said so. If you aren't then
you should stop oppressing me, please. Which is it?" He thought it was a
good point, but she screamed at him and hit again, making a loud clapping sound
using her hand and his face. That one made his head move, even though he didn't
feel anything.


"I'm being triggered! Help!
I'm being scared!"


That was the right reaction,
since Skalla walked over, and picked the woman up by the back of the head. It
was done with one hand, the other on the blade which seemed to be about to
behead the woman. Zack shook his head, as she started to pull her sword back to
strike. Tyler did the same thing, but the large warrior kept going.


Then he realized that she didn't
know that shaking a head meant no. At least not naturally and under stress. It
was a cultural thing, after all.


"Skalla, please spare her,
at least for now?"


The big red woman was tossed back
to her people, several of the men trying to catch her, which had them knocked
over, going down under her weight. Not that it wasn't a valiant effort. You
just didn't catch a hundred and seventy pounds out of the air if you weighed
that much yourself, or less. Not if you were a regular Human.


The woman wasn't hurt though and
got to her feet, reeling a little maybe, but still seeming ready to fight. So
at least there was that. She was loud, wrong, and violent, but not a
coward hiding behind the people she seemed to think of as being less than her.


"You... You can't do
that."


Bey smiled and bowed toward the
woman, his entire being seeming ready to have tea, rather than fight. If it
came to that however, it wouldn't be a battle. Just Humans dying. It was, in
the end, Ty's job to stop that kind of thing, if he could, using reasonable
methods. That should have been by talking to the local police, or government,
but this place was a school of some kind it seemed to him. A university. They didn't
even have security guards or campus cops in the place. That probably saved
their lives. If a real fight started, the Humans were going to die.


There was no need for the
innocent ones to do that too.


"We won't be oppressed by
you pigs!"


Tyler moved, standing between the
Vampires and the feminists, and shook his head.


"Yes. You will. These beings
are not your people. They don't answer to you, and if you keep coming at them
you are all going to die. No amount of chanting, calling the cops, or even the
army will help you. You've lost, because you've finally run into the people
that can actually oppress you. This, right here, is what real oppression
looks like. Learn what it is, and stop bothering people that have the power to
actually make you go away. Do that now, or die. You heard Skalla. There is
no third option. You kept poking at things until you ran into what you truly
feared. You found it now, and it's going to pounce on you. Now, I need an
agreement, from each of you here, not to bother the Vampires any longer. Any
Vampires. If you don't then you'll be made to vanish. Right here, right
now."


That got him stared at by the
feminist.


One of the men, who reminded him
a bit of Will, the form that The Storm had taken most of the times they'd met,
having curly dark hair and being very thin, moved forward a bit.


"But... We have
rights?"


That got a laugh, from Eve.


"Seriously? Weren't you
paying attention? You were just saying that you were oppressed. Fine.
Oppressed people don't get to set the rules. Tyler does. Either you play by his
rules now, or you don't live. You had rights, right up to the moment you
pushed us into taking action. We were going to leave you alone, you
know. Feminism... That's not even a thing to us. You thought you had power
though, and acted like it. You tried to bully the wrong people finally, so now
the real oppressors are going to see what oppression really means. We should
kill one of them so that the others get the idea." She stalked forward,
slowly, to the heavy lady with the red hair. That got the skinny man to move in
front of her. Protecting this woman that he probably didn't even know, with his
own body. Against a Vampire.


Which got her to laugh.


"Can't you even see it?
These women claim to be oppressed, but even though it means dying, you moved to
protect her. You're willing to give your all to save your master. That's
fine. I won't even argue that point with you. The part of a man is often to
sacrifice to protect his ruler. Let's not pretend she isn't in charge. The
sacrifice should be hers. Go ahead Red. Tell them that you'll go to your death,
in order so they can live. Any of these men would do that for your sorry ass.
You owe it to them."


The woman, getting that things
were not going too well, finally swallowed and took a step back, then two.


"No... I... You shouldn't
kill anyone. We're oppressed and weak."


That got a snort.


"Yeah, you can't take us in
a fight, but weakness isn't always about the ability to punch through a steel
reinforced door. Tell you what. You can sacrifice your life, or we'll kill all
the men here. You guys come forward now. If she steps up, you all live. Go
ahead. You don't get a choice anyway."


The woman stayed remarkably
silent, even as the Vampires rather gleefully started to pull the men forward,
so they could be slaughtered. The women all clutched together, sobbing a bit.
It was kind of sad, but given how they'd all been acting earlier, Ty was able
to shut that down by holding a very calm and collected concept. One mixed with
high situational awareness.


It was clear, at least to him,
that Eve wasn't putting on a show. The Vampires all got it, but none of the
Humans really did. Even Skalla seemed to understand.


"You, red one! Go forward!
It is the part of the powerful to protect the weak. These dead will kill your
men, if you do not! Are you a coward then, to hide behind them, rather than see
what claims you after you die? Go, or I will cut you down myself to save
them!"


The leader of the rabble didn't
move. She cried, and seemed scared, which Tyler could agree with, but she
didn't step up to save anyone else. Faster than seemed possible, the large
curved blade in the giantess's hand came around.


"Hold!" The voice that
rang out was, a bit surprisingly, Richard Swerlin. "I beg you for her
life, Skalla of The People. We need to find another way to handle this.
Please."


The blade stopped, but Tyler had
an idea, that might work well enough.


"Um, all right. Beg then.
All of you. Get on your knees, and beg for her life. You claim to have been
oppressed, because of... You know, I never really got that. It was that the
hardest working five percent of people tend to be men, isn't it? Or that you
were asked to get coffee in meetings? Well, now you live under true oppression,
and for you it isn't going away. Beg now, or we'll kill this woman. Notice
though, you only get that option because the Patriarchy is asking for it? The
same one that had these men about to die for you, Red."


That started more chanting, oddly
enough.


"This is what oppression
looks like! This is what oppression looks like!"


The ones in the front row, most
of the men, died then. Their heads vaporized suddenly. At first he didn't get
it thinking Bey, or perhaps Eve had done it. Then he noticed that Zack had a
few flecks of blood mist on him, even though he was still across the room. A
scream went up, but silenced after a while, on its own.


Eve sighed.


"Fuck. Well, yes, this is
what real oppression looks like. Notice, it's a little more serious than
catcalling in a bad neighborhood? It's about more than controlling how half of
all people are allowed to sit too. Real oppression is bloody, horrible, and a
thing that you won't survive if you don't adapt to it. Zack you should take out
the leaders too. Just getting those men and a few pawns won't be enough. I
could do it, but I don't want them to see who's giving the orders here. A woman.
Now, kneel, and prepare yourselves, because all of you are now our slaves. Kill
anyone in that group not kneeling in twelve seconds."


Two died. Both men who tried to
fight. The rest knelt, though a few of them died at Skalla's hand, the last being
the one that had failed to protect the men. That was even the reason the Amazon
gave. She looked at the others with a sneer.


"You were free. All of you
had choice. Power over the men of your world. Now you must serve on your knees,
and the fault is your own. This is what you made happen."


One of the women, near the back
of the huddled, kneeling collection spoke up. She was crying, and looked
horrible, her face twisted already.


"That's victim blaming, this
isn't our part, you're oppressing us!"


Eve sighed, loudly. It was very
fake.


"Don't you see? Victims
don't get to choose if they're blamed or not. Not outside their own heads. We are
oppressing you. Now, admit that you understand how your poor choices got you
here. That, or be beaten. You have ten seconds."


The girl, who was dark skinned,
had short hair, and a pierced lower lip that made her look funny, and a bit
wild, cringed.


"I shouldn't have taken
Gender Studies. I should have gone into Engineering like my mom said."


That was, it seemed good enough
for Eve, who smiled.


"All right, stand up."
The girl did, and was waved over to the side. "She learned a lesson here
today. Change majors. We'll be checking on that. You can leave when this is
over. You aren't going to blame others for your own decisions anymore however.
Bey, will you make sure of that? Compulsion, please?"


That got a big smile.


"Of course. Come, dear, I
just need to talk to you about your new life and career path. You'll be much
happier now, I'm certain of it." He held out his arm and walked over to
her, moving her away from the others gently.


One by one after that, Eve talked
to each of the remaining people. Not all of them earned their freedom, being
too stupid to just lie. Most of them got the idea.


It was a dismal scene, but was,
in the end, the only thing that would work for these kinds of people. They were
the powerful in society. They ordered others around in ways that would never be
applied to them, and couldn't see that they were the ones on the top of the
heap, oppressing others with their silly rules and laws.


Then, telling men they had to sit
to pee, while it wasn't a good thing, wasn't oppression, as Eve and Skalla had
shown. Zack too, though Tyler kind of thought he just didn't want to stay there
all night, hence his expediting things.


After a while Tyler walked over
to him, letting the Vampires clean up the mess. The ones they brainwashed into
being slaves did the work for them, carrying the bodies out to cars. That was
going to be hard to explain, nine people vanishing like that, but it wasn't his
problem really. His job had been to get the Humans out alive, and they'd gone
out of their way to make that hard on him. They'd been acting entitled and as
if being a self-proclaimed victim was a power. It was, really. Right up until
they got in the face of the wrong kind of people.


They should have known better,
but he got that one, too. No one had ever really taught these women, girls
really, that anyone could harm them. They'd grown up coddled and protected.
Even the few who'd been harmed by men had, for the most part. They honestly
thought that no one could touch them, and it showed in how they bossed the world
around them into doing what they wanted.


Worse, he understood that was the
issue that Keeley and he had really had. He'd gotten pissy and pushed her
around. She'd pushed back in a way that had a greater impact on him than the
other way around. Thankfully he hadn't had to die over it.


Of course, for him that had been
a temporary lapse in judgment, not a lifestyle choice.


Yeah, he'd been an asshole with
the wrong Demon, and that had cost him a bit of peace of mind. Some of these
people had paid a greater price for being wrong. There was nothing he could do
to fix that either. Not unless he could borrow that time machine of Allison's.


Sighing he made a call on his
cell phone. Keeley was paying the bill on it, after all, so long distance
charges could be damned.


Not that he had anything near the
value of the device's use. It meant waving for the bodies not to vanish. After
the call, while they waited for the girl and her magic machine to get there, he
shook his head.


"So, Zack. You hate all
women? I notice a few died here."


That got a shrug.


"Nope. I love women.
They barbeque up so nicely. Men are too stringy. Are you sure you want to do
this? Owing a Greater Demon favors won't be fun, I'm willing to bet."


The thing there was that Ty kind
of knew that already. He just didn't have anything else to offer.












Chapter thirteen





 


The event itself was simple
enough. Allison The Technician, Darla as Zack called her, came about ten
minutes later, and with a bit of work brought back the dead. Not like he was.
She undid time itself, and returned them to true life.


How that worked, he didn't know.
There had to be some trick to it. After all, he wasn't allowed to just
come back like that. Still, there was a trick in there. Somewhere.


"I just need to learn how to
be alive again."


He spoke out loud, which got the
girl to smile at him, in an unpleasant way.


"That... Might be the
answer, I think. Tarsus was asking if I could do that for you the other day.
Come up with a device to feed you life energy. I could of course. You'd
just have to slave for me for all of eternity to pay for it."


That didn't sound much better
than being tied to his mom. At least she hadn't wanted him to do anything too
bad yet. It would, eventually, come. He didn't enjoy the idea, but his
interactions with her people had, over the last days and months instructed him
in a few simple facts. The prime one was that Greater Demons, no matter what
they looked like, or what they did, weren't people. Not Human ones anyway.


If it became needful, Lucy would
make him do evil on a level that few could even imagine. Then eating the flesh
of the living would be the least of his worries.


Focusing on The Technician, he
noticed several things suddenly.


She'd said that coming back to
life might be the answer for him. Also that she could build a device to feed
him energy. It just would be too expensive for him.


"So, I can learn to get that
energy via magic? Generate it, or collect it myself?" That hadn't been
said, and it was clearly going to be easier to talk about than do, but the girl
stopped repacking the time device and stared at him, meaningfully.


"Did I say that? I don't
think I did." It was sly sounding though, like a little girl half
admitting that she'd stolen the candy from the jar, by not really denying it.


Zack, clearly being a better
friend than The Technician was, tilted his head and added his own two cents.


"I can see that. If he can
learn to absorb energy from the world around him... Well, that normally takes
one of us about fifty to a hundred years to learn how to do. I'll admit that
he's good with magic, but no better than most of us are really. Still, fifty
years... That could be worth it."


Allison snorted at him, as Eve
glanced up from the red haired woman she was brainwashing with her eyes. The
boss feminist. The idea made it sound like a video game, which was a lot more
interesting than what had really been going on. At least in a game he could
have left the enemies dead and been done with this scene by now. Not that he
played games like that. A few over the years. 


Then his self-styled mentor
nodded.


"I can see that one, too. It
would have to be constant, but as long as he doesn't use too much energy, that
should work. Or we could teach him to link to other sources. Animals, or
Humans? It's what I do." The other Vampires nodded, or at least a few of
them did. Most of them didn't acknowledge that anything was happening.


People came back from the dead?
Ho-hum.


Then, after a fashion, all of
them had already mastered that trick for themselves. It was still kind of
impressive to Ty. A lot of that was trying to guess what he'd be doing to pay
for it all. He was hoping to work out some kind of Coalition discount for it,
but what were the odds of The Technician going for that kind of thing?


The Technician, looking a bit
slutty, if in a cute way, went back to her work of packing the wooden box back
up. After a bit she smiled, not looking in his direction, even if it was
clearly about him.


"That could work. Perhaps a
combination of several things? I've never thought of siphoning from the living
for my own power before. It could be a very rich source of energy, if done
correctly. Hold a stable of a few thousand people at once, and they'd never
even know it was happening. I don't really need that kind of thing, but
for the young that might be a good idea. Don't you think, Zack?"


The good looking bookstore owner
laughed a bit and shook his head.


"It sounds like a good way
to have your energy stolen, if you aren't careful. Find the energy providers
and kill them all at once and you'd starve. Most couldn't do it, but we have
all those pesky Greater Demons around us. I wouldn't want to risk it. Even we
could be starved if our output was high enough. In a fight, say, or survival
situation."


"A point, Zachary. So what
do you think Tyler should try?"


That got a shrug.


"How would I know? Tarsus
is working on it. Information is his gig. I'd talk to him and see if he had
anything."


Ty looked at the others and shook
his head.


"Would that help? He either
has the information and will come to me, or not."


That got vague nods, but Allison
picked up her large box, which seemed too big for her to handle, and winked at
him.


"Would he though? I can see
a few ways for you to do what you want. Some are harder than others to pull off,
but if I can do that, Tarsus, The Librarian, can do the same. You might need to
push at him a bit. He bargained with you for favors. It's up to him to pay that
back, if you can get him to. Since you can be enough of a problem for
him to be annoying, that seems reasonable. I wouldn't sit back and wait too
long for him to fix things for you. Data is his skill. He knows more than you
might assume. At this point he's probably entertaining six different things
that might work, and still looking for the one that would fit you best. That
kind of thing can be drawn out for decades however, and you aren't going to
die, so it doesn't mean he hasn't paid off if he does it that way. Unless you
set a time limit on when he had to finish by?"


That got him to smile, even
though it wasn't heartfelt, in particular. Calling to bug someone like The
Librarian seemed a poor plan to him. So much so that he nearly decided not to
bother. He just could live, or be un-living, like he was. It wasn't perfect,
but it was safer, in a way. Then again, what did he have to lose in particular?


Tarsus either played with him, or
did his part in the game. Tyler was already dead after all, and had been for
his entire life, even if he hadn't known it. That was both a gift, and a hollow
thing, he was starting to understand. There had been a time, not long ago, when
he hadn't even known what a Greater Demon was. Now, he knew several of them,
and kind of wished he didn't.


Sure, Zack had actually
been fine, and he loved his mother, but Keeley was a fucking rapist, and The
Storm had forced him to kill himself, so he wouldn't eat a little boy. For a
moment he remembered the feeling of his head coming off, after hours of
scraping at his neck with a sharp piece of stone. Worse, he'd kind of thought
that God had helped him out there, getting that, and a trickle of water, for
him.


To protect the innocent kid.


Instead that one had turned out
to just be him, after a fashion. Using magic subconsciously. True, he could
make up a story about how that was just how God rolled, using things like that
to get his will done, but that just wasn't true.


In a way, that was worse than not
knowing if the deity was real at all, knowing that he didn't particularly care
about his creations. If that was even how the whole thing had worked. Did
God make it all happen?


In the end it probably wouldn't
matter for him anyway. Tyler was just him, not anyone important.


"Fine. I'll give him a call
and pester him about things. Just know, I'll tell him The Technician said I
should if he asks why I'm bothering him like that."


Eve gave a sound that was
suspiciously evil in tone. A snort, mixed with a wicked laugh. The bright red
haired chubby woman stood there, staring directly into the red Vampire eyes.


"If it were me, I'd open
with that one. 'Hi, Mr. Librarian, sir. Darla The Technician told me to call
and bother you.' We're done here." That part was spoken directly to
the feminist leader, not Ty. "From now on you'll only do things to actually
fight for equality. For everyone. The real kind, not stupid first world
problems. Do you understand?"


"Yes. I love equality."


"Good girl. Go do that now. Go."
Everyone else had already left the space, as far as the other side went. The
Vampires had captured three security guards, in yellow wind breakers that were
too warm for that time of year, who had come to liberate the college students.
They were nearly killed by the Vampires, but Bey had interceded for them, and
simply used mind powers on them so they'd forget, and sent them on their way
too. They were, after all, both just doing their jobs, and as he pointed out,
very brave. Unlike the feminists who had thought nothing would be able to harm
them due to their entitlement, the two men and one woman had known what they
were doing, and had fully expected to die trying. So much so they hadn't even
tried to call the police in, to save them from the same fate.


They were sent on their way
without issue. Totally unharmed.


The tiny man seemed pleased
enough by the whole thing. It showed in the way he clapped his hands together
softly. Just once, but his face was polite and serene at the same time.


"Ah, so, what is the plan
now? I should get back to Washington, since I have a meeting there in the
morning. Eve, your project in Nevada is nearly done? There is an operation
developing, I fear, that your skills would suit."


She nodded.


"The younger kids will need
a few more days, and I need to hang with Tyler here for a bit after that for
his lessons. I'll have time for anything that comes up anyway, if it's needed?
I think that Rebekah or Ginger could keep the younger ones going, and if need
be I can just get Tyler to tag along with me. Right now... Well, Tyler and I
are going to run back to Nevada. That was the deal, wasn't it?" She
deadpanned the whole thing, then grinned, as if it were a joke.


Zack however, nodded seriously.


"It will be slow, if he
doesn't use magic for it, but not that bad. I bet, with enough work, you can
get to about a tenth of Eve's normal speed that way, Ty. That thing with Keeley
was impressive enough, speed wise. It burned way too much power. You have
limits that way, so need to fix that first thing. Do better than that."


Bey, being polite, or possibly
nosy, looked directly at The Line Walker, and seemed curious.


"A thing with The Mistress
of Souls? Do tell?"


Before Zack could do that
however, Skalla slapped her chest.


"I, Skalla, saw this thing.
Gartner of the Nations fought with this Demon. The one that looks like one of
your weak and cowardly Human women, but was not. He moved like the wind itself,
and struck her down. If not for his good will, I think he would have ended her
at that moment, even if she is a monster, and he but a man. Then he aided her
in taking some spies placed upon the fiend, who were killed and brought back as
was done here this night. A most useful trick of magic." There was a bit
of a bow toward Allison, and the girl returned a small smile. The large, well
polished, wooden box gleamed under the auditorium lights.


The Technician smiled. It was a
bit creepy for her teen girl face.


"That's about what happened.
The spies were Zack's parents. His mother and his Human father. They were freed
and allowed to leave." She sounded bland about the idea, but Bey smiled
and clapped several times.


"Ah! That is joyous then.
Are we at war with The Mistress of Souls, Mr. Gartner? I would loath to incur
her wrath. None have managed to stand against her, but if we must risk such,
for honor or-"


Zack cleared his throat.


"Nope. They made up. After
Ty won. The point is, that Ty here can actually make that run, if you have any
patience at all, Eve. My guess is that it will take you about a day. Maybe less
if you don't wimp out, Ty. Focus. I'll drop Skalla back at the new
embassy complex. Then I'm headed back to the mall. Want to come with, Bey? It's
free, since I'm headed there anyway."


That got a smile and more
clapping, as well as a happy nod, accepting the offer.


Eve didn't even wait for Allison
to leave, giving her a hug instead. Which was strange to him. Who hugged
Greater Demons? They didn't even do that with each other that he'd seen. Well,
he hugged his mother, but that was different.


The Vampire came at him, and
patted him on the shoulder.


"Start the process, Ty. I'll
walk with you. Do well though, since I really don't want to take a week on
this."


That was all the encouragement he
got as they headed out. Then, as tightly and well as he could, starting with a
time distortion concept mixed with one that would make it easier to think in
that idea based fashion, they marched. He wrapped the idea around the Vampire,
who walked with him at first, then smiled when she got it.


"Niiiice. Okay, do
better. We can go about twenty times this fast without using any energy. I'll
try and do my part here." If that helped make things stronger, he didn't
know, but he could feel that she was holding the same basic thing he was. It
linked up after a bit, and they fell into lockstep. It was either really cool,
or kind of creepy. Honestly he wasn't certain which at the moment, not being
able to think that much.


It felt right. Like they were
really close and connected. More than lovers would be even.


He let her do the directions,
since he had no clue where they were going. They turned onto a freeway after a
while and walked, the whole thing feeling very slow to him, down the gray, but
smooth, asphalt, passing cars that weren't moving. Neither were their drivers.
The only time he nearly lost it was when Eve grinned at him and pointed to a
small red convertible.


It had the top up, but through
the window he could clearly see that the woman in the passenger's seat had her
head on the lap of the driver. She wasn't resting either. It was nearly enough
to throw him off, but he managed to regain the right sense of things, and
ignore most of the world after that.


The rest of the trip, which took
a long time, and no time at all to his perception, was peaceful. They
ended up on the front doorstep of the mansion, just about noon the next day,
with Eve smiling hugely.


"That, was not too shabby,
for your first trip. You used a bit of magic, so we need to get you inside and
eating to feed The Rotted to pay for it. She's here, by the way. In the
kitchen, stealing your food, I bet. I would be if I was her. That's totally
fair. You got a little sloppy at the end, magic wise. On the good side that
trip didn't really hurt me, which is special and good. You're still too slow,
but hey, what can we ask of the new kid, right?" She grinned, a disarming
and pleasant thing, and went into the house like she lived there.


Then she called out.


"Hey everyone, I'm home! I
need to run and get with my trainees. Is Bekah with them?"


She tilted her head, and then
looked at Tyler.


"Thanks Anne. I'll go round
them all up there then. Ty's doing well. You two should chat. Later."
Then, like she was making fun of how very slow he really was, she turned and
vanished into thin air, even though he was still standing there in slow
time.


Though, really, he was doing good
anyway, for him. That trip had been nothing short of a miracle, really. One
night and part of a day, walking on foot, to travel thousands of miles. It
wasn't a thing he planned to make fun of. Still, showing off a little bit, he
walked into the kitchen, moving at about full speed. Then he cut it all and
stood there, wondering what it looked like.


Not that impressive, since the
girl that was there, looking nerdy and about the same age as Allison, if cuter
and less slutty at the same time, jumped up from the table, which was laden
with food.


"There's my Pumpkin! I was
worried for a bit last night, when the drain started. That wasn't too bad."
He got a hug, which felt a little weird now, after the thing with Keeley and
what she'd said at the time.


Lucy made a face, clearly getting
it all.


"Wow. Bitchy of her. She
must like you. Notice that she went for sex, rather than ripping your
testicles off? True, she then had to ruin it, to make her little point, but
that's part of her way, I think. She did have to be punished for that. Not too
poorly done on your return volley. I could have gotten you money for killing
her, if you'd just pressed things a bit. Then her sister would have brought her
back though, so it was just as well you didn't waste the effort. Well, too late
for that. Anyway, I'm going to have to leave for a bit, but I wanted to check
in with you first. My guess is that The Storm will make another play for you
soon. Probably one that's a bit more direct this time. That thing in the
cave..." She shook her head, and ate part of a turkey. She used a fork and
knife to do it, but the whole thing was in front of her.


After a bit she sighed.


"That was foolish.
She might have destroyed you, but she can't steal you from me. Not that way.
Even if you'd turned rogue and started to eat people, I could always bring you
back. Even death won't really stop that."


He sort of knew that, now.
Beheading himself, at least mainly, and coming back from it, well, that had
been a good sign. Ty wasn't going down too easily.


Lucy nodded.


"I... Don't think that even
coming back to life would really do it. Not the way you'll have to. Still,
being as free as you can be won't hurt. Besides, maybe I'm wrong? I mean, I'm
not, but if you don't need me, I will let you go. Just know that I love
you, honey. I'm so proud of you, too. Would you like something to eat? I have a
lot of potatoes, and they're your food. I did the work fixing them though, so
that should cover my part, don't you think?"


"Yeah. Plus that whole thing
where I'm not a Greater Demon, so those food rules won't apply."


He smiled, and she waved a fork
in the air.


"Don't they though? Not with
me, but you're my representative. If any of the others come over, or you
go to their places, you need to handle things correctly. It's rude, otherwise.
Trust me, you don't want to be rude to the relatives."


That made sense to him. Not the
whole avatar part, since he really liked to think of himself as an individual,
not just an extension of his mom, but all the Greater Demons seemed to kind of
think of him that way, so she might really have a point there.


"I'll look into it. So, is
there a plan here, as far as taking care of The Storm? I don't really want to
kill her, but... Oh, no, wait. I'm totally fine with that. Not that I'm
holding a grudge, but I'd love to have that part of things be done. It would
kind of let me get on with my life."


That got a simple seeming nod.


"Wouldn't it? Probably. When
she comes for you, you'll have a chance to take care of things. If she comes
for me, that will probably be the end as well. Either one of us dies, or we
manage to come to an accord." She kept eating the whole time, her face
calm and a little bland.


Then she quickly got him a plate
and dished up the roasted potatoes that she had in a giant bowl. They had the
skins on them, but were quartered, and smothered in spices and butter.


They were good though, and made
with enough care that he enjoyed the meal, even if it was a bit strange, eating
a big plate of one thing like that. Lucy took a lot longer to consume things
than he did, clearing the table, in fairly short order.


In the end she stood, and waved
at the mess. She was short at the moment, and looked like a skinny, classes
wearing white girl. Her hair was light colored, and her glasses had turtle
shell frames. Her little skirt let her knees show, but only just.


"Clean this up for me? I
really need to get going. I should be back in a week or so?"


"Okay. Be good. As good as
you can be, you know, being an evil Greater Demon. Try not to torture anyone
that doesn't deserve it, I guess?" He let himself smile, as she laughed a
bit.


"No promises. Half the fun
of being me is making people suffer. Of course they don't all deserve
it. I know that you really want me to be good, and wholesome. I gave you that
idea for over a decade and a half, so of course seeing me that way is the most
comfortable for you, but it isn't reality." She gestured at the
table, and shrugged. "The meal I had before this was three African natives
that crossed me. Last night I raped a man. I looked very different, but I held
him down and took him up the ass, just because he cut me off in traffic earlier
in the day. I think that you're finally getting the idea. We're Demons,
Honey. You've been around some confusing beings, I'll grant you that. But never
forget what we are. We're sharks, not puppies. Forget that, and you will
end up being worse than eaten."


He nodded, since that kind of
thing really seemed likely, from what bits and pieces he'd heard.


It was kind of what Greater Demon
meant. He just happened to know some of the nicer ones. Kinder seeming
ones.


"You really ate people, and
raped a man for being a bad driver?" It was still hard to buy, but the
little girl, looking adorable and innocent, nodded.


"I've done worse than that.
In the last few days. Even your girlfriend Keels has done things in the last
month that would make your gorge rise if you knew about it. Zack... He's
actually far too kind. Probably the worst Greater Demon I've ever seen that
way. It's his real insanity, you know. Kindness has no place in our
hearts."


"And you love me? So, that's
nuts, right?" He smiled.


Lucy, the only parent he could
remember ever having, nodded then.


"Nutty as a fruitcake. I
never claimed that I was sane however. Not directly. I do love you. It's a
liability. A fairly safe one however, in that you would be very hard to
destroy. Most hobbies aren't as powerful as you are."


That he was just a hobby, even a
beloved one, both made sense and was less than fun to hear.


"Well, I'll try not to do
that part then. Being destroyed. That sounds unpleasant, doesn't it?"


"Oh, sure. Still you could
do worse than being destroyed. Be careful, dear. Things are about to heat up, I
believe."


Then she left, waving at him over
her shoulder. He didn't watch her leave in particular, but noticed something.
He could feel her bending space as she left. It wasn't that familiar, and
surely wasn't strong, but the raw concept was enough for him to feel
what she was doing. To understand it even. That was, probably, a new power, if
one that he'd learned, rather than some inborn thing.


Then, as he cleaned up the
kitchen, he noticed that he could feel other concepts in the air. Mainly as
things changed. For instance, there was a Vampire in the house, upstairs,
moving around. After a bit, he got that it had to be Marissa.


"Um, hey, do you want
something to drink? I could heat up some blood for you?"


While he couldn't hear her words,
he got a sense that she accepted that, and was coming, so he pulled a bottle
from the fridge, and set it up to warm on the stove in a small pan of water. A
bit later, not making any noise at all, the Vampire moved into the space. It
was eerie, in a very neat way. Like she floated a bit, instead of just walking
in.


"I wasn't aware that you
knew I was here. I hope you don't take my eavesdropping amiss?" She seemed
worried about that. Like it was a real thing.


"Nope. You can make up for
it with sex, if you want? I think we kind of already have permission from
Ginger for that." He smiled, and looked away, feeling slightly shy about
it. They'd done things before, so it wasn't totally outside of what could
possibly happen.


Certainly the Vampire didn't
think so.


"That would be darling!
After I have the blood? I'd hate to waste it. Here, let's sit and talk for a
bit first. It seems that young Eve isn't planning a massive army of Master
Vampire vassals, and is, as near as I can tell, simply supporting those of us
in power. She's young yet, so no doubt that will change eventually, as soon as
we go against her will too strongly. Then, that's how things should work in
life. Those in power need to feel a threat is always there, hunting them, or
they will drift too quickly into self-serving behavior." It was
conversationally spoken, but she seemed to be the shy one about it.


Probably having to do with the
fact that Eve was kind of his buddy now.


"Cool. One less thing to
worry about. So, do you want to stay here for a while anyway? Eve is planning
to hang for a bit, I hear. She's been helping me to learn Demon magic. And no,
she isn't one of them. I'm not either, and I have a strange feeling that I'm
more connected there than she is. You should get her to try and teach you that
too. It can be useful, I think."


The Vampire woman, who was more
than that, sniffed a bit, and moved to the stove, pulling the blood from the
water with her bare hand. It was only about body temperature for a normal
person. For all he knew, she wouldn't have felt it even if the water had been
boiling.


Tyler wouldn't have. Really, he
was kind of certain that even his sense of pleasure was imaginary. It seemed
right to him, but otherwise he didn't actually feel anything, so it was likely
just that Lucy had told him to feel like that. Really, he wondered if he could
taste food, or anything like that.


Except that, real or not, he could.


Marissa drank from a large mug
and didn't savor the tasty beverage particularly. At first he didn't get it,
but as soon as she was finished, she stood, put the mug under the faucet and in
fairly short order was pulling him off to her bedroom.


When she spoke, her words were a
bit hurried. Almost desperate in feeling.


"I... May I do you from
behind? I know that some men have an issue that way. I understand if..."


Tyler smiled at the
hermaphrodite.


"Sure. We need some lube.
Plus, after that, I get to do you that way, too. It's only fair."


"We can do that. It's been a
while. Allow me to set this up."


His part didn't hurt at all, and
felt mildly pleasurable, which wasn't going to be the case for anyone else, he
bet. It was a thing to remind himself of, since other people had real pain. If
Marissa did though, she didn't complain when he was doing her that way. Though
he did try to be gentle with her.


She was, after all, a friend,
after a fashion.


When they were done they both
showered, since being clean was nice, and then moved to the hot tub. She'd been
using it, and found it to be a wonderful thing to have at a private home.


"I need to get one for my
place, in Florida. Would you like to come visit sometime? With young Ginger,
and perhaps your Shifter friend? Both are delightful, aren't they? I don't want
them to think I have plans to steal you away however. Just a dalliance? If that
isn't amiss?"


He thought about it for a bit and
then nodded.


"That sounds fun. We should
look into it. I can't speak for them of course, and I need to deal with a
little matter first, before I go and visit people. I have an issue with a
Greater Demon. She seems to think she owns me. I don't mean the one that
was downstairs, either. She raised me and basically keeps me going now. The
Storm... I guess my parents were her slaves? It sounds like it was a big mess,
when they died. If I even know the real story."


"That can be a
hardship." Her breasts, which weren't huge, did float at the edge of the
water. Her nipples were dark, which didn't match the rest of her look. Most Vampires
were pretty pale, but it was clear that in her first life she probably hadn't
been white. Probably from India, from the way she looked. Her nose was a bit
big for instance, though it worked for her face really well. Her voice carried
a slight English accent too, so that fit.


She saw him looking, but just
smiled about it. There was very little use in hiding them now.


"You mean having Greater
Demons around? Because I can see that one."


"Rather. Still, we can only
do what we can that way. You know, if we stay in the tub long enough, we should
be able to stay warm for hours after. It won't matter to those like we are, but
I rather wager that Calley Hale would enjoy that. All her lovers here are so
chill, except for Steven." She looked a little sly then, letting that
drop.


It wasn't a shock. Calley wasn't
in the band, and loved sex so much it was nearly a problem for her. That she
was going to try and get with everyone there was kind of just expected.
Honestly, she was probably sleeping with the entire band. The only outlier
there would be Scotty. They might be related after all. Even then, Ty wasn't
totally sure it wouldn't happen.


"Yeah. That has to be rough
for her. Like cold feet against her back in the winter. Poor thing. Well, good
plan then. If she comes home tonight. You wouldn't think that being an
Ambassador here would keep anyone so busy, would you?"


That, for some reason, got a
happy laugh. Like he was joking, and not just being stupid.












Chapter fourteen





 


Tyler found the world changed a
bit after he got out of the hot tub. The reason for that wasn't what he figured
it would be either.


It wasn't that The Storm grabbed
him and stuffed him in a cave or anything, which he was, kind of, expecting to
happen. That, or something far worse. Given how he felt about the whole thing,
he wasn't too shocked to find himself with a sudden urge to go for a nice,
regular, jog.


He'd just walked from Toronto, so
he didn't need the exercise, which was, he had to figure, a dead giveaway.
Honestly, when he got outside, noticed that it was starting to rain and that
the wind had picked up, Ty knew that the time had come. It was probably
time for him to be getting ready for whatever might come next. Still, he moved,
heading away from the house at a faster rate than he would have normally.


The rain started to fall, but
didn't touch him, which wasn't impossible in real life. It was a thing that
he'd seen before several times, actually. If you ran, out in nature, often
enough, that sort of thing took place. This one was a bit weird, given that it
seemed like he was in a ring that was following him. The ground was damp under
his feet however, as he stayed dry.


A thick curtain of gray fell
around him though, the very air changing color as he moved. Where he was going,
he didn't know, but as soon as he saw who was standing there, about a mile away
from the house, he kind of got the general idea.


Padding up, still dry, he saw the
man in overalls, wearing a straw hat this time and dusty work boots. His
clothing was clean, but looked worn, and he smiled, his blue eyes shining.


The Archangel Michael.


Tyler shook his head a little. It
would be easy to be annoyed at the takeover, but he managed to smile anyway.


"Or, and I mean this as
politely as possible, you could just call?"


 The smile on the other man,
which was beatific, got a bit larger then.


"I know. I just don't own
one of those new fangled cell phones, so had to use the old ways. I lack a
physical body, after all, so I can't hold one. Not for long. It's my nature.
Which is why I was sent to you, Tyler Gartner." His eyes locked with Ty
then.


"To tell me all about
Angels? About time. I know nothing that way. I'll need to write up everything I
can about you, in my notebook."


"No. Not that. Not at this
time. I was sent to speak about your nature. What you really are, and your part
in the greater scheme of the universe."


That sounded different than he
figured it would, but he wasn't used to visits by Mike's kind of being. How
would he know what kind of things the man would say? If he was actually male to
begin with.


"You mean me being dead, and
a slave?"


"That's correct, Tyler. You
are dead, and you must stay that way. I will not mislead you, you have the
power within you to return to the world of the living. That is a thing that you
could do within the hour, if you so wished. All you would need for that is to
grab the spark of life from another, and carry it with you, to the end of your
days. If you do that however, you will unbalance part of the world around you.
Tainting it all with your passing. You might also learn, with little
difficulty, to take such energies from the world itself, and use it to create
life within you. It is not your right to do so. You are, as you mentioned, a dead
thing. One without the grace of life."


He didn't get it, but nodded
anyway.


"So I have to just stay a
slave forever? I... Well, I guess I always knew that."


The Angel nodded, but his words
were both kind sounding and different.


"You need not be enslaved.
You must simply not take the mantel of life. There are other ways to
power the dead. Indeed, as you are now, you could learn that for yourself. Find
the line between you and your creator, and learn to use that type of power. The
Rotted managed something new and unique there, but it is you, not her, that is of
that thing. It, too, the power of death, might be taken from the reality you
stand in. That is allowed, and while you will remain among the dead, you will
have what you wish, in part. I cannot force you to take that choice, and it
will not be simple or easy to learn what you need to do, but you can, if you
choose. To simply give you an answer however, if you take that path, you will
remain a slave. You would be forced to sacrifice the living to be free, and you
must not allow that to take place, or all is lost."


It was annoying, but Tyler wasn't
really certain that telling an Angel to go fuck himself, because he didn't want
to work that hard if there were easier options, was the way to make friends. Or
to not be smited by the being. That might just fix things though, and
keep the balance or whatever the real point was.


"Um, so, I have to be dead?
Or else... What? The universe explodes?"


There was a head shake and a
peaceful look.


"No, Tyler. If you do that
thing, take life that is not yours, millions of living beings will die, over
the years. Others will sicken and not have the life they should, the taint of
your passing taking from them the grace that is their birthright. That is all.
You are dead, but like all others, free to choose. Also, the creation of a
Greater Demon. I was told to come here and ask hard things of you, which none
have right to request of another. I can do no more." Then he turned to
walk away, but stopped and half turned back. Probably to be dramatic.
"Though you do have a message, if you will hear it?"


"I do? Um, thanks?"


"Indeed. He, God, wants you
to know that while it was your power that freed the water, and the stone from
the wall, it was his will that aided you in your resolve to protect the
child. It was enough."


That kind of made sense, though
was un-provable.


Except for the part of things
where it was a freaking Angel standing there and telling him about it. That
probably was a bit of a sign, all things considered.


"Okay. Good to know I had
some back up. I don't suppose he's going to be there for me when The Storm
comes? Or do I get to just go and die alone?"


That got a laugh. It seemed kind,
gentle and heartfelt. Sweet came to mind, even if the Angel did look like a
farmer.


"Tyler... You are already
dead. She cannot kill you. She could, perhaps, remove you from the world, or
enslave you in ways your maker does not yet know of. He wishes me to let you
know that he will be there, to stand by you. Even if it's only to watch you
fail."


He laughed then too, and closed
his eyes.


"Ah. Well, that makes me
feel better, doesn't it? Thanks, I guess?" When he opened his eyes, a
moment later, he was alone.


Being soaked too, because running
in a rainstorm was just about brilliant.


It didn't really influence him at
all as he jogged back, which meant he had time to think about certain concepts.
Like what life itself felt like. It was a thing he knew, almost instantly, he
realized. It was all around him, and wanted to flow into him, if he gave
it a chance. Which would, of course, remove it from people, animals, plants and
even insects that surrounded him in the world.


Like he was a black hole that
drank life. It would rush to him, if he simply removed the blocks of death that
held it out.


It wouldn't kill anyone directly,
but he, being a dead thing, would take more than his fair share, which would,
in the end, damage others. At least that was possible, given the feeling of it.
The Angel had been right. It would be easy to do, now that he knew about
it. Two simple concepts, and he could be a living boy again. The idea was tempting
him to try it, even if it would be harmful to others.


Instead he trudged slowly, and
tried to feel what made him work at the moment. It wasn't comfortable for him,
and felt a lot rougher than the fine, truly ephemeral, sense of life did. Harder
to hold on to as well. A flow of darkness, and literal death, that came in a
thick and ropy line from what he had to assume was his mom.


The blackness existed all around
him too, like life. The difference was that life wanted to flow toward him, as
if he were a whirlpool that was set up to capture it. Death, even though he was
of its kind, rushed away from everything. It would, in some fashion that
he couldn't see yet, need to be taken from the universe, and pulled into
himself. On the good side, there was far more of it than there was life. It
felt, when he focused on it, like it was everywhere. It just wasn't in the
right places for him to use easily.


"Which is great fun."
Worse, in his body it was being pushed around, backwards through his being.
Constantly ripping and repairing as he moved. Fixing things because it was made
to do so, by an intelligence from outside of himself. Life did that on its own.


So, even if he could collect the
power up, which he figured that Lucy was doing all the time already, showing it
was possible, he also had to work out how to run his body.


The implications there did not
make him happy. He'd thought he was a slave, and had, more or less
resigned himself to it. If Lucy said jump, then he had to do it. That was, he'd
thought, all. The real truth was that in order to jump at all, The Rotted had
to do it for him, more or less. It was why, if he just took to eating flesh for
its life he would become something very different.


Not just a being that fed on
life, but one that was mocking life, instead of being truly dead, like
he was at the moment. That actually sucked. So there were two things he needed
to make what he wanted happen. He had to figure out how to draw the power of
death to him, and then he needed to learn to animate his own being. To
lock that power into moving himself around like a puppet.


He was, at the moment, what Zack
had said. An avatar.


At the door of the house he
realized that he was going to leave a trail of water through the place, so he
stripped, wrung it all out off to the side, and walked through the house naked.
It could have been embarrassing, but he didn't bother with that idea at the
moment. Instead he was trying to figure out how to draw the right kind of
energy to him. As he changed clothing he realized that he'd seen it happening
before. He simply hadn't thought about it.


Lucy did it. All the time. So
that he could keep going. What he had to do was work out how that happened, and
then he'd have the smaller portion of what he was going to need.


That part surprised him, however.
When he tried to work it out and thought about his mother, he could feel her
guiding him. Openly. The sense of what he needed, that death, had to be
courted, rather than generated, or directed. That power wasn't like life to be
ordered about by force of will. It was a fickle enemy that shyly ran from
everything else. In the end he was sitting on the floor of his shared bedroom,
naked, trying to convince entropy to organize against its nature, and move to
his position in space.


The whole time there was a
hand there, correcting him. Inside of himself, making minute alterations to his
opening attempt. It sort of worked. There was a complex field that was needed,
a set of concepts that was as ephemeral as a spider's web to his mind, but when
he held it correctly, a tiny bit of darkness came to him, and became
part of his being.


It didn't want to do anything,
but Lucy, who was always with him, took that energy for him and used it to make
him function. After a few hours, sitting there, he realized that he was doing
about half the work that way. The line between him and The Rotted thinned a
bit, and there was a sense that, now that he could do the work, he was required
to.


That got him to smile. The trick
there was probably close to what his mom used. He had to make the magical
concept so automatic that it didn't take thought. That it was a subconscious
thing that never faded. He didn't know how to do that, of course, but kind of
got something going, about the time that Calley and Ginger came in together.


They stared at him, and after
about ten seconds, Calley started to take her clothing off.


"Now that's the way I
like it. I get to be on top!"


Then, laughing, with him trying
to hold himself together, and provide all the power he needed, if not the
control of his body yet, they did things. That was fine for the moment. It was
hard to keep going, being distracted, but if he didn't, he was going to stop
working. Probably not die, but he'd fall to the ground and then stop
functioning until he got it going again. It happened three times, which was
ignored by the girls, because he got things going again almost instantly.


 It was fun though, and in the
end they were cuddling on the bed as he kept working. Providing for himself,
using all his will power.


Calley kissed him gently,
contented for the moment.


"That was unexpected. Read a
sex book?" She waved a little lying next to him, at his nudity.


"Nope. I... Really, I kind
of worked out how to make myself um, have un-life. I only have part of it, but
most of the energy is being collected by me now. I... I can't live,
really."


He must have sounded sad about
it, though Ginger faked a snort.


"Who would want to? Super
powers, eternal youth and awesome abs. You're great the way you are."


That got him to smile at his
girlfriend.


"I love you, too. An Angel
told me that I could be alive if I wanted. I'd just have to kill
millions of people to make it happen. So I have to stay dead, which is way
harder. I think it might be that Angels are assholes. Too bad he seemed
so nice about it the whole time. I can't even hate him. Not joking, by the way.
A real Archangel. Michael. I know it sounds made up." His words felt
stilted, his current concept not really built to sustain itself yet.


Because, naturally, he was using
death energy to power it, and needed to feed it with that first, so it could
become operative and do that for itself. It still wasn't going to make him move
around, even when he had the power for it. Life energy would have done that for
him, wanting to be all helpful like it was. But no, he was stuck with crappy
death energy that was like a kid with ADD.


Tyler got up and dressed. Then
laid on the bed.


"Right, so, I need to do
this now I think. It's going to be a fun night. Or... A fun year, if I
don't get this correct. That could happen, so try not to freak out. I won't die
or anything. I can't, so it isn't an option on the table."


They both looked at him, with
expressions of concerns on their faces. That... Well, chances were he wasn't
going to do it very soon. After all, it was new, and he was just some guy that
had started to learn to do magic a few days before.


The others either got that, or
they realized that he felt a little intimidated by the whole thing. It was so
hard to do that he kind of figured that failure was going to be in his near
future. Several times, most likely, if not hundreds. First though, there was a
thing he needed to make certain of. That he could power his brain. Or his
thoughts, more likely. It was most likely the case that he didn't really have a
working brain in his head. Just like his heart, it would be dead. Not doing
anything but being a place holder.


So, he had to find out how that
worked. It was right there, inside of him, but made of death, not life the way
everyone else did it. When he found it, sitting there, looking into Calley's
eyes, then glancing over at Ginger, he nodded. As long as he made sure that
part stayed working, having power, he could do it all. Eventually.


"All right, I'm going to
grab a different room. I have no clue how long this will take. I'll try to be
around though, as soon as I can move again. Wish me luck?"


Ginger nodded, her face somber.


"Much luck. All of it in the
world."


Calley took a deep, warm breath,
filled with life and power. Just the wrong kind for him. He, Tyler Gartner, was
a creature that thrived on death, and had to.


Even if living would be
easier for him. That wasn't what he was. The living were a different kind of
thing altogether. He found the space he wanted on the fourth floor, near the
back. It was, he guessed, supposed to have been the servant's quarters. It
wasn't decorated, but did have a twin bed, and a large dresser with four
drawers that he didn't need, and a mirror on the top, with a decorative frame
around it. Turning off the single light, one that hung down in the middle of
the room, he tried to get his mind in order.


A thing that was spread through
his entire being. Part of it was outside of his body even. He could feel it
tickle and work, creating the concepts that would in turn allow him to make
more of them. It was a bit confusing at first, but in the end he understood
that he didn't have to hold them all really. Just make them so that they held
themselves. Allowing his mind to coax in the needed forces and arrange them,
all the time.


Then he settled on the bed, and
tried to feel what was going on inside of him. Death was the opposite of what
he would have thought. It worked in negative. Backwards from what he believed
it should. For hours Tyler just lay there, a thing instead of a person. A body
that wasn't alive, and didn't move now.


Because when he threw power and a
sense of motion at things, nothing happened. His concepts were different than
what he'd seen in everyone else. Even the Vampires moved using the power of the
living. It wasn't what he had to do.


Finally he worked something out.
Mainly by reminding himself of what normally happened when he moved around. It
happened by putting pressure around his entire being, the flesh falling into
the unoccupied space, moving away from the energy of destruction and chaos. It
was an annoying way to think of things. His new way of being. Same as the old,
but now Tyler G. was in charge of it.


It changed everything, when he
tried to stand. Not because he didn't move, but because it was so very
awkward. Standing up wasn't the set of normal looking and feeling things he'd
thought of it being for the most part.


No, he sort of floated up, like
an old time movie Vampire, his body rigid. Okay, it was a cool effect, he had
to admit that, but it was so freaking odd that it wasn't going to do long term.
Worse, before he got all the way up, he lost focus and fell back onto the bed.
That got him to laugh. Sort of. Nothing came out, except a strained squeak.


Rather than fret over that, he
just practiced until things worked into some semblance of movement. For a long
time, he gathered the needed power, then pushed his body around, trying to work
out how to make it look right. Then, he failed hard. Not hundreds of times, but
thousands. It was complicated, doing things like that. Also, while he
could move, a bit like he was a real zombie, it was not smooth, and he
really didn't know how to speak yet.


That took breathing, which meant
he had to pump air back and forth, pushing his chest in and out, which was
doable. Then he constricted the flow in his throat as he moved it out, and
managed to moan. It was a low, guttural thing. So, in short, he was a tiny bit
of discipline and practice away from being able to call for brains. Not that he
wanted that.


The line between himself and Lucy
grew thinner over time, until it was the barest thread between them. Connected,
a thing that couldn't be broken unless she died, or he lived and then died, but
so minor he was pretty much in control of his own being in truth.


For the first time since he died.
Meaning that he'd moved up from meat puppet to real slave already.


That he wasn't doing it very well
was just the price he had to pay for that kind of freedom. It took him a few
minutes, but he finally got himself to think about it philosophically. True, he
wasn't perfect, but Lucy was allowing him what freedom she could, like she'd
promised. The rest, no matter how hard, was up to him.


Standing, he moved to the door,
then, a bit clumsily, he walked down the stairs. He didn't look good doing it,
but it was actually really easy to balance, since his body wasn't playing by
the rules that others seemed to have to. When he started to topple, he just
moved, nearly floating back into place. He couldn't fly that way, which he
tried, but he could spin on the toes of one foot, without stopping or doing
anything else.


Why that was he didn't know, but
he didn't need to be touching the Earth. He wasn't, and the death energy
still was coaxed into him easily enough. Well, it was hard work, but
he'd gotten to a point where it functioned for him. His power set up worked
without him having to control it consciously all the time, finally. Eventually
the movement would be the same way. That would take time and practice, but he
could feel it happening already. The concept for each thing he needed was
there, having been around for years. He just had to activate them again.


Lucy had already done most of the
hard work that way, so it wasn't like he had to start from scratch really.
Thankfully. Otherwise he really might have taken years, if not decades, to
learn to do even what he was at the moment.


When he got down the stairs, no
one else was around. That was a bit odd, since it looked to be dark out. The
clock said that it was about ten in the evening. Moving like he was going to
fall down the whole time, he worked his mouth into a smile, or what he thought
might be one, and tottled toward the kitchen. He didn't need to eat, but he
thought he could smell something cooking. There was noise too, and voices
talking.


Also, he realized with a thought
that made him happy, he could smell things. That hadn't been something he was
certain about. True, he could before, but that had been Lucy doing all the
work. Apparently whatever she'd done to make that happen was permanent.


At the door, as the band, Ginger
and Calley turned to look at him, he held up his right hand.


"Hiiiii." It was funny
sounding, but better than he thought he would have done.


Ginger waved at him, her face
beaming.


"Ha! That wasn't even six
hours. How do you feel?" Her gaze seemed to search him, but everyone was
patient when he took a while to get the words out.


He tried to make it seem like he
wasn't struggling however, and got his voice to sound nearly normal. He
couldn't walk and do that at the same time, but it really was all coming
back to him now.


"Not too bad. Clumsy and slow,
but I'm coming back to myself now. The information on how to do it is all still
here. I'm doing it all. I mean, I'm still a slave, but Lucy isn't making me
talk and move like she used to. So, I am become death. Savior of worlds?"
The one he wasn't draining to power himself, at least.


Rebekah grinned, since she was
the only one there that understood the paraphrasing of the old quote, for some
reason. Calley jumped up and hugged him. He didn't feel it at all, which wasn't
great. He didn't mention it. It would be, in the end, a thing that he could
learn. After all, he could see and hear, and smell the veggie burgers that
Calley and Steve were going to be having.


The bone white Vampire woman
smiled at him, showing hundreds of sharp, fang like, teeth. That meant she was
really happy, or faking it very hard. Normally she tried to keep her mouth
closed.


"The thing there is, can you
still sing and play?"


"Right now? No. Give me a
week or two, and I should have it all back." Not that he could prove that
one. Not yet.


Soon though, he was going to have
to make that one reality, or he'd be kicked out of the band. On the good side,
he didn't need to eat. Though now he got how he could, and what had to have
been happening that way. Inside his being was a small place, in his gut, that
took food, and turned it into raw life energy. Or, more to the point, removed
the residual life from it, and passed it out to Lucy. It wasn't really a part
of him, but rode around in his middle all the time anyway. 


"So, a sandwich for me
too?" They were Boca patties, but the original kind that Calley could put
up with. He liked the fake chicken ones himself, but those were from a
different company. The Boca brand sucked for that kind of thing.


Being that he was at the stove,
Steve tossed another patty into the already hot pan.


"Here, take mine, I'll have
this one. I have to hurry. Keeley is coming over later. We're going to a
movie." He said it like it was a special treat, and something real, rather
than him just being used by his slave master.


Maybe it was better that way. He didn't
think that The Rotted was controlling him anymore, but was that correct?
In the end he was never going to know. Not unless she allowed him to. That was
a thing that he'd learned from Tina and Darren. No one had cared enough to ever
hide what they were from them. There had been no pretense that they were free.
It was, he knew, probably better to be ignorant then, if you had to serve like
that. No one wanted to be a slave for the rest of their life. He didn't, at any
rate.


No, he wanted to have dreams, and
goals and hopes.


That he hadn't really yet in life
was kind of painfully clear now. Lucy had done everything for him,
working his body like a puppet for a decade and a half. Sixteen years. Every
jog he'd taken had been her doing that for him. For that matter, every boner
he'd had, and all that time in the bathroom when he was younger was actually
her doing it all.


So that wasn't going to
cause mental problems later. On the good side, he was in charge of himself now.
A bit slowly, like he was drugged, but not dead, he moved to the table and
settled next to Ginger. That caused him to bump into her, which made her smile,
like it wasn't accidental.


Sitting there, he tried to
generate a small conceptual thought that would let him feel her. It was no
harder than it had been before, but when he tried to add power to it, the death
around and within him did nothing. Cheating, he took a tiny bit of life from
the room, as a test. That worked, but after a moment he could feel the wrong
kind of energy trying to settle into place. It filled the room with darkness
that shouldn't be there. Worse than what he was doing to power himself, because
he was converting that energy into thought and motion.


When he ate though, Calley
getting up to make the food for him, he found two things. The first was that he
could taste the food, with a little bit of attention to it. That got a
lot of things to snap into place for him, all at once. Also, as soon as food started
going in, he could feel it turn to life energy and travel down the thread to
Lucy. Wherever she was.


Then, as he chewed carefully,
which was easier now, he felt a bit of that power coming back. Hovering outside
of himself, above his head. Waiting for him to use for magic, as long as he was
careful. So that part worked still. If he ate more, he could send power to his
mom, and she could let him use some for magic, if she wanted.


It wasn't what he desired for
himself, but he could work with it. More to the point, he was willing to bet
that, in a pinch, if she cut him off, he could eat food, and strip the life
from it inside of himself. He'd have to use the power instantly, before it
moved to her, but it might work to get things done. It was a thing to practice.
So was doing it all, magic, with as little power as possible. Not at that
moment. Focusing on keeping things going, he nodded.


It was smoother now than before,
so he shook his head, just for the practice. Then he smiled, and tried to
frown. It got Calley and Steve to stare at him. Feeling a little bit bad he
realized something.


"Where's Scotty?"


Ginger put her hand on his arm
and squeezed a little. Not too hard.


"He's off with Skalla.
Apparently her idea of a date involves killing stuff. So they're hunting
rabbits. It sounds romantic." She didn't seem to be joking about it.


"Oh, sure. I can see that.
It's pretty different, and a thing that they both might enjoy. Not very fair to
the rabbits though, is it?"


That got a laugh. It just wasn't
going to be. Maybe if they were going after elephants. People would get
all up at arms if they started killing the ones in the zoos, so he wasn't going
to mention that one. Because guess who would be called on to fix it if that
happened? He knew the answer there already.


Kaitlyn. After all, he wasn't
really up for much at the present. If anything came up right now, he'd have to
get Lucy to take over again. Hopefully, his doing this wasn't seen as an
insult to her. She seemed to be being helpful.


"I should eat more. A lot.
Like Zack does. So, I have no plans. We should have a fire in the back yard and
roast stuff. There's a metal fire pit out there. I think I have a date with Eve
later." He smiled at Ginger, who just nodded, but didn't say anything
about it. "To work on magic stuff. I bet we can get her to do something
fun first though, if we try hard enough."


Rebekah stood suddenly, and
nodded at him.


"I'll do that part. Great
idea. We need to make sure we bond more. It will be a while until the band
takes off, and I don't want to lose all that momentum. We should have Scotty in
too, but I won't begrudge him getting a little bit of love. He deserves
it."


Calley gave a head bob.


"Yeah, so does Ambassador
Skalla. I would have been doing him more, but he's actually a great-great-uncle
of mine. Not close enough to be too creepy, but it still is. Ginger, you
should tell him to come to bed with you soon. He can't ask you, even though I
know that he likes you. You outrank him, so he can't approach, without that
starting a fight?"


That started an interesting talk
about Vampire hierarchal dating rules.


Amazingly they didn't actually
apply to him all that strongly. He was important, thanks to his job, and
kind of considered one of them, as far as the Vamps went. It was the being dead
thing. Also why they hadn't offered to pay him for some of the things that had
happened. Bey had figured him as one of their people, more or less, from the
very start. That was news to him, but it meant that he needed to be more
careful, rather than feel like he could get away with doing whatever he wanted.


It was good to know he had people
however. He decided to review what he knew about Vamps, when he got a chance.


After he wrote all the new data
he was getting right then down.










Chapter fifteen





 


In all it took him nearly three
weeks to really get back to being close to normal. Tyler started running twice
daily, toward that end. Fight practice came about that often, too. Once in the
morning with Ginger, Scotty and Rebekah, who all took turns making fun of him
by holding their arms up at shoulder height and moaning when he messed things
up by being clumsy. It was kind of funny, he knew. Still, by the end he was
winning each time, so the mocking turned back toward the Vampires. Where it
belonged, at least for that kind of thing.


The second session each day was
with Eve, and was a lot harder. The girl didn't cut him as much slack, and she,
for her part, didn't make fun of him. No, when she hit him, things broke, and
that meant making himself heal as they kept on going. She also forced him to
practice magic daily. Doing it right after meals, so that he would have to take
life energy from his food, and use that directly.


That was harder than it sounded
like it should be. He didn't have any way to really store that kind of thing,
himself, being dead like he was. Living things could, he came to understand,
use their own life force, a thing that constantly replenished, for things like
that.


He was trying to turn taco's into
fireballs, and while the food have been spicy, it wasn't that burning.
The thing was though, that it did work. If he managed to eat a really big meal,
and started right at the last bite of food, he could pull out tricks for about
twenty minutes. Tiny things really, but it was still magic.


"I, am not a very good
battery." It sounded funny, and a bit strained, but Eve smiled at him as
the light he was making over his right hand, a deep blue thing, flickered and died.
It hadn't taken very long at all for the food to run out in his system.


"Nope! Don't let it get to
you. We'll figure that part out. Maybe you could... I don't know, sort of
gather it from the world around you?" She said it like it was secretly
brilliant. Because of course, that hadn't been the first thing that he'd tried
for.


"It doesn't work for me. I
think it's because I'm an incarnation of death, not life. I mean, I can
do that, but if I pull too much, or try it for too long, things around me will start
to die. In a pinch, a fight or emergency, I could. Before you ask, if I try for
a life link, or a blood link, the same thing happens. I killed a cow the other
day, doing that. Even just sipping a tiny bit of life away, less than what you
do most of the time, is too much. The death seeps into them."


It had been more than just one
cow in the line, but he'd managed to stop in time for the other four to live.
Sighing he shook his head. The Vampire girl sat across from him, under the
starry night sky, and glanced up at the clouds, the few wispy ones, that
artfully crossed in front of the Moon above.


"You can still get power
from Anne though, even if she isn't doing most of it?"


"Oh, yeah. She hasn't even
complained about it. Most of what I eat goes to her, so it's kind of fair, I
guess. I just don't want to be a burden forever. I know, I'm strange,
but-" He wanted to be free, but couldn't be. So Tyler was trying to
get as close to that as he could in life.


It was a thing that he wanted Eve
to understand. She wasn't like him though, and probably couldn't, in the end.
Oh, she was smart. A lot more than he was probably, and her ability to
comprehend what he was going through, to even empathize with him, wasn't in
question. There was a difference in the end however, between understanding what
another went through, and living it.


Not that he was going to knock
anyone who tried to get it.


Eve, for her part, nodded. It was
a gentle thing, that, if he didn't know better, he would have thought of as
caring. Like she wanted him to do well. Maybe even to be happy, in his un-life.


"No one sane and good wants
to be a burden to others. We all are, in the end, but the goal should always be
to move past that, if we can. Anyway, you have the basics of magic now. There
are some hurdles for you, and you should practice every day from now on, but
you've got this. It's kind of clear that you need to put most of your effort
into low energy applications. True, it won't make you as awesome as me,
but few are. You'll just have to struggle along, trying to be yourself."
Then, in a friendly way, she reached out and touched his arm.


Given the mental state he was in,
and how he had to be so very aware of things now, he could see the massive
differences between them. It was more of a knowing, but it was clear to him.
She was, after a strange fashion, alive. Life flowed to her in thin, fine, and
well organized strands.


Death rushed around them, to
collect inside of himself now. It was plenty of power, but harsh, rough and
blunt, comparatively. It didn't want to make him move, he had to command
it to do his bidding. She was, Vampire or not, dead or not, simply far more alive
than he ever could be. Like a shining beacon, now that he knew how to see it.


Sure, he could kill her by taking
those lines away, or polluting them, but it would be a shame. Not just for her,
but to break up anything as lovely as a collection of pure life energy like
that. Steve, his human model for that kind of thing, was even worse that way.
Better. He made the stuff inside him, and was nearly blinding. How he
didn't understand his impact on the world, Tyler couldn't tell. The kid walked
around blasting everything with power and life.


Calley did too, of course. It was
interesting to see that, since with her small tendrils of the stuff leaked out,
and tried to touch everyone she met. To connect with them. Scotty did that a
bit too, though he was weaker that way. Older, and dead, so the energy he had
to use wasn't as fresh and lively.


All of them were alive. Compared
to him.


Snapping out of it, he made
himself smile, which took a lot less effort now than even a few days before. He
was, he realized, becoming himself again. Moving was nearly automatic, and he
could do complicated things without stumbling too much now. Fight, make love
and play music. Even sing. Actually, once he got used to it, he found that his
range had improved that way. No one had said anything about it, but they
weren't practicing every night.


He'd been in to the embassy a few
times, since people had managed to start nearly two wars in the last few weeks
there. On the good side, the others had worked it out for them. Only once did
it actually involve half the ambassadors actually sitting on one of their
fellows until he gave over and played ball. He hadn't been there for it, and
had been told that only five of them had literally done it, but Ty had a
strange feeling that the U.N. didn't work that way.


 "I need to get Kaitlyn in
for a while. So she can take a turn running things." He spoke out loud,
but Eve didn't respond to it. Actually, she just looked up again, and shook her
head, softly.


"Something is coming."
Her words were dark, but he got the idea well enough. He'd felt it too. It was
stronger now, than before. She explained anyway. "I don't mean right now,
today, or even in the next few weeks, but... It's like a darkness is closing in
over the world. I... it's hard to explain. I'm probably being stupid."


"Except that I feel it, too.
It's like something is pressing against the fabric of reality itself. We should
get with Zack on that. It seems like the kind of thing he'd be good at
understanding. I can chat up some of my, um, other sources." Ty tried to
be shifty about that, but Eve, not being a Greater or even a Lesser, Demon,
smiled.


"Angels. That sounds so
stupid. I mean, I met one, and it still seems so unreal. Like a joke or game.
Plus, God is a douche bag. That bastard let me be raped for years, you know
that? He probably got off on it. Jerking his tool to my pain, or whatever he
does." There was no bitterness to the words, on the surface, but she
didn't take them back, or make a joke out of it.


That was, Tyler knew, a real
problem. God was real, not just a fantasy that someone had made up. Oh, sure,
the Christians, the followers of Islam, all of the religions, were wrong about
the particulars, but the actual entity was there.


Except that he was different than
anyone had ever told them.


"Yep. I can't back this, but
I don't think we matter much at all, to the greater scheme of things. I mean,
we have our little parts to play, but God would no more care about you or I
than we do about a pancreatic cell. Even if we love the whole, and see the use
of each tiny bit, that doesn't really change that way. I mean, have you checked
the happiness of the cells in your kidneys lately? I haven't."


Almost as a lark he turned his
mind inward, and cast it at his lower back. There was a sense that he was
familiar with, but that was a bit dark to think about. He had cells there, but
they were all dead. Not even hunks of protein all the time. Calcified things
that were hard and stone like. Ones that moved, on command, but did nothing on
their own. They didn't live, or work. They just sat there. Being not alive.


That got him to shake his head,
though Eve smiled at him, a bit.


"No shit, right? I guess I
can't blame the guy then. Pancreatic cell Eve just doesn't rate that much
attention. Thing... I don't know if we can survive what's coming. That's weird,
right? I shouldn't feel that way. I'm pretty close to immortal. I know that I'm
not that old, but..."


"All we can do is check on
that. I'm sure that it will work out, in the end. For now, I just keep waiting
for the other shoe to drop in my own life. For The Storm to come and try to
take me again. I probably won't survive that one, myself, so the rest of this
isn't that big of a deal for me. Though, no one else has mentioned the
gathering darkness, have they?" He hadn't asked, but the Vampire girl
shrugged.


"Lyn doesn't feel it. Ben,
oddly enough, kind of does. He asked me about it, a little over a week
ago. Kait is acting funny. Nervous and like she keeps expecting to be eaten,
and not in a good way. I haven't checked with the other Greater Demons."


That got him to sigh and look
away. The world was lovely, like always, and the particular surroundings were
nice, but now he could feel the rest of it. The world was, in the end, made up
of a constant battle between life and death. Creation and destruction. It came
into being and out of it, without ending.


Which was a happy and dismal
thing to think about, so he plucked a bit of grass from the ground, and stole
the tiny flicker of life energy from it. Not to waste it, he sent it along to
his mother. The green strand turned first brown, then into a fine dust that
couldn't hold together.


"Well, it won't be happening
tomorrow, whatever is coming. Maybe not for a long time. Years, if we
aren't just being gloomy. There are always beginnings and endings to
everything. That's the way the world works. Maybe all the worlds. Which is kind
of cool. Zack can go to a lot of places. He's mentioned it a few times. We
should get him to take us to a few of them, some day." It was an idle
comment, trying to take the conversation in a different direction, since being
maudlin wasn't going to help anyone.


Eve brushed at her hair, her pale
skin shining slightly under the nearly full Moon as it popped out from behind
the clouds.


"Yeah. I'll get with him on
that. You're right. We need to go and see some things. What exactly... I don't
know. It is kind of a neat idea. A multi-verse filled with infinite versions of
me. Can you imagine that? A world where I'm a pirate, and another where I'm the
daughter of the President? Maybe even one where I'm the President myself. One
where you're the actress you secretly long to be..." She tossed a handful
of grass at him, which he didn't let hit him. Instead he stole the life from
it, until it puffed into a fog in the air.


Waste not, want not, after all.


"Oh, sure. Or the one where
Steve is a world saving superhero? Or where Ginger is Kaitlyn's mom. Everything
should exist after all. A billion, billion worlds, each stranger and more
wonderful, and awful, than the last. Well, enough for dreaming. You set that
up, and I'll take a tour with you. We can all go. I'm sure Zack won't mind.
Even if it is vast amounts of work for him."


Eve gave a tiny snort, and then
took a deep breath.


"I... Everything is about to
change, isn't it, Ty?" She didn't let him go on, her voice sounding just a
little stressed suddenly. "When I became a Vampire I felt a little like
this, but I was kind of ready for it. Everything that I'd done for years had
led to a specific end point. Now... it's like I don't have control over what's
going to happen. Like the world, like... Everything, might end."


He nodded then.


"Which probably means that a
Greater Demon is screwing with us, doesn't it? That, or some being with psychic
powers. Making us feel like that, in order to... Oh, I don't know. Maybe they
want us to do something? To steal our tasty snack cakes?"


That one earned him a grin, at
least.


"On that note, a certain
lovely Vampire needs to be off. I have a six o'clock shift at Westfield. You
should come in there soon. Just to make sure no one forgets you. During the
day. Lisa still needs to pay off on that sex with you, if nothing else."


He shook his head at her, and
stood as she did. He rose into the air, with a sense that he might just float
upward, but he didn't. It was a graceful thing though, compared to how he used
to move.


"You keep pushing her that
way. Why? That guy, um, Warren? You said that he mind controlled her and had
sex with her. Raped her. I can see her being uneasy that way."


Eve nodded, and patted his left
arm.


"Because of that. She
can either get past it and stand on her own, or collapse, and I'm not really
certain what she's going to do yet. It's been a while, but she isn't getting a
lot better. Or worse, so there's that. It doesn't have to be you, but
she needs to face her demons. The ones in her head. Living in fear all the time
sucks too much to let anyone else do it, if you can stop it. In the end it has
to be her choice. So, I push at her, and keep suggesting people for her to do
things with, in the hope that someday she'll try one of them." Leaning in
he got a gentle and dry kiss on the cheek. "Later, Tyler G. You know, if
you live through the thing with The Storm?"


He winked at her, practicing the
unfamiliar move. She did it all the time, so it made sense to follow along,
given that they were on the same team.


Team dead people.


"I'm already gone. I may be
turned to dust, or thrown into a different dimension, but I can't die. Even
less than you could, or one of the Greater Demons. Besides, I'm ready now. Like
you said, living in fear isn't a good thing. I should probably just send her a
text message and set up a meeting. We could televise it. Pay-per-view. I'll be
rich. I mean, if I exist after. If not, well, then it won't matter, will
it?"


"That's the spirit. Well,
let me know when, and I'll try to watch it. I haven't been doing a lot of that.
Television is so boring now. I know too many cool people. Like you."


Then, she moved off, using speed
that had to be painful, from what she'd said to him before. Tyler just looked
up at the Moon above for a while, watching the clouds roll in on the horizon. A
storm was coming, it was clear. What that would end up being he didn't know,
but he blocked out the sense of foreboding that Eve had mentioned. It really
was there, but also off in time.


He needed to get past the next
hours, and days, if he wanted to be there for whatever else might happen. It
was, he realized, life happening. That should have been funny to him, but it
wasn't. No matter how he functioned, he was a force in the world, and that was enough.
It was also all he could be, for the time being, so had to be good.


It was late by the time he went
inside. The others were there, and most of them had probably heard what he and
Eve had been talking about. Thunder crashed in the distance, and the sky lit.
The rain wasn't coming down yet, but the air smelled of dampness and ozone.


In the living room Steve was
cuddling with Ginger, which was a relationship that Tyler hadn't seen
coming. She looked up at him, a bit guiltily, since Steve had his hand under
her shirt. It could have been a fight, he knew, but he shrugged, and walked
over, settling on her other side. No one else was there. To his credit the red
haired guy looked a bit panicked then.


"Hey. So, I think that a
thing is about to happen here. Can you get everyone out? The embassy should be
safe enough. The Storm is coming, I think." Not a storm, but
something bigger than that. More impressive. Almost as if trying to make a
point of that, the world shook. It was more than lightening being close. At
least ten strikes had hit all around them, almost at once. "Everyone? I
think that's the sign to clear out."


There were more people there that
had to leave than he thought there might be. After a few minutes though, they
all collected in the front, by the door.


Rebekah looked at him, her face
scared and a bit drawn.


"We can call someone? Keeley
will help you. Or, your mom?" She didn't mention any of the others as
being willing to aid him, but then, they probably shouldn't. It was The
Mistress of Souls' territory, and he worked with her, so that made it her
business. His mother, well, he was her property. Her slave.


She'd be with him, no matter
what.


"I'm good. Get Marissa,
Calley and Ginger out of here? Scotty, Steve..." He smiled and started
shaking hands. Scotty gave him a hug.


"I... Don't die too easily,
Tyler of the Nations. If this was any kind of normal threat, I'd say to run,
but I know you won't. Don't die. Or, if you must, may you take your enemies
with you into whatever lies beyond this life."


It was good advice, even if he
didn't think he was going to be able to control all of that.


"I'll do that. Now, you
should all leave, before the power goes out. There's a car?" There were
actually several in the garage now. Ones that had been bought for them to use
by Rebekah, herself. Tyler could drive, and had a license, though he hadn't
switched over to Nevada yet. His was still for Washington State.


It wasn't important, but the
thoughts filled him anyway. Memories of his life came flooding back. How strange
he must have seemed to everyone around him in school. How he'd been alone so
much of the rest of the time. Practicing music, and teaching himself how to
fight from books. Things that he'd been told to do. Without using any magic, he
held several concepts then, pushing himself into being something different than
he really was.


Filling himself with death, and
allowing it, making it, flow like a river into him. It was enough that everyone
there, alive and dead alike, shivered and hurried to exit.


"I love you all. Now, go.
I'll try not to trash the house." That was about the least he could do. So
when they left to go out the garage exit, to the right, he went outside into
the rain that had started to pour from the sky, and moved left. Like he had when
Michael had called for him.


This time he simply walked
though, getting ready.


Tyler didn't bother with magic.
That was of life, and he was, as he kept thinking, simply not.


That got him to fix a smile on
his face, and keep moving. He didn't have any thoughts that a Greater Demon couldn't
find him. The easy thing to do for her would have been to hit him with
lightning bolts, over and over. It wouldn't stop him now, but that kind of
thing had to be disruptive. For his part, he drank the darkness from the world.
After a while, walking along, he realized that he could store some of it. Oh,
not life, but this kind of thing, as rough and jagged as it felt, was his.


It came at him like the rain did.
Hitting him hard, and soaking his very being. It was probably cold out, even
though it was only Fall now. He didn't feel it. Tyler could have, or at least
convinced himself that he did, but didn't bother. The world could affect him,
but the rules were different, where he was concerned.


The storm grew in size and power
then. Objects that had no business leaving the ground flew upward. There
weren't a lot of trees in the area, but the bushes that clung to the ground
barely held on as the wind started to scream at him. Calling to him. Suggesting
that he die.


"Too late for that
now." He smiled, objects bouncing from him nearly unnoticed. He held
himself to the ground with a thought. The dead, it seemed, didn't fly easily.
Not his kind.


For a long time he simply stood
in place, a vortex of clouds in the sky coming toward him. It didn't take a
genius to figure out that they were going to meet in the eye of the thing. It
was a bit dramatic, but so far The Storm had been. Really, if the Greater Demon
had a subtle bone in her body, she hadn't told him about it yet.


The Moon was framed inside the
clear patch that settled above him. It was actually pretty. Impressive, given
the flickering glow of the rest of the world. That part was so constant he
could have read a book by it, if the thing wouldn't have been torn to shreds by
the wind and rain.


Finally, off in the distance, he
could make out a form. It moved toward him slowly. Like a man or woman simply
walking along. Which, after a while he understood that it was. The person
wasn't huge, being shorter than he was by about half a foot. The world didn't
reveal who it was to him however.


Oh, it was The Storm, without a
doubt, but who she looked like, what role she was going to play for the night,
Tyler had no clue. A person he knew, he didn't doubt.


Will, perhaps, which was the form
that he associated with her. That, or the old woman he'd met once from Zack's bookstore.
Really, it could even have been one of his friends. Eve, for instance, or
Marissa. She would have been a good person to copy, since she had a way into
their lives, but no one had checked on her, to make certain she was really herself.
Who would? That might just be insulting and no one would want to risk that.


Whoever was coming had a long
coat on, which flapped a bit dramatically. That had to be on purpose, since the
wind was almost gone now. They stood in the center of the vortex. The clouds
whipped around them, like he was holding them on a string. That was pretty
telling, because the thing stopped over him like that. Perfectly.


Making him the center of the
world.


Finally, the woman made her way
to him, her face smiling a bit. She was young seeming, and had bright red hair,
that could have only come from a bottle. Tyler recognized her as the Feminist
that he'd brought back, or had brought back, a few days before. The one that Zack
had killed.


That had been a mistake then.


He also noticed that she was
smaller than he'd thought at first. He'd been thinking of her as being about a
hundred and seventy pounds, but she was probably closer to one-sixty. She was
The Storm. If that was who she'd always been, he didn't know.


At this moment, vast amounts of
magic strung from her, lines and tendrils of life that pulled and pushed at the
clouds. Powering them, and making them do her bidding. Almost on a whim Tyler
reached out, and cut them all, polluting the power with that of death. Without
even a shudder, or last gasp, the whole thing died. It was just gone, leaving
the world a bit the worse for wear, and silent.


"Hello. Fancy meeting you
here. I suppose you decided to come and repay me for bringing you back to life
the other day? You can pay in sexual favors if you want?" He was being
flip, but The Storm was either there to destroy him, or not.


Tyler wasn't going to ever be her
puppet, or property, so there weren't a lot of options left. The woman, looking
annoyed, walked up to him, and shook her head.


"Stop oppressing me. What
did you do to my nice clouds? I made them just for you. I find them so much
more impactful than flowers."


"Yeah. It was nice. A bit
noisy. So I took them away. Really, you won't be able to use any magic against
me now, I don't think." To make sure of that he surrounded her with death.
She might use that power too, but it wasn't what she just had been.


Not that he thought she couldn't
still do some nifty tricks. She teamed with life, inside herself. The
world tried to move toward her, giving that to her so strongly that it was a
struggle to prevent it from happening. One that became more of one with each
passing moment.


That was all internal however. On
the outside she merely seemed like any woman might have, on a Moon lit night.


"Not bad. In the end it
won't really matter though, Tyler. You belong to me. You should be with
me. You were once mine, and that means you always shall be, until time runs
out, and the universe collapses into a ball of cold fire."


He smiled at her and shook his
head.


"See, I knew you were
going to go for drama. That was kind of pretty. So, do you want to start out on
your knees, or should I take you from the rear? I didn't bring any oil with me.
I don't suppose you did?"


It was getting harder to hold the
life of the world away from her, and she was still very strong. She didn't feel
any different to him at all, as far as that went. So he redoubled his efforts.
The darkness was more plentiful than the light, and always had been. Death was
stronger, in the end, than life. It always won.


It also set its own rules, and
didn't want to play by his. That made things a lot harder than they should have
been for him.


Laughing, the slightly heavy
woman in front of him shook her head, sadly.


"No, it won't be me that
kneels this time, Tyler. I am your true Master. I am more than
that."


Then she took a half step
forward.


"I... am your father."












Chapter sixteen





 


Tyler cleared his throat, and
looked at the red headed feminist.


"Riiight. Don't
Greater Demons always have Demon kids? That isn't what I am, in case you missed
that?" He waved down at his body, as if to illustrate that fact. He didn't
stop surround them with a choking, if invisible, miasma of death.


Regardless of how this turned
out, he couldn't let himself be distracted.


"That's right. You're not
one of us. Now. You were, before you were murdered as a child. By The Rotted.
She killed you all, and stole you from me before I could raise you. So, you
aren't hers, you are now and always have been, my child. Not that
bitch's." The pale face looked hard suddenly, and she lashed out, a fist
coming directly for his head. It was a fast move, and done with intent, but
Tyler blocked it easily.


After all, he was ready for
almost anything. He even struck back. Without any great speed behind it, but it
was closer to his best than he would have managed a few weeks before.


"Nice distraction, but I can
tell the difference between Human flesh and not. If I was born a Greater Demon,
I'd want to eat you. Not in a fun way either. Besides, you're a woman. That kind
of gets past the dad part of things pretty nicely." Only Greater Demon men
could have kids, after all.


Her ploy having failed, she
stopped and shrugged.


"It was worth a shot. After
the thing with The Line Walker's parents, I figured you might be primed for it.
They really were my slaves, your parents, and you should have been, too.
You are mine. Nothing can change that."


He sighed and shook his head.


"Except the part where I
can't get away from The Rotted even if I wanted to? If you try to pry me away,
it won't work. I'm already dead, and short of killing her, that isn't going to
change. I don't think she's going to volunteer for that. I don't even know if I
can survive that way, to be honest. That's the reality of the situation. You
can kill me, or really, destroy me, if you do a good enough job, but nothing
else will really work. Besides, you owe me. I brought you back to life. So,
come kneel down now?" It wasn't going to work, but Demons bargained for
everything, and if she started doing that with him, he might just get her to
hold to her word.


"That won't work on me. I
know who, and what, you are, Tyler. Perhaps better than anyone in the world,
other than Leslie. I won't deal with slaves. Now, come with me."


Leslie? Tyler got that she meant
Lucy, but this Greater Demon name changing stuff was getting hard to keep up
with. He'd heard Anne, Lucy and The Rotted, but that was all, before this.


Taking a breath he shook his
head, and kept trying to make magic too hard to do.


"Nope. Why don't we fight,
instead? I mean, I offered to let you off easy, with just a bit of sex
in payment, but you didn't even make a counter offer. Cash, precious gems, or
information. Oh, hey, before I kick your ass, have you noticed a big sense of
impending doom lately? Like something vast and crushing is going to come down
on you?" It couldn't hurt to ask.


There was a slightly nervous
chuckle then.


"I have, actually. A
sourceless thing. I suppose you're claiming that it's you? That this is my end,
and it will come at the hands of my own slave? Or do you think that you've
moved beyond that now, with your little tricks." There was a wave at the
air, as tendrils of life energy, magic, tried to struggle through the death
around the Greater Demon. It wasn't working.


"No. It isn't me. Just a
thing that I've noticed. Eve, The Snowflake, was talking about that earlier. I
didn't realize that it had been there until she did, so I asked about it. Good
to know. Do you have any insight into what it might be? I'd guess not,
but..." He shrugged.


Then he moved on her as hard as
he could. Hands raised high, body hunched, he stopped most of her attacks as
they came in. She was better than a good fighter, being into the realm of
great, easily. The thing there was that he, too, was near that level. That
meant that they slammed into each other for a bit, then went to the ground when
that didn't work for her. It was a fast and hard double leg take-down. A thing
popular just then in the sports fighting world.


Ty ripped her left eye out as she
did it, which didn't stop her. There wasn't even a groan of pain. That was
tough, but a moment later he was totally blind, since The Storm repaid him in
kind. That was fine. It didn't hurt, and blind or not, he felt the entirety of
the world around him, including all the life within her. A thing that started
to fade, as she struggled to heal.


He did the same, but forced the
world into place, using the darkness that had to be coaxed to do the work. It
should have been slower, but there was just so much of it, everywhere. What he
lacked in finesse, and willingness on the energies part, Tyler made up for in
brute force. As they fought, he was able to see rapidly, then was left blind
again. He broke limbs as he fought, snapping the smaller form's arms, over and
again, forcing her to use the energy within her. There was desperate biting,
which was a good idea, so he started to do the same.


Almost as if she didn't
understand his plan she tried to set him on fire, which he didn't douse
instantly, even though he could have. Her magic, possibly all magic, was his to
take away now. Even life itself was, if he could remove the source. It would be
too much of a fight to do that with a Greater Demon, though if he had enough
time, he could eventually wear away at any living thing that way. On purpose.
It was the same reason that he couldn't just return to life, really.


A being like him could drink life,
like a Vampire, but he was too dead for that not to harm others. Greater Demons
were beings of life though, in the end. They drank it in, but also made
it, at a level that put most other creatures to shame.


Struggling on the side of the
road, taking turns being on top, they kept going. Tyler stayed the same, though
he did lose an arm after a while. She pulled a blade from somewhere that wasn't
where they were, and took of his left arm at the elbow. While she stabbed him
in the middle with the red glowing thing, he took the power from it, and passed
it away from himself. To Lucy.


Then, hitting her with his other
hand, he held the stump out and tacked the now free hand back in place, forcing
his flesh to repair itself. The thing floated back to meet him, without even
seeming to move. A bit like teleportation, he guessed. He got a bit of rock and
dust in the move, but that didn't matter. He was, in part, made up of things
like that. Tyler was more than a body. He always had been.


He was an idea made real.


Finally The Storm threw him off,
and did something that was truly unexpected. 


She turned and sprinted away. He
could have chased her, and started too, but after a moment he realized that
she'd slipped into the lines, and that was a place that he couldn't go on his
own. It would always take too much life energy to get there. Not a lot, if he
could learn to do it as well as Zack, but still more than he had inside of him.
Which, at the moment, was nothing.


He was well and truly powered by
only darkness now. Not that it made any difference. 


Ty started walking then, and got
home about fifteen minutes later. The trip wasn't dismal, but he wasn't happy
either. There had been a chance to take her out, and the Greater Demon had gone
and done the sensible thing and just left. How was he supposed to fight
that? The answer, of course, was that he couldn't.


Now the real question was, would
she regroup, call a few friends and come back for him, or was this over for
good? The answer really, had to be both things at once. She was insane and
thought of him as hers, so wasn't going too easily give up. On the other hand,
Tyler, in his own person, had proved that he could take her in a fight. Not a
foot race, maybe. Unless he had a chance to prepare first. If he'd been in the
correct mental space for that, she might not have made it far enough away to
get into the lines.


Then, if there had been a bag of
kittens there, she might have been distracted playing with them, and not
noticed what he was doing, too. Not that he would have done that. There were
things too dark, even for him. They had Greater Demons for that kind of thing.


At the front door of the mansion,
or more truly about fifty feet back, he noticed that several beings were
standing on the front stoop. Four of them. One was Keeley, looking like she
always did, but behind her, spread out a bit, were three others. A man that
looked about thirty, and rather normal, a giant with the head of a bull, and a
tiny doll like girl that had fairy wings and who sparkled in the dark.


He waved, not knowing what this
was.


"Hello! I kicked The Storm's
ass, but not well enough, and she managed to escape into the lines. Did you all
come to help me get her? That was nice of you, but a bit too late. Like I said,
she skittered away already." It was that, or kill him for being too tough.
Since he was nearly certain that these were all Greater Demons, ones with slave
links to Keeley, he really doubted he could survive a battle with them.


Rather than act like that was
even an option, Keeley moved forward and hugged him.


"Seriously? That's
impressive." He felt a tendril of life energy move over him, drinking the
pattern of his life inside of her. Powered differently or not, that trick still
seemed to work. He could feel the pattern flowing from himself to her even. It
was a very complex thing, really, that transfer of data.


When she stood back, she waved
behind her.


"You three may go, for now.
Stay ready to come back and fight, in case it was a trick. I doubt that, but
better safe."


The other three all acted in
different ways then. The plain looking man, who was dressed like he was ready
for a day at the office, stepped to the right. The bull turned and ran off,
charging into the void somehow. The Fairy... She waved a wand with a tiny
glowing star on the end, and giggled as sparkles surrounded her. It was all in
purple and green. Frankly, it was adorable. Like a cartoon made life without
being creepy at the same time.


That left him there with Keeley.
For her part she smiled and gave him another hug. This one real, not just an
excuse to take in his information.


"Well, that didn't fix it,
did it? Too bad you couldn't get her killed a bit faster. Not that it would
have worked. She would have just realized she wasn't going to get the job done
and left sooner. If you were fighting one of the others..." She stopped,
and then shook her head. "Honestly, most of us wouldn't have bothered. No
one would have even had to trade with you for a truce over this, because they
wouldn't have bothered in the first place. Even she will know that she can't
beat you one on one, now. That would just get the same result. That trick of
yours is too good for her to beat directly. A massive energy spike would work.
A nuke or something big like that? I doubt she'll do that. Really, if it were
me, at this point, I'd come and suck you off. You're still a teenage boy
after all, in your head. The best she can do is be your friend. She's kind of
burned the muffin basket route to that though, hasn't she?" She gave him a
look, that was a bit lingering, but that he understood well enough. Bedroom
eyes.


Meant to get him to be her
friend. Probably with that blowjob too, if he wanted. He shook his head, not
falling for it. He was worth more than just that.


"Nope. If you want to be my
friend, you're going to have to earn it, by actually being my friend. No
tricks or shortcuts."


Caught, she smiled at him, and
nodded.


"Fine, fine, be that way. We
already have that truce, so I'm safe enough. Still, you can't ever have too
many friends. So, brunch this Sunday? You can bring the girls, and get Eve to
come? Bey too. He's my favorite Vampire. Don't tell Eve or Lenore I said that.
My house, at ten in the morning?"


"Um, sure? I'll ask, and get
back to you about how many can make it. So, do you think I'll have to fight
again tonight?" 


The lawn was a mess, from the
storm earlier, but the place was more or less holding together. Glancing
around, he figured that if there were broken windows they'd all be on the far
side. Not the back, but the north side.


Keeley understood where he was
looking and why, but didn't walk that way.


"Most likely not. You cost her
a lot, and while she won't be scared, she will be cautious. If she comes
back too soon, you'll win. My best guess is that she'll take a few days to
rebuild her energy, then start making the rounds of her friends, to see if
anyone can be gotten in to go after you with her. Really, she might just send
in a team for you. Or, honestly, show up on your doorstep at first light in
lingerie. I don't think that one is likely, but you offered her that option, so
taking you up on it would be a good move. Or just leaving you alone. She has
to get that you won't go for her. Really, you can't. Not being able to walk the
lines yet."


"Yet? I doubt I can.
I'm powered by a different sort of magic. I can do that kind too, but the
amount needed is too much for me."


That got a girlish chuckle, and a
hand on his arm.


"You aren't done learning
yet, Tyler. You have power and time, and those two things can lead to a lot of
wonderful, and horrible things."


Which was probably true.


"Oh, hey, while I have you
here..."


She looked at him brightly, like
he was about to ask her to the prom. From her expression she was planning to
say yes, too. Which was nice of her. He hadn't even tried to go to his own at
school. Tyler had been far too shy for things like that back then.


"Do you feel like something
vast is coming? A dark ending to reality?" He didn't get to explain before
she made a face.


"Not really. I was told that
something would be. It's in the notes in my head. I guess I've been told
about it at least five times, by Mike? I wonder if we're doing it? For that
matter, is he cute? That isn't in my notes."


Tyler let his head move from side
to side.


"Not horrible looking. A bit
average, but in a kind way. I doubt it though, about the sex, since he isn't
material, from what he said. Anyway, that's interesting, anything specific in
the notes on it?"


"Not really. Just that
you're involved in it, and a bunch of us will be too, in the end. Something
about fear that can't be unfelt? That sounds annoying, doesn't it?"


It really did. What was the point
of being able to block that kind of thing, if you couldn't?


"Thanks. Well, I should...
Call Lucy, actually. So she won't be worried."


Keeley gave him a last hug, and
then headed out around the edge of the building, probably to check on those
windows. The power was off inside, but for some reason his cell phone worked,
so he dialed the right number. He was a bit low on charge, but as long as he
didn't take too long, it should be fine.


The thing picked up on the first
ring.


"Hello?" The voice was
female, and young. Also familiar enough to him that he knew who it was.


"Allison? I was looking for
Lucy." He dialed the right number, he was certain.


"I grabbed Leslie's phone
when we left the restaurant. Let me... Phone for you? My boyfriend? You
better not have been making a play for him, or I will so murder
you."


There was a grabbing sound and a
laugh.


"Tyler? How are you doing?
You should text, like a normal person."


"The Storm came. I won, but
she managed to get away at the end, onto the lines. Keeley figures she might
need a few days to recover. That's about it for now. I thought that I'd keep
you in the loop. Now, you and Allison hang out? I did not see that one
coming. I hope she isn't being a bad influence on you." He should have
noticed that one. A lot of signs had been there. They probably had the same
group of little high school freshmen friends.


Demon Academy, or some such.


The idea tickled him actually.
Little kid demons running around like that. Stealing souls and crying in the
bathrooms that the boy they like doesn't like them back. After a moment he
sobered and realized that the reality would be a little dismal. These were
beings trying to trap kids, in order to steal their entire lives away from
them. It wasn't fun, or cute,.


Lucy muttered something, then
spoke to him again. It was late at night, about twelve now, but there were
young voices on her side of things. She didn't sleep, of course. That meant he
had no clue what was going on.


"I can be right there.
Allison, too. Call it an hour? We have people here and..."


He shrugged, and looked at the
very dark building around him.


"Probably not needed? I was
just letting you know what was up. I don't need my hand held yet. Later maybe?
Keeley is putting together a brunch on Sunday. You'll have to pay, but you
should come. Ginger and Calley are coming, too. We should get Zack and Ginger's
parents. Lenore and the Human ones."


That got a laugh, because she
seemed to have worked out that The Mistress of Souls hadn't invited them all.


"You need to pay, too. Don't
let the others push you around. I love you." There was a giggle then, away
from the phone, and the sound of a body moving in.


"I love you too,
Tyler!" That was Allison. The Technician, playing a role to trap innocent
kids into being her... Well, probably her friends, more or less. If she wanted
slaves, she wouldn't have been as tricky about it.


That would be good, since sooner
or later they were going to learn that she wasn't exactly Human. What Lucy was
doing there... Well, that made sense. She was finding new things to do, since
her kid had left home and didn't need her as much now. A lot of mothers went
back into the work place, after their kids left. He hadn't gone to college, but
was working instead.


Then, with the last bit of juice
in his phone, he called Calley.


"Tyler?"


"Yep. Alive and erm, you
know. Anyway, I won, but she got away before she died. It should be safe for
now. The power is totally out here though, so you all might want to hang there,
if you have that?"


"We have generators going. Can
you come here? Or, do you need help? Are you injured? I can come... One
bit..."


He smiled, and then realized that
he was actually more or less fine.


"I'm good. Actually I can
just walk over. It won't take too long. I need to think. Call it... Ten minutes?
I want to change first, and that could be awkward."


She laughed, since the place was
several miles away. Still, he wasn't going to go in normal time, needing to
practice holding the concept that allowed him to be quicker, without using any
real energy. That meant he was at the front of the place, which had four guards
out this time, rather than two. Different beings than the ones he knew, but one
was an Amazon, he thought.


She looked right for that anyway.


They just moved to the side,
letting him in, which worked, but wasn't exactly all that safe really. Then, he
was either him right then, or a shape shifted Greater Demon. So they either had
just let in the right man, or done the right thing, since fighting would have
gotten them all killed.


He didn't slow down though,
except at the door, and went to find Calley, who was at her own embassy, along
with everyone that had been at the house, and Ricard, his personal assistant.
Who was also the Greater Demon Fram.


"Hey all. I'm still here.
Ricard..." He held out his hand, as if to shake, but the Greater Demon did
what he was supposed to and sent out a tendril of magic to get all his data.
Proving he was, in the end, him.


Fram gave him a short head nod.


"Not truly. Several of us
can fake that. Still, the rest of the package does seem right. So, I was just
about to abuse the poor cafeteria night staff. Would you all like to come
along? If the world isn't going to end this moment, I mean?"


They all agreed, and while Calley
was exhausted seeming, the Vampires were all fine. Steve was actually sleeping
though, curled up in the corner in a sleeping bag. It was green and had a
military feel to it. Fluffy looking. Really, he envied the kid that ability.
Once a day he could just turn the world off and not bother with it for a while.


The cafeteria was a plain place,
and while open enough, and holding large tables, it didn't have a lot of
people, or beings, there at the moment. A few. Those were all large furry
people however, who looked at them come in, but didn't call out or anything to
anyone. Trollienkeine, though some of them had tails. Not all of the six did.
The hair was a mix of light brown, dark brown and white. The two white ones
were the tail having kind, it seemed.


There was a buffet set up along
the far wall, which was a nice hike away, and Ricard didn't bother to pretend
he wasn't getting as much as a tray could hold. Tyler got a plate too, but just
picked whatever seemed interesting to him. Except meat. Even with plenty of
energy coming in all the time, he didn't want to tempt himself with flesh.
Still there was plenty, even given that. All of it was real food, too. Nothing
from a box, or store, that he could tell.


The tables were wood, and covered
with red table clothes, but the place wasn't all that nice. Functional, more
than anything. A place to get food, not wine and dine. It was good though, for
all that, and, Ricard assured him, the food was even better during the day.


"We just have enough people
here to make it worthwhile to stay open all the time. So, I hear that you
fought a Greater Demon and kind of kicked her butt? The Storm. She's not too
bad in a fight. I took her out once though, so I wouldn't let that go to
your head. I normally end up losing, so... Yeah." He didn't sound happy
about that, but looked at Tyler closely, as if sizing him up.


Ty shrugged at him a bit.


"Well, I don't suppose I
could trade you something to get you to be on my side? I don't have much. I just
don't need anyone throwing in with her if I can help it."


The nice looking Greater Demon
gave him a considering look, and then smiled.


"Well, you can trade sex for
it. Nothing too kinky or anything, let's say? Call it once a week?"


Tyler shrugged. Everyone else
looked at him closely though, as if wondering what he was going to say. It was
a negotiation though, and if the guy thought that was going to be a good
starting place, then what he was really willing to settle for would be a lot
less.


"Hmmm. I get to pick what we
do, and how often, but we can do that. About that often, but if we miss a week
or two, or even more, due to unforeseen circumstance, then that's just what it
is. I don't want to risk defaulting for something this minor. I mean, it's not
like The Storm is really going to come and ask you to help attack me, is
it?" The Demon had a deal, with Ty's mom, to watch him.


That probably meant that killing
him was out of the question.


Fram got that he got that too.


"Okay, but I get to have a
turn, too. No fair just doing me up the behind all the time, or putting me
under your desk while you have meetings. We can do that, but not only
that, is what I'm trying for here."


"All right. Half and half
that way. Good. We can take care of that later. Now, what's new around here?"
Everyone was looking at him funny, but that was probably because he'd just made
plans to fuck his secretary, and that was kind of sexual harassment.


The guy was kind of hot though,
even though he was playing that part off. Tyler would have done him anyway.
Which, he realized, the Demon would know. So the whole bargain was
probably both really trivial and about letting him feel assured that the guy
was on his side.


Which could always just be a lie.


What was it that he'd been told
that way? That Greater Demons followed through on their deals if they thought
that whoever it was could follow through on making them. Or at least be
enough of a nuisance to make problems. He might be in that range now, or
really, Ty could be fooling himself. Letting him seem to nearly win a fight was
a good way of getting him to let his guard down after all.


Not that he was going to fall for
that kind of thing. Too many people wanted him dead for that. That number being
one. It was still too much. Or, well, she had tried pretty hard to take
him out, but her goal, originally, had seemed to be about getting him to go
with her. Why though? He was all right, he guessed, as far as looks went.
Utility, too.


Tyler was a good worker and
didn't get tired, so that could be part of it. But he could always be called
away by The Rotted. Or, if The Storm were clever enough, he could be used as
bait to get her to the right place at the right time. Even if the Greater
Demons had been honest with him, that might still be the real plan. To
use him to get at his mom.


Fram smiled at him, and licked
his lips, playfully, as if that would bother him. Or distract him. He could
feel the small bit of energy coming from the man, as he tried to read his mind.
Probably succeeding. Without thinking about it, he ended that, choking the
energy from the bit of magic being used. That got the Demon to go wide eyed,
but even as he tried again, there was no mind reading allowed.


No, from that point on he had to
keep his thoughts, and most of his plans, to himself. Because it seemed that
he'd made a big mistake. The Storm wasn't really going to do all that work to
get him. Insane or not. So that meant she, and whoever might be working with
her, had some larger goal in mind. If anyone was working with her. So
far that hadn't been a real thing as far as he could tell, but she might have
confederates. That, or minions.


Slaves even. If that was the
case, he'd have to watch them. No one around him had that kind of a link,
thankfully. He really didn't know what he'd do if one of his friends had been a
slave like that. Except of course, he did. He'd kill the link. It wouldn't work
for him, since Lucy used death energy for it, at least with him, but he could
try it out on Steve later.


That idea was possibly outside of
his deal with Keeley however, so he put it on the back burner. After all,
making waves wasn't a great plan at the moment. What he needed, more than
anything else, was to have friends. You didn't do that by taking away their
favorite playthings. Not even if it was the right thing to do.


It would work. He could feel that
in his bones. If he could notice the line, he could smother it in darkness, and
strip it of power long enough that anyone made a slave would be left free.


In theory, at least.












Chapter seventeen





 


The problem with having the power
to break a Greater Demon's ability to hold a slave was that doing that meant
fighting that Greater Demon. Though, when he stopped to think about the idea,
Ty got that there was a possible service involved in the whole thing. As far as
he knew, if people wanted to break slave line like that right now, it involved
killing someone and then bringing them back.


He thought that there was a
better, and safer, way. One that didn't involve the use of time manipulation
machines. That was really cool, true, because people that died might be brought
back, if you cared enough about them, in certain cases, but...


Well, fighting to save people he didn't
know wasn't going to be happening. He wasn't pro slavery. Not by any means.
That didn't mean his role in the world was to save them all, either. He
couldn't even save himself, so that idea was just a bit too ironic for him.
Still, before he did anything in particular that way, a test was in order, so
he decided to go to the source of most of the new slaves herself.


The Mistress of Souls.


This time, for once, he got a
ride to her house, and knocked on her front door. It was... Different. He and
the band lived in a giant mansion. One owned by the girl herself. She, on the
other hand, lived in a modest single level home that was nice on the outside,
but not grand in any way. It was clean and there was a small forest of trees
and bushes around it. Given the terrain around them, that was impressive. A lot
of them looked like fruit trees too. Given how much her kind ate, that seemed
like a good idea.


As Rebekah drove away, not
looking at him, since she had no clue why he was there, Tyler knocked again.
There was a sense of life, a rushing inward of it in fact, that moved toward
the door. When it opened he smiled.


"Hey, Mistress of Souls. I thought
I'd come visit with you." Unannounced which was rude, but really Ty didn't
want to give her a chance to say no. At least not for the wrong reasons.


"Ty! There you are. I was
starting to think you didn't like me. One little rape and people start to freak
out. We made up though, so that's over. Did you come over for a reason, or just
to try and get a date? That could be fun. I'm free this coming Friday?" 


He rolled his eyes a bit and then
shook his head.


"Allison and her friends are
coming, which you know. Besides, we still have brunch tomorrow at ten, so it
seems like we should set things up after that. This is about something
different."


"Oh? All right. Well, come
on in. Are you selling Amway now? I know you were worried about getting some
more money in."


He nodded as he walked past her,
not really knowing what that was, but getting that it was some kind of door to
door sales thing that was probably annoying.


"A little like that. Here's
the pitch: let's say that you're The Mistress of Souls. You collect slaves like
some people do little statues of dolphins. On occasion though, you might just
want to reward one of them with their freedom, or they might just be more
trouble to keep than to get rid of, but killing them means having to eat the
body, and you really want a nice fruit pie. What's a girl to do?"


She turned to him, smiled at his
bit of patter and spoke like she was in an info-mercial.


"I don't know, attractive
and manly spokesperson. What is a hapless Mistress of Souls supposed to
do?"


"I'm so glad you asked! All
you need is a handy Tyler G. With one simple visit, I can remove the slave
link, leaving everyone totally unharmed. To prove this I'll give you a free
sample, today. You can't beat a free sample!"


She sobered then, and raised her right
hand a bit. It was telling, considering she had to call out, too.


"Jasmine, would you come
here, please?" There was a bustling sound, and a woman who looked to be in
her mid-thirties or so came out of what he assumed was the kitchen. She had
mid-toned dark skin, curly hair that was a bit big, and slightly fuzzy, and a
pleasant smile.


"Yes, Mistress?"


Keeley smiled at her, looked at
Tyler like she wasn't certain, and shrugged, which looked wrong on the thin and
pretty girl, then waved at him.


"Would you like to be free?
Tyler here thinks he can break the line between us, if you want. From what he
said it should be safe enough. I don't really know, it could hurt. I'll leave
that up to you. What would you like?"


There was a nervous swallow, and
a look down at the floor.


"Being free is better. I
don't want you to think that I don't appreciate all you've done for me though!"
She seemed scared, but it was very clear that Keeley wasn't playing games on
this one.


Breaking the line was easier than
walking across the room. Ty just surrounded it with dark death energy, and then
killed the flow of life that moved from Keeley to Jasmine. Before the woman
from the kitchen could even finish stammering, it was done.


Perfectly.


Keeley went slightly wide eyed.


"Well! Okay. How much
do you plan to charge for this service. I have about ten slaves that have
earned their way free. Not if I have to risk their lives, or rent
Darla's geordis, it isn't worth that much to me. I'd go, say ten million a
pop?"


Tyler shook his head then.


"Nope. Ten thousand dollars
for the lot. A special onetime deal just for you, but you have to tell
any of the other Demons that might want that service about it too. The idea is
to make it so cheap that they'll use it, rather than just kill the slaves when
they don't want them anymore." He waited, since it was probably too
little, but she nodded at him.


"Charge more than that, but
I get the idea. Are you open to trading for things, too? If so, a lot more of
us might do that. Even the insane can have favorites, and doing this cost me nothing.
No magic, or energy even. Jasmine, can I get you to stay on? I'll pay you, so
it will be worth your while that way. Also, I sort of want to make sure you
don't relapse. There are other things we can do to make certain you stay clean,
now that you're past the first bit. Without enslavement. For one thing, if you
start to relapse, I can just look at you all sad. Like this..." She did
twenty seconds of a pitiful expression that would have worked on Ty.


So he nodded.


"That's probably good
enough. Do you do drug treatments too? I can..." He tilted his head, and
changed what he was thinking a little. "If you can get them clean, without
pain, and help get them to change, I can break the lines later, when it's time.
For free, as long as you cover the other side of things?"


There was nothing in it for
either of them, not that he could see. Before he could even pull the offer back
she laughed.


"We can charge for it.
That's not bad. I'll split the profits with you. Twenty-eighty? That isn't
really fair, since there are some five hundred and thirty Greater Demons that
could do my part in it. I'll be putting up the starting funds for the
facilities and training people to get the rest of it done. Doctors and all
that. Or are we doing this openly? That would allow us to do it faster and cut
out a lot of the need to string things out. They could come in on Thursday
night, and be done on Friday by noon. How often can you do what you just did?
Ten times a day?"


He tilted his head, and then
shook it.


"As many as you need? It
doesn't take much more than some concentration on my part. How about you?"


She smiled, which was a big,
vulpine looking thing. In fact it was nearly scary seeming.


"About the same. That, and
some orders for each person. It doesn't even just have to be drugs. We can fix
pretty much anything. Help with weight loss, and all that. Anything that people
want to have changed about themselves. All right. Now, are we hiding this or
not?"


He shook his head.


"No? I mean, my plan is to
make it cheap enough that Greater Demons can come to me if they want it done.
I'm not going to go and break all their slaves free if they don't want
it, so fighting with me won't be worth it. Really, it should be a net loss for
them, right? If I'm there to work for them, cheap, then messing with me
otherwise would be a poor idea." He was a bit shaky on that part, but
tried to fake confidence.


Keeley glanced at Jasmine and
then nodded.


"That sounds about right.
After the thing with The Storm, well, when it's learned about, a lot of the
others will be worried about what you really are. You aren't a Demon. I think
the best presentation would be to suggest that you're a powerful necromancer.
It's... Honestly that's about the case. Have you tried bringing the dead back
yet?"


He made a face, then shook his
head.


"No. I'm animating myself,
so I know I can do it, but it's a lot of work, and I can't see how it would
benefit anyone. Real Vampires, or even zombies are kind of living. I'm very
different than that, and I don't think that I could really repeat the process
for anyone. Lucy probably could, eventually." He didn't know if it was all
her work that had made him, or if it was his doing. Probably a bit of both.


After all, he was just a Human. A
dead one that had taken years of care to become whatever he was now.


Keeley seemed happy enough with
that, and touched his arm, tickling him with energy. That got her to wink at
him.


"Very good. Necromancer
then. People, even Greater Demons, will feel more comfortable if they can name
you. Let's do this? I need to set some things up. Let's see... Oh, are you
willing to break slave links without telling the slave about it?" She
moved and put her hand on Jasmine's arm, and then nodded at Ty again. "It
doesn't feel like anything, so that can be done if they don't know about
it."


That made sense. He had no clue
how many slaves would be living without knowing how oppressed they were. Then,
Tyler had gone sixteen years that way, so it was possible that it was a lot
more common than he knew about.


"Sure. I have no problem
with that."


That got a smile, and another pat
on the arm. This time, as the tendrils came at him, the sucking bit of life
energy that was so apparent to him now, he killed them off, scattering the
power they held. It wasn't destroyed, after all, just disorganized. It still
worked.


The Mistress of Souls laughed and
shook her head.


"Careful there. If you keep
them from knowing what you really are, they'll think you're one of us. That
wouldn't go well. No one can fight a half dozen of us. Not alone. You need
friends. Luckily you have a good start. Zack, Darla, Anne, I hear you even know
that Keeley bitch?" She winked then, but explained. "Sorry, I
shouldn't do that to you. I was just being funny at my own expense, not saying
that I'm not me. You need to work on ways to test that kind of thing."


Which was true, no doubt, but he
had no clue how to get that done. It was probably going to change from one
Demon to the next.


He stood for a few seconds, and
then looked at Jasmine.


"Oh, hey, are you coming to
the party next Friday? It's at my house. You can meet the band. Living Proof?
It will be fun. Probably a few famous people will be there and all that."
The woman seemed to be scared for some reason though, and she looked at Keeley,
who smiled and nodded for her.


"If you want to, Jasmine? It
really should be fun."


That got a nod, but the woman
took a breath and looked at him. Instead of smiling at him and saying that
sounded like fun, or even that she was busy, her words were very different.


"What do I owe you? For
getting me free?"


Keeley looked at him, and seemed
to get that he was stuck, not really understanding the situation.


"Ah. To me you provided a
useful service. A convenience. To her you rescued her from lifelong
enslavement. I do see how that might make an impression. Are you asking
for anything though? I'll bet she'll do anything you want. Anything."


The idea was to tempt him with
sex, but he shook his head. He wasn't filled with life like a real man his age.
There was a desire for the pleasure of sex, but he finally understood
that it wasn't really a drive for him. Just training.


He'd grown up in a world that
told him that men wanted sex all the time, so he had, in order to seem
Human. He wasn't that. Not exactly. Yes, it was still fun, and he could do it
whenever he wanted, physically, but it wasn't real. It was him making it seem
like he was like everyone else. Nothing more. He wasn't trying to procreate,
since that wasn't a thing for him. It couldn't be. Not in any normal fashion.


So even as Jasmine nodded
slightly, he shook his head.


"Nope. You're free. That's
all. It was paid for by the person that caused the debt. That's balance, right?
Or in this case you benefited from a free sample, but hey, that counts. So,
come to the party or not. Go live someplace else, or stay here and get Keeley
to pay you well for whatever it is you do. Or, if you want, get in early on
this new business idea. It probably pays more than doing housework, if that's
what you do here. Someone has to do the work though, so why not you?"


Rather than shut him down, Keeley
gave her a considering look. She seemed like a girl who was barely twenty, and
was pretty enough that she could have been in movies, but somehow it still
worked for her. There was no sense of command however.


Jasmine shook her head.


"I don't know if I would be
good at that kind of thing. I'm not that smart. That was why I got into drugs
in the first place. It seemed better than fixing my problems. Easier. Until
Keeley made me do the right thing, I always took the easiest path." She
seemed pretty certain of that, too.


He shrugged.


"I wouldn't undersell
yourself, but if that's the case, then you know best. Still, if you change your
mind, let us know? If you try and fail... Well, then we'll get someone else,
but it won't hurt you." The truth was he didn't care that much. It was
nice to give her a chance, but the truth was, his part was done now. She was
free, and that was all he could do for her.


The rest was going to be her own
doing.


Keeley, not even bothering to
read him, steered him toward the door a bit forcefully, taking his arm and
pulling enough to actually make him move. It seemed cute and friendly though,
which it really shouldn't have. She was being bossy, and physically
domineering. It should have come across as hostile, and hard. There was
smiling though, and her body moved close to him, bumping him with her hip as
she walked. Everything about her contradicted what she was doing so totally it
made his mind stop working for a moment.


Like it would have if she were
flirting with him, which, after a fashion, to her own ends, she was. 


After a bit, near the door, he
chuckled.


"Or just tell me to
leave? It seems easier."


"Oh, sure. But if I do that
and you take it the wrong way, then there are hard feelings. This way you
leave, but the worst you feel on the far end is that I might want to take you
to bed. I don't, but it isn't a personal thing. I'm just busy. For that
matter, I don't suppose you could free up a few people for me? I'll call in a
list later? There might be some travel involved. Unless you can do this at a
distance? In that case... Hide it. Always. Don't even try it, if you
don't have to. That would scare the others too much."


She let go of him and moved away
a bit. A slight twinge hit him, not being wanted that way, but he pulled up a
calm concept and let it go almost instantly. It wasn't magic, but it worked,
and that was enough. It did help that she wasn't Human either. That meant she
was going to have different likes, dislikes, and drives than most. Maybe.


Okay, he could tell when he was
rationalizing, and let that go, too.


"As long as it fits into my
schedule? I need to focus on the Coalition, and the band. On top of that I need
to go and check on some people. Lisa Weise and that gang. My mom. I've hardly
seen her in weeks, and there's been some major stuff going on. That kind of
thing. We need to plan out the holidays and all that. I'd say that I was going
to be spending them with Ginger and Calley, but I kind of think that Steve has
stolen them both away already. Probably because he actually gives them
the attention they want. I'm kind of a bad boyfriend that way."


Keeley gave him a look that was
nearly ridiculous seeming then.


"Then fix it? For one thing,
Steve isn't any better that way than you are, he's just less busy and a bit of
a pig. He has no problem walking up to a woman and just asking for sex. That
works with Calley, but Ginger is just making sure she isn't insulting
your friends. I wouldn't assume that means she's moving on yet. For one thing,
she's a Vampire, and that means her people would be at a certain level of risk,
if she took up with a regular Human. If any of the other Vamps come for you,
unwanted, or to harm you, they'll end up dead. She doesn't get that consciously
yet, but it's what will happen. With Steve she'd have to be ready to lose him,
or fight. Not that it would come up that much, but it's a risk if she ever
crosses anyone. Eventually we all end up pissing someone off, don't we? So, for
her, you're nearly perfect. Kind, gentle, polite and so powerful that even Bey
wouldn't try for you now. A good enough person that he knows he doesn't have to,
which is pretty rare."


A thing that he was going to keep
quiet for a while, though it was pretty clear that was more than doable for
him.


Killing a living person that way
would take some work, but might happen if Ty applied himself well enough. He
could hit them with death until their body just gave up on them. They could and
did, generate life energy, but it could be overwhelmed with enough effort. It
would be a lot easier to just shoot them.


Vampires...


If he cut their lines of power,
which wouldn't be any harder than severing a slave line at all, he could hit
them with a wave of darkness and they would simply go down. They didn't have
the reservoir of energy that would make a living thing more immune to him. Ty's
rough guess was that they would not love to hear about that. Then, they didn't
need to.


Sure, he could take them out, but
he wouldn't. Not unless he was pushed into it by a specific one of them. He had
a weapon that was hard to beat by a certain kind of person, but if he had a gun
it wouldn't be that different, would it? There was no reason to go around
hurting anyone, if he could help it.


Even if he wanted to take the
whole "Being of Death" thing to heart. After all, everything living
would be dead in the end. There was no hurry as far as he could tell. No matter
who he'd met, so far at least, it seemed that they were finite beings. Maybe not
God, or possibly the Angels, but really, he didn't even know that for certain.


So it wasn't like he had some
death based goals or anything. Still, there was truth to the idea that Vampires
weren't going to be that big of a threat to him in particular.


"I'll talk to them? I mean,
Calley was always herself. She didn't claim that she was in anything for
the long haul. In fact, I remember her saying that wouldn't be the case. It
just isn't her way. Ginger... Honestly, she doesn't even like sex, you know?
What do I bring to the table that way?"


Keeley nodded and closed the
door. He decided to take that to mean he needed to go and figure that out on
his own, rather than bothering her with his whining.


Not that he had been, but when
men asked questions about life, most women weren't going to be able to
understand that they weren't complaining. Not all the time.


Lucy had mentioned that to him,
when he was younger, more than once. A lot of what he knew about ladies came
from her. It wasn't all nice, either. Tyler was willing to bet that a lot of it
was honest, however. She hadn't lied to him, and her tips had been kind of
useful. Like being certain he didn't get a girl pregnant too young. Oh, sure,
that had been about hiding what he really was, but it was a good things for
regular guys to keep in mind.


For a moment he felt a pang of
worry about Steve, of all people. Then he relaxed. As far as Ty knew, none of
the girls he'd been sleeping with could get pregnant by him. Well, except
Calley, which he'd never thought about before. She was alive, after all.


Using the raw concept of time
distortion, not adding magic to it, not wanting to waste Lucy's effort and
energy that way, he walked home. It was closer than he would have thought,
being only about five miles away. It was coming into being evening, so it
wasn't that hard to see everyone finally coming back home. That they'd stayed
all day to work showed how important they thought it was.


Then, that was the case.
Honestly, they needed to get with the government, and get a Human rep in too.
Maybe one from each country? That was too much. A team from around the world
of, maybe five people, to speak for Humanity? That seemed closer to the right
thing to try at first.


On the good side, he knew someone
that he could bother about things like that.


At the front door he called out.


"Hey everyone, I'm home.
Calley, can I talk to you for a bit? It's about sex."


 Upstairs! The concept hit
him like it had been projected on purpose. She was home at least. He could feel
her energy when he tried. Alive and powerful, but leaking more than a Human
would. That was probably why she had to eat more than a regular person would.


When he found her, she as naked,
and in the shower.


"In here!" It was
helpful of her, since it let him know where she was, in relation to the running
water. More to the point, that she wanted him to go in, which he wouldn't have
without knowing that.


"Hey honey!" He sighed,
faking it up a bit for effect, so she could hear him doing it. Her ears were
really good though, so he didn't oversell it. "What do you do for birth
control? I mean, I know that you can't get pregnant by me, but Steve is
a Human, and you have other friends, so..."


There was no immediate answer,
but when it came the voice wasn't upset.


"Aren't you coming in?"


He looked down and realized that
it probably wouldn't hurt. He had clean clothing in the other room even, in the
closet. Without speaking he got naked, and pulled the heavy glass door out. It
was metal framed, and solid, but the wavery glass was kind of hard to see
through.


With a few thoughts he used a bit
of energy to make himself erect, since that was no doubt what she wanted him
there for. That and washing her back. Both were good things though, so he
didn't mind.


She was really washing though,
and scrubbed pretty well, so he did the same.


"You know, I never asked,
how is your sense of smell?" It was a different topic, but she smiled at
him, looking funny without her glasses. Cute. Like she was sleepy, rather than
half blind.


"Pretty good. I mean, I
can't track a person just by scent, but I can tell what you ate for lunch, and
that you were with The Mistress of Souls not too long ago. Not having
sex either. Which is good. She's so hot I couldn't compete that way."


Tyler could have said a thousand
things, but just smiled and shook his head a bit. The warm steam in the shower
smelled like girl soap and shampoo at the moment. He didn't feel the heat, but
he got what was happening anyway. That air was slightly foggy even.


"No, she really isn't. Not
enough that you couldn't compete. I always feel nervous around her. Not in a
good way either. I think it's that Lucy told me not to be too interested in the
supernaturally good looking girls a while back. So I'm really not. You know the
Alede and all that? Keeley is on the edge there really. She nearly isn't Human
looking. Now, Eve is pretty hot, but even there she's not better than you are,
just a bit more..."


There was a small, miffed sound
then.


"A bit better looking?"


He grinned, not taking the bait.


"I was going to go with a
bit more standard looking. Average really. Yes, she had perfect skin,
and hair, but that's Vampire camouflage, nothing else. Not special like you. Or
Ginger, though she's a bit more in that average range too, really. Both of them
could model with the right makeup. Your freckles would show through.
Other than that you'd be in that same zone. No blemishes, lean, and with an
interesting nose. African looking, but on a white girl, which really works out
pretty well." Then he let that settle for a bit. It was all true, but he
could see six ways for it to explode on him.


Instead he got a hug.


"Not bad. A lot of people
think that Bats are ugly. Like troll dolls, really. With glasses, more often
than not. Then those sold pretty well when I was a kid, so I never took it as
an insult. Funny, but no man ever said I was too ugly to suck his cock, you
know? Or tried to slip a bag over my head. A few did turn the lights
off, but that was probably to hide their own body." She gave Ty a damp hug
then. And laid the side of her face against his chest.


That meant all the water was
hitting him either in the face, since she was just that short, or on her back.
Her right hand found him about then, and she encircled him, then started to
move a bit. It felt nice, even though he couldn't feel if she were warm or not.
The water was the same way.


"Anyway, the
question..." She didn't stop moving her hand, but pulled back a tiny bit
so she could speak properly. "I don't use any birth control. I pretty much
can't get any diseases, since they go away when I shift, so it isn't a problem.
If I get preggers, well, then good. It's hard for Shifters to have kids
in general, and even harder for some of us. Bats are rare, because of that. So
we have sex all the time, with nearly everyone we can, and if one of them
takes, we're pretty happy about it. Why?"


He groaned a bit, and thrust a
little, which got her to speed up slightly.


"Oh, it's just that I was
worrying about Steve earlier. Having all that sex, because of course
he's going to. I don't know what kind of birth control he's been using. We need
to look into that before he starts doing all those groupies."


Instead of being insulted, she
just bent over, and pushed him back against the wall. Her mouth found him, and
she didn't speak for a long time. Not until they changed positions, twice, and
she was holding herself against him, her hands on the wall.


"Ah... Yeeees."


As she finished, he did too, even
though he had control of that part of things now. That Lucy had before was a
bit too much to think about, so he didn't.


His girlfriend didn't push him
off though, starting to move again a bit later, since he was still hard.


"Anyway, if I get
pregnant, I'll find a husband. Probably another Bat, if I can. A Shifter for
certain. Bats are just more understanding about having lots of lovers, is all.
Maybe a Rabbit? They aren't too bad that way, but a lot of them are Shifter
Supremacists. I can't stand that kind of person. Plus, that would mean my kid
had a fifty-fifty chance of being one of them."


Ty stopped for a second, until
she mewed a bit and started to move herself, wanting to go on.


"Oh, sorry. Um... If you got
pregnant by a Human, but married a Rabbit, there would be a chance that the kid
would be a Rabbit? I'm not a scientist, but is that right?"


That got a laugh.


"It looks like it's time for
the birds and the bees, Shifter style. After I come again."


Because, clearly, there were
priorities in life.












Chapter eighteen





 


When Calley was happy with the
moment, which took a while, since she kind of figured out that Ty didn't have
to stop if he didn't want to, she let them get out of the shower. At least she
waited for them to both be dressed before starting in on the facts of life.


"All right. So, for the beginning
stuff, Shifters have sex, and kids, like Humans do. Smaller Shifters have some
problems having kids though, so I should mention that. It's why I try not to
get with really large men. You know, no seven footers or anything? I wouldn't
live through a ten pound baby. Not without a c-section and a good
hospital." She was getting into sweats, the bottoms and a black t-shirt
anyway. Tyler was wearing jeans and a similar shirt, but in purple. It had a
sigil on the front, but he didn't know what it was. A fist in a circle, with a
cross connected at the bottom, whatever that meant. It wasn't his shirt. One of
Ginger's he thought, but it fit him, and had been in his drawer, so it might
have been a gift or something.


It was cool enough, so he wore
it. Calley went on, settling on the bed.


"So, you have a little one,
which is easier for some of us than others. Wolf Shifters pop out kids nearly
like Humans, and snakes almost don't have kids. The rest of us are somewhere
between the first and the last. That's one part of it, but we have the other
side too. Shifting is a magical process. We have two forms, but that isn't
genetic. It's about early bonding."


He was actually paying attention
so nodded for her to keep going, even though she'd stopped for a moment.
Probably so he could say something, if he wanted.


"You know, so you identify
with one parent more than the other when you are a kid, and they turn into a
Bat, so you do, too. Which, as you'd guess means that if I got pregnant, by
anyone, and then, I don't know, shacked up with Ang, there would be a fifty
percent chance that the child would end up being a Dragon. Or, if I died and
other people had to raise him or her, they would end up being like at least one
of them." She shifted a bit, and put both legs under her, sitting up, but
on the bed. The blankets wrinkled under her a bit. "If a kid is wild, a
Shifter without a parent, they still have a second form. The bonding will
happen. So if their Human family or whatever kind of person was raising them,
had dogs, or cats, then they'd probably become one of those as their second
form. If there is nothing around at the right time, then they might identify as
something else. A story or picture."


Tyler had to think for a second,
and then nodded.


"Which is where things like
Dragon's come from? Or, I don't know, Griffins? I've never heard of that one."


That got a quirky smile however.


"Ah, the great origin
debate. Trust me, never bring that up at a party, or there will be a fight. The
fact is, no one knows. It could be that Dragons once walked the Earth, or did
in some other land. Some think that Shifters aren't from here anyway. The Human
world. There are a lot of us here, but in different places there are others
that are clearly like we are. Different realities? Part of my job is finding
those groups, if I can. Listening to others from far away, in order to see if
they have stories of groups that change shape from their world."


He just nodded, and tried to
remember that one. Don't ask about where different Shifter types came from. It
would, he decided, make the book he was going to write about everyone. A
chapter for each made sense to him. Even at that it was going to be a pretty
big thing.


"Okay. Got it. So, when you
get pregnant, you're going to run off on me? Sigh. Well, it could be worse. At
least I get to have you around today. Also, we should go out soon. Just
you and I. See a movie, or listen to a bad singer in a little coffee bar in
town or whatever."


She just seemed happy about that,
and beamed at him.


"Sounds good.
Tomorrow?"


"Um, no, but we have a
thing, in the morning, if you have time. Ginger too. At Keeley's. Brunch."


That got a shudder, since it was
kind of clear that Calley Hale was not the biggest fan of The Mistress of
Souls.


"I know. Well, we can do
that other thing, if we both survive? Demons... I know far too many of them to
make me happy. Zack is bad enough, but that Technician is a freak. Have you
ever noticed that? I offered to have sex with her, and she said no."
There was a sad head shake then, but a disarming grin after that. "Just
kidding. I'm not nearly that shallow. So if you're listening Miss
Technician, ma'am, it was just a joke. I'm just kidding. Honest."
She smiled, but looked around when she did it, like the girl might be hiding
behind the drapes of the room, listening to her.


Ty got that one.


"They read your entire life
when they touch you. If you notice, they'll always try to pat, grab, shake
hands, hug or whatever, first thing? That's when they do it. They get everything.
Your entire being, so it's a big deal. I guess you could not let them touch
you? If you can tell who they are, that is. I'm both impressed and
getting pissed off about all the shape shifting. I blame Keeley for that.
Ugh." He'd told everyone about the Allison rape thing, because that was
only fair.


Calley nodded at the words.


"There is that. You know,
before I met Zack I'd never met even a single Greater Demon in my life? Not
that I knew of. Now you can't hardly turn around without bumping into one.
Well, you know."


He did. It had been his entire
life that kind of thing had been happening.


Which he could do nothing at all
about. It really came down to one factor for him.


"Well, you can't pick your
family. You know, that reminds me, Ginger wanted me to meet her Human parents
at some point. I should go set that up. If she still wants that. I mean, I've
done my part, facing Lenore. Several times even. But, it's the lot I
have to face in life. I suppose you'll want me to go to the family barbeque
too?" He was kidding, but she smiled and jiggled a little, because she did
that kind of thing.


"Oh, definitely. Ginger too.
My family won't care about me bringing weirdoes like you two in. I mean, Ginger
is all right, being in the same line of work I am, but you? What do you do,
sing in a band? Sell your blood for rent money... Tsk." Her face
stayed serious for a while too, like it was an actual thing.


Which it kind of was, he
realized.


"Yeah, part time at a bookstore
and some volunteer work with a new agency isn't that big of a deal, is it?
Then, I'm eighteen, what do they want? I do have a new thing in the works. A
drug rehab thing, with Keeley. She's going to take them as slaves, and I'll be
undoing it after they get clean and programmed not to want drugs." He
paused, and then held up his right hand. "Oh, that isn't a joke. I can do
that now. It's because..." Tyler was about to say it was due to being
dead, but Calley hit him first.


Not hard, and she was being
playful, but there was a scared quality to it too.


"Don't say things like that.
You'll make the Demons mad at you."


He shrugged.


"I don't care what they
feel? Also, they won't get mad about it. The worst I could do to them
would be to remove a slave. That might piss them off in the moment, but it
won't hurt them. The only one that would be really put out by it would be
Keeley, and she kind of doesn't care. She could just re-do it again, if
she wanted. This just means that if they want to drop a slave without killing them,
the easiest thing to do is come to me. I doubt it will be a big deal, to tell
the truth. I can't take slaves. It's... Different."


She stopped, and made a slightly
confused face.


"But... That kind of
thing... Are you a Demon too?"


He grinned.


"Nope. Just a dead Human,
connected to one. Keeley suggested calling myself a Necromancer. Not that I
raise the dead. I could, but... Not really. Meat puppets aren't that useful,
day to day." Looking down, he realized that he'd basically been that for
sixteen years. Then he'd become a real meat puppet, and learned to pull
his own strings. "So, to answer the big question, no, I'm just really,
really cool. Also, my point was I kind of have a real job, too. Or will, if
anything comes of it. I get paid. Twenty percent of what we make."


He should have asked for
more, but there was a Demon involved, and trying to get a better position when
he didn't know what exactly he was supposed to do was hard.


It also didn't seem to please
Calley all that much.


"Is that wise? What if
she..." Then the girl stopped, and shook her head. "If you aren't
kidding, then everyone is going to want to be your friend, aren't they? Half
the fear of Greater Demons is being taken as a slave against your will. It used
to be that some groups were pretty safe. Until The Mistress of Souls came
around. Like, some Vampires used to be totally safe, I think. Other groups too.
Then she came and just took everyone, like it was nothing. If she makes me a
slave, you'll get me free, right?"


That one got a somber nod.


"Yep. Not that she'd do that
to you. That would be pushing Zack around, I think. They have a lot of things
to keep in mind when they do things, I imagine."


She stood up, and waved at the
door.


"Everyone else wants to talk
about this too. Except Steve. He has no clue it's going on. Are we hiding that
from him? I... Who's going to be in on this? It's huge. I... Really, I should
report this to Jahn. Ginger needs to get with her people on it. What kind of
price are you charging for this? Is there a registry? You know for people that
want to get in with you now, for protection?"


He let himself rise, pushing his
body around in a way that looked pretty close to normal, and spoke as they
walked along the hallway to the stairs.


"It isn't a secret. As for
the rest of it, I can't actually go up against Greater Demons all the time for
people. So we need to work that part out, so I don't have to battle them all.
Thanks." He didn't laugh, but as they got into the living room, Ginger
laughed a bit.


"Oh, yeah, that makes sense.
Even with that, it would be a good thing. Can you show us? I mean, if we can
get someone that's a slave, and who it won't be a problem if they're
freed?" She didn't even twitch in Steve's direction, he noticed. No one in
the place did. Even Scotty just shook his head.


"I'll sign up now. How much
do you want for it? A million or two? Do I need to pay first? I can get that
around, in a few weeks." He got up, like he was going to go and start that
right then.


"First, you all get that for
free, if it ever happens. Just like I'm sure I get all the fresh blood I
can drink, right Rebekah?"


"Always, of
course." She grinned at him, since she knew The Mistress of Souls
personally. Was on good terms with her, too. It probably wouldn't be an issue,
but if it was, it could just be needed, since Keeley wasn't going to want to
hurt her or anything. She made her too much money for that.


 Steve made a face and then shook
his head.


"Can you get my sister free?
I think... I think that Keeley took her years ago. Me too. I didn't love the
guitar when I was a kid. Then one day I started playing, until my fingers bled.
I practice constantly too, even now. I hate it. I mean, I don't hate,
hate it. I don't want to quit the band, but I kind of don't want to play chords
for hours every day? It's sort of obvious, isn't it?"


Tyler looked over and then tilted
his head.


"I don't know about your
sister. I can do you. We should get with Keeley though first and make certain
she's all right with it. I sort of need her as an ally right now. So... Yeah.
I'll call though, and see if there's screaming about it?"


Steve looked down and nodded. The
fact that everyone had told him not to mention it to the guy was interesting.
Even Keeley had tried to hide it from him, but she had to know that he'd
picked that part up. The sister was news to him. She was the band's PR person,
but other than that Ty knew nothing about the woman. Hally.


Walking to the phone, everyone
else looked at him like he was insane, but he dialed it anyway.


"Hello?" It was Keeley,
so he just spoke.


"Steve asked me to free him.
His sister, too. I'll cover that for free, so, do I have to fight for them or
not?" He looked at the room, wondering what the real answer would be, but
he was just asking her, not really saying he would fight.


Keeley snorted at him.


"We really need to work on
your protocol. Fast too. First, when you address a Greater Demon, you need to
use their use name first."


He actually knew that. Someone
had told him that before.


"Mistress of Souls. So nice
to talk to you. So, the slave thing?"


She laughed a bit.


"Clerk. All right. Steve,
not Hally. She isn't a slave. Will you accept Steve as payment for the
others I want done?"


"I can check the sister, and
if she is enslaved remove it?"


"Sure. I'll bring her to the
party you didn't invite me to on Friday?"


"What? You had to
know that you were coming. Always, unless we hammer religious symbols all over
the place. You know, to ward you off? Good then. We can do that. So I own Steve
now? Kinky... Too bad he's in the Band, so no sex. Sorry Steve. Oh, wait...
You've been doing Rebekah, so that rule has changed, hasn't it?" He broke
the slave line instantly, while he spoke, which got a slow gasp from the other
side of the walk-around phone.


"That's impressive. So, see
you tomorrow? Brunch?"


"We'll be there. See you
then." He nearly said love you at the end, which was weird, since he didn't
and wasn't used to saying that kind of thing on the phone all the time like
some guys did with their wives and girlfriends.


Instead he hung up.


"There. Steve, you're free.
Keeley said that your sister isn't a slave, but will bring her by, next Friday,
so that I can make sure that isn't a lie."


He nodded, and then stood up.


"How do I tell that I'm not
a slave?"


Tyler could tell, but didn't know
how anyone else could. It was Rebekah who actually helped him out that way. Her
face serious, and her hands up in front of her, ready to fight the guy.


"Easy. Keeley is a smelly
cunt that has had more cock in her than most dock whores have had by their
fiftieth year on the streets." Then she waited, like she expected an
outburst or attack. It didn't come.


Steve just laughed.


"What does that prove? I
mean, she isn't any of that, but so what?"


Rebekah sighed and nodded.


"So what? If you were still
her slave you would have gotten angry with me for that. Slaves love
their masters on a level that is hard to believe. They can hate them, fear
them, live in constant terror of them, but if you seem to threaten them too much,
and they haven't ordered the slave not to defend them, there will be a
fight. If you can laugh at that, and you mean it? Then you aren't a
slave now."


Steve didn't seem totally
convinced, but he just became quiet while everyone else kind of accepted the
idea. That was pretty clear, since they started trying to divvy up his time to
free the nameless masses of enslaved people that would be coming forth.


That got him to laugh after a
bit.


"Guys, it's what, a few
thousand people, tops? Even if there are tens of thousands that are worried
about it, it's a pretty small group." That made a lot of sense to him, but
everyone else was acting like he was Jesus come again. Calley started to pace,
being too excited to sit at all, and then ran off to get her phone. Ginger did
the same after a bit, but managed to seem a little more calm about it.


As she hit the button to send on
the small silver phone she gave an apologetic smile.


"Sorry? I really do need to
report this. On the good side I can call Lenore, and she can take credit
for you. You know, how she dragged you up from the gutters of Vancouver
Washington, to the heady heights of Sparks, Nevada. Or at least mention that
I'm dating you, which gives the Vampires an in. If she wants to know what you
want for it, what do we say?"


That was a good thing to ask.


"That they act sensibly and
not get me killed?" That sounded fair, to him. Rebekah and Scotty both
laughed, the Vampire woman covering her mouth.


"Oooh. Say that. Say that!
We need to get their reaction on tape. A speaker phone or something. I bet the
silence will be deafening as they try to guess what that really means."
Then she let go, and doubled over with laughter. It really wasn't that funny,
but the others started to go as well, except Steve, who was quiet.


That meant Ginger had to suddenly
go silent when the cell picked up.


"Lenore? This is me, Ginger?
I kind of have interesting news? You know Tyler? Yes, were still dating. Noooo,
it isn't that, though I'll ask later. I'd say no, if I were him, but,
well, you'll see."


Then there was polite listening
for a while. As if they were just carrying on a conversation. After a bit she
covered the mouthpiece of the cell, which wasn't going to keep a Vampire from
hearing anything, so was probably just an old Human habit left over.


"She wants to know if she
and Zack are invited to the party on Friday? Or, more to the point, she wants
me to wrangle an invitation?"


Rebekah smiled, which seemed
genuine and showed a lot of her fang like pointy teeth.


"That sounds good. Seven
o'clock, here?"


They held a conversation over the
covered phone, at a distance, since Bekah was across the room, sitting on her
part of the good sofa. Okay, it was no better than anyplace else to sit, but
the other end of it was where he plunked himself down, since normal people
didn't stand forever. Even though it didn't bother him to do that.


Since it wasn't that hard to get
into one of their parties it seemed, they ended up with spaces for several
others by the time it was all done and over.


Then, as Lenore was about to get
off the phone, Ginger laughed.


"Hey, I called you.
I have real news? Though I'm sure the party thing is pretty big,
too."


Rolling her eyes a bit, she
waited, and made little talking gestures with her hand, which after a bit got a
sudden laugh from Rebekah and Scotty.


Ginger too.


"I know you can hear me do
that. So, Tyler learned how to power himself, and how to do some other magic?
It's really different than what we've seen. So, one of the things he can
do is break slave links. Greater Demon slave links. Yes. We tested him on one
of Keeley's slaves. Steve York? It seems to work really well... Not.
They're going into business together, using their abilities. She'll enslave
people and get them to fix their problems, then he'll undo it. A kind of
ultra-compulsion. I... Don't know. That might work. We could do
something similar. You can ask at the party? I'm not one of The Mistress of
Souls gal pals or anything, like you."


They got off the phone a bit
later, as Calley came down the stairs, holding her own phone to the side of her
head. Hers was a bright pink thing, that looked like it fit her, but wasn't all
that professional.


"Jahn Samson, and his son.
Party? Tim, the older one? He's trying to get into the Coalition offices as an
Intern. Do you have a program for that?" She smiled at him, like it was
funny or something. The guy was young, but that was about the right
level of things.


Intern.


"I want a written application
letter. List out what skills you bring to the table, and you'll need to be
willing to work with everyone. We can talk about it? Friday. Have the paperwork
in hand. I think that means you can get into the party anyway. Are you going to
bring your dad? You don't have to, but he can come, since he knows you. Tell
him to be cool. It's a party." He smiled, but couldn't hear the reply, but
Calley smiled and nodded.


"Yes. That was a party
invitation, for both of you. I think he's serious about the internship, if you
want it. Unpaid, of course, and you still have to go to school and battle camp,
but we can work out the rest of it. You don't need a vacation for a few years.
You're young, so you'll deal." It was nearly firm sounding in tone, but
her face nearly beamed.


When she hung up, after having
told them the correct information as to when to be there and all that, Calley
took a deep breath.


"Whew. That was..." She
ran over to Ty and gave him a big hug. "I love you. I really do. You
managed to not invite Magda Samson. It would make Tim look bad if she
came, too. His dad is there to represent him, not the Shifter Nation.
Which makes sense. Magda may be a trained medic, but she sucks. Her bedside
manner is weak, I hear. Plus, a medic?" She laughed, like that was
an insult.


Steve looked at her funny, and
shook his head.


"What's wrong with that?
That's a good job. People get hurt, and need help."


She stopped her snarky laughing,
and nodded.


"Right. Shifters, we heal
when we change. So really we don't need more than a few pressure bandages to
buy the slow ones time to do that. It's like... I don't know the Human military
equivalent. It isn't a real job for us. Worse, she refuses to touch
Humans. The ones that might actually need her medical care? She's kind of a
waste of space, and everyone knows it, except for her."


 That was basically her own first
lady, who, as far as Tyler knew, really was about that bad. Not that he
had a personal issue there. Zack kind of did for some reason. Still, Greater
Demon or not, he hadn't killed her, so the issue probably wasn't too serious.


Then, slowly as the night
progressed, other people started calling. Not for him. None of them wanted to
talk to him in particular. They wanted to talk about him. Even Steve got a
call. That one was from his sister, Hally. On the nice side, it had nothing to
do with anything except for him not being a slave anymore and if he was angry
at her, or Keeley, over it.


Not surprisingly, he kind of was.


"She... She used me. For
years, sis. She made me love her! I would have died for her, and she... She
played with me, like a toy. I... Yeah, I don't really know what to do right
now. My friend Tyler is going to get you free, if you're a slave. We should go
away. I... Maybe Zack will help us? He's a Demon, but kind of cool."


For her part, she didn't think
she was enslaved at all, but did mention that she'd come to the party, so Ty
could check on that for them. Keeley had told her that she should. Or, if the
girl could be trusted, asked her to come, to reassure her little
brother.


Which was exactly what she would
have been told if she were a slave, at least if she didn't know it.


Ginger moved over to him,
clicking off her own phone, clearly eavesdropping shamelessly. Not that she
could really help it given her hearing.


She waved the cell, indicating
her last call.


"Eve said that she wanted to
bring Lisa Weise as her date. Something about a threesome? That's a coup. Lisa
hardly sleeps with anyone these days. I don't think she was serious though,
just asking if Lisa was okay to come. Representing the Mages, since she's the
one that has enough clout to speak for them that has any kind of an in with
you."


"Oh? I should have had her
down already. I wonder if we can bribe Zack to pick people up? I don't have
enough points built up with him for that. Oooh. That reminds me. I have a call
to make."


He'd forgotten about it, but
Tarsus, The Librarian was working to find a way for him to break the slave link
with his mom.


Ty went to his room, or started
to, then headed outside. He dialed without thinking, doing it on purpose, since
the Greater Demon wasn't exactly a pal of his. Even talking to one of that sort
was a risk. The kind of thing he needed to get used to, it seemed.


When it picked up, the man on the
other side spoke first.


"Clerk. How are you
faring?"


"Librarian. I'm doing well. I
called to invite you to a party? This coming Friday. I worked out how to power
myself and can break slave links, so people are talking."


"You can? I see. Yes.
That falls into line with one of the methods I was going to suggest. Entropic
energy. You've worked out how to break the link with your mother?"


"You mean stealing life from
the world, allowing hundreds to die in the process, at least eventually, and
then flooding the new link that forms from The Rotted with death energy? Yeah.
An Angel mentioned that to me. Or, actually what he said was that I shouldn't
just steal life from the world, and I figured out the rest. So, I know how to
break the link, and can, but doing that would cost others more than I'm willing
to risk."


There was silence, for a long
time.


"I... Recall them now. It's
very disconcerting. I was wrong about reality for so very long that I can't
help but think I'm actually mad now. Anyway, I'd be charmed to come to your
party. Tell me, can you undo the work of The Mistress of Souls? Her efforts should
be the firmest of us all. If that could be done... Well, then several things in
the world will be very different, won't they?"


"It isn't even hard. It
might be annoying to some of your people, but all I can do that way is
break the lines. I'm thinking of selling my services for that, if you want in?
If you have a slave that you want to free, come to me and I'll make you a good
deal, that kind of thing? I'm hoping that going merchant with it will keep
anyone from thinking that I'm going to come for them in the night, and um, free
their slaves." He spoke in a slightly funny voice, going for humor, but
that was ignored, and the man on the line laughed a bit. It was done so well
that Ty knew it wasn't about his little joke.


"Oh? Have you considered
insurance? Say a bargain so that if one of us is enslaved, say by The Mistress
of Souls, that you'll free us from her? I have to imagine that would go over
very well. I recently tried to have her killed, myself and several others of
our kind, to prevent her eventual rise to control of the entire world. You
might well be able to do that without destroying it all, however. I think that
several others might wish to be involved in this? May I pass the word about
this for you?"


"Sure, but don't make any
promises for me. I don't want to harm my bargaining position." The guy
should get that. He'd told him once that he'd actually invented haggling after
all.


"Naturally. Still, perhaps a
small group of interested parties? All ones that will be suitable for your
event? Let's call it five? There will be no problems. Not with my people. If
there are, I'll handle them myself."


That sounded fine to him, so he
agreed, and felt the line of intent coming for him. To try and make him into a
slave, over the phone line. That was kind of neat, but it wasn't going to work
anyway, which The Librarian knew, no doubt. So it was a test. Could he actually
do it being what was in question.


Tyler shut it down, and chuckled.


"Try it again. Do your very
best."


This time the bolt of light that
came from around the world was nearly visible. It was intense, powerful, and
locked down so fast and hard that there was an honest to goodness giggle
from the man.


"All right. I'm convinced.
Are you willing to allow the others to attempt this with you as well? If so, I
think many people will be very pleased to meet you, Clerk."


That sounded fine to him, truth
be told.












Chapter nineteen





 


Oddly enough, nothing much
happened over the rest of the weekend.


Oh, people did call to set up
meetings, but the vast majority of them did it through the Coalition offices.
That worked for him, since it meant that Fram was able to field the calls from
Greater Demons for him. That was interesting, since he was charging them
several million apiece just to get a seat at the table with Tyler. Apparently
they were splitting that money.


The Greater Demon, who was still
Ricard, the good looking Human man, when Ty walked through the door explained
all that.


"If we don't charge them at
each step they'll try to walk all over us. So, you get the idea. If you want we
can use your half for the budget here?"


He nodded.


"That sounds reasonable.
Your half, too. Don't claim to me you need the money. Besides, you covering
part of the expenses for the Coalition will look good. You Greater
Demons have a bit of a bad reputation, in case you haven't noticed? Not that you
have to be the one to do that part, but..." He shrugged and smiled at the
guy.


The fact was, if no one ever
stepped up and tried to change their image, it just wasn't going to happen.
That might have been fine for that kind of person. It could be that
Demons wanted to be feared all the time. Still, jockeying for position in the
public mind couldn't hurt Fram. He could get in place as the nice Demon that
could be trusted. That was a role that no one had yet, so it might actually
work really well for him.


Tyler went on, as he got a rather
annoyed look from his assistant.


"I mean, there's a lot of
room for one of you to step forward and be the spokesperson. Who are we going
to get, Zack? He's the nicest of you, but no one seems to really respect
him. Too young or something? Keeley? Half of you want her dead. Allison? Lucy?
No, as far as I can tell it has to be you or Tarsus." Tyler doubted that
he could push The Librarian around.


Fram however, was easier that
way.


"Hmmm. You'll announce that
I provided the funds? Maybe hold a banquet in my name?"


He shook his head.


"You get a plaque. We can
hold a press conference though, and explain it all. I have to learn to make
that kind of thing though, since we aren't going to waste money on things like
that. That never made sense to me, spending fifty thousand dollars to thank
people for giving you sixty-thousand."


That got a funny look that was
meant to make him feel bad for withholding the laudations.


Tyler rolled his eyes.


"I don't suppose anyone
called with something normal, did they?"


That got a sound from the good
looking assistant, who brushed his fine light colored hair from his forehead. 


"Yes, actually. A date has been
set for the cult trial? Jameson Blythe's group. That will take about three
months out of your life, over all. You'll need to go and talk with people, give
eighty more depositions, and practice giving your testimony, even though you
aren't supposed to do that. It's your job here. You have to seem
credible in court. Also, the Remembrance Ambassador would like your help in
killing the Elth Ambassador? I told him that I'd see what I could work out, but
that we normally didn't allow the murder of people like that here."


Tyler nodded. "No, but we
should look into it, even if it isn't really our job. Also, we should get with
Richard Swerlin and see if he can set up a Human representative to have an
office here. Maybe an international thing?"


"Got it. I can do that next.
Here's the schedule for the rest of the day." A paper came across the
Greater Demon's desk, which had most of the half hour blocks for the day filled
with different names, whom he assumed would be meetings, though several of them
had phone numbers for him to call.


Including, in ten minutes, where
he was supposed to get with Karen, from the Jeff Smears Program. To be on the
air, live, about...


That part was left off the sheet.


"Okay, I need to go and set
this one up. Any clue what they want to do for this one? I hope it's a sex
tape. I haven't done one though, so probably not."


Fram grinned at him then.


"Well, we can do that. You,
me... Maybe get your friend Calley in on it too? I'd say we get Darla, since
she's always in for a good time, but lately she looks a bit young for that. It
will be fun. We can... Set that up for the week after next? For release after
the trials, of course, and your band's first album... Oohhh. I know, we can get
Rebekah in on it too. People would pay for nudie pics of her. I'll call
her and ask, while you're on the air." It was kind of clear that the guy
was joking.


Or not.


Karen informed him that the show
was actually about the upcoming album, and they had some tracks from it
already. Hally York had set that up for him. It was a good plan, but he would
have loved some time to get ready for it.


By holding some concepts
carefully the whole time, he got through it all, and asked the radio woman out.
That came as a shock to her, but it shouldn't have. She was a nice person, after
all. That was the kind of woman that Tyler liked best. Oh, sure, there were
women around that might have been a bit better looking, but that wasn't where
the worth of a person was. Karen had competence going for her, and an open
mind. After all, she knew that he had two other girlfriends.


He did talk up the supposed sex
tape to come, however.


"We're trying to get the
whole band in on it. If you have any recommendations for it, let me know, and
I'll ask if that person wants in on it."


It was kind of cute, because Jeff
himself blurted out a name instantly.


"Eve
Benson. I would totally watch that. I..."


The
man just stopped dead, for about five seconds. Ty filled the dead air with fake
panic.


"Jeff?
Jeff? Oh, gosh, I think he had a stroke at the idea of Eve Benson nude."


It was funny enough, thanks to
his delivery, that people on the other end of the line broke up, which let them
change the topic to the Coalition of Nations. That actually got more people
interested than anything else, even though a few did call in to mention that
the music was good.


Mainly crediting Rebekah, who was
the lead singer on the two tracks they had. It was a good point too, since she
rocked on those, even though they probably wouldn't be the ones that hit the
top one hundred songs. Those were being held back for the big release in five
months.


It was going to take a while to
get everything done, but it would turn out.


Keeley had already started the
new slave training thing, though she called it magical reconditioning.
He was due on Friday afternoon to meet everyone at the clinic in Sparks. They
already had fifty people signed up, mainly to get rid of drug problems. Not all
of them were there voluntarily, but stripping people of their right to kill
themselves was the kind of thing he could get behind.


Apparently he was an asshole that
way.


In all honesty, Tyler kind of
figured that the next attack would come at Friday's party. There would be
Greater Demons there, and The Storm could use that as a way to get her cronies
into place. What were the odds that it wasn't a set up? The thing there was
that the Greater Demon was smart, for all she wanted to bother with him.


So, when the attack came, it was
overwhelming, coming from three directions at one time. The Demons were
unfamiliar to him, though one of them was The Storm herself, it was clear. The
parking lot nearly flooded under the high winds and deluge that appeared. It
was her signature move after all.


His bet was that the one standing
in the middle was probably her. She looked like Will the feminist, though that
could be a trick. The one on the right was bulky, in a muscular way, and a good
looking black man. If he'd been walking down the street he would have gotten attention
for several things, but being a Greater Demon wasn't one of them.


The smaller one, the only one to
look like a woman at the moment, hit him fast, from the left. So hard that he
was thrown through the air about a hundred feet. Tyler had to repair his body
twice from that. The first time in the air as he moved, also holding the
concept of time distortion he needed at the same time, and then again when he
hit, not sticking the landing he needed very well. His feet did touch the
ground first, and stuck in place, but both legs broke with a deafening crack.
That was his fault, for not controlling his momentum correctly.


Then they made the sound again,
right before he stood up.


The storm ended with a thought on
his part, and so did all access to any energy for the three in front of him.
That left them with what they held within, of course, and they could make on
their own. That, he knew, was too much for him to overcome. Not before they
managed to rip his head off or cause him to burst into flames. Except that when
a powerful magic attack came at him from the attractive black man, Tyler waved
it away. Killing the life force that was needed to bring it into being.
Smothering it in darkness. Death and destruction.


It got the man to go a bit wide
eyed.


"Impressive. So, magic does
not work against you? We will have to do this the old way then." That,
apparently, was with knives. Two of them, the very fast girl, who looked a bit
like she could have been working at a grocery store, complete with a brand name
uniform top, came at him first. Her stringy hair was a bit wild, thanks to the
wind having blown it around.


As she closed with him, Tyler
shook his head.


"You can't survive this. I
don't know what you were promised, but it isn't worth dying over. Run. Leave
this place. You too, big guy. This is between me and The Storm." That
didn't stop anything, and the fighting then was fierce. It was all he could do
to keep sticking his body together as the parts tried to fall off. The thing
there was that he did it, and while he didn't look that good fighting
with his slightly leaking limbs being chopped into bloody chunks, he was
staying together, and beating the other two into the ground, over and over
again.


They healed too, but as with The
Storm the last time, they slowly lost their internal energy stores, and were
using them up too fast to replace them.


For his part, well, the world was
filled with death, all the time. It was clumsier, and didn't respond as easily
as the magic of life, but there was a lot more of it, and these beings were
starting to starve. Somewhere during the fight he noticed that a crowd had
formed. One of them, Fram, was helpfully getting the whole thing on a high end
video camera. Not that he knew that was the truth, but anything less wasn't
going to catch much.


True, some help would have been
nice from that quarter, but Tyler had bargained for blowjobs, not mutual
aid in a fight. That was, it looked like, an oversight on his part. Next time
he'd have to be a bit more adult about that kind of thing, he decided. Still,
about ten minutes in, the whole thing suddenly changed. His two new attacker
buddies both tried to pull back, at about the same time, moving toward the
lines.


Cutting the silver strands of
life with a flick of his hand, and a wave of death, Tyler shook his head.


"No. You had that chance.
Now we need to have a talk about your behavior here today. Go stand by that
Demon. Fram, if they try to leave, get it on video. We'll publically shame them
later." It wasn't a great threat, but he didn't want to go around killing
people, if he didn't have to.


To his utter shock, they actually
did it. That left The Storm standing there, with something that she hadn't been
holding before. It was a rocket launcher, if he could guess at that kind of
thing. A nice green one, that looked slightly bland, as far as shininess. It
really was the sort of thing that might actually give her enough of an edge to
beat him, since it didn't take any of her own energy to use.


It probably would have worked
too, if her head hadn't snapped forward at the last second, forcing her entire
body to move toward the ground. The thing in Will's hands went off, but didn't
explode, since it hit the ground about six feet from where it started.


Behind the woman stood a giant
bull. A Minotaur, actually. Along with several other beings that were a bit
more familiar to him. Keeley, Zack, Allison, the tiny doll like fairy girl, and
the average looking man that had come before with Keeley.


Off to the side a bit were a
collection of other beings, that weren't exactly normal either. One was Gregor,
The Cleric, but how anyone could ever think that he was a Greater Demon, Tyler
didn't know. The energy going into him did follow the same pattern that the
others had, flowing at him from all sides, but it was finer, and of a sort that
spoke of something very different. He was right next to a rather stern
looking man, who was dressed in what seemed like a tunic and loose trousers.
Like something that a peasant might have worn, hundreds of years before. That
was in black. The Cleric was in a deep brown, and the man next to them, who
looked old and wise, if in a friendlier way than the others, was in the same
outfit, in a lighter color.


From a distance, a place well
back from the curtains of death he had collected and still draped over the
attackers, there was a farmer. Mike.


He spoke, not raising his voice.
It was like thunder anyway. No one else responded however.


"You must destroy her, Tyler
Gartner. If you do not, the plan of life itself will be undone. That might
happen regardless, but at this moment, you, and you alone, must do this
thing." The words, powerful and mighty, also held sadness.


That was a thing he could see.
Michael was a being of light. Of love and energy that was so pure that he
couldn't move to where the others were at that moment. Because of what Tyler
was doing. Casting death about like a madman. Damaging the world with each
passing moment. 


It would heal.


There Mike was however, ordering
the death of a being, when he should have called for life. That had to
hurt, on a level that Ty probably would never understand.


A cute girl that he didn't know
moved toward him. Probably Leslie, since he had a line of death connecting
them. With a single hand he waved her away.


"Thank you all for coming. I
appreciate the help. I have this next part." Then he looked at The Storm,
and shook his head, sadly. "You know, if you would have just been my
friend, we could have avoided this. Now one of us has to die, forever. It was
your choices that got us here. So, now, let's finish this."


Will, looking at him shook his
head then.


"Do you think that you can
beat me? I'm a Greater Demon. You're just a slave. That's all you can ever be.
A man, even if you do wear my symbol on your chest. That's a nice touch. It's
almost like you knew I was coming."


He didn't have to glance down to
get that one. He'd changed at work, since he was jogging home, or had planned
to. So he had on sweat pants and the purple shirt that he'd found in his drawer
a few days before. The one with the fist inside a circle, with a cross coming
out of the bottom.


Feeling stupid he got it then. It
was the same sign that the feminists used.


"Yup. I think on some level
I did." They were fighting already, even as they spoke, magic trying to
flare from The Storm, and being eliminated by him. All her slaves were freed in
the first half minute, which was a mistake on his part, since it reduced the
drain on her resources.


If he survived he'd have to keep
that in mind, just in case it ever happened again.


Then, almost as one, they ran at
each other. A skinny curly haired white man in jeans and a t-shirt with an open
front short sleeved shirt on top of that, going after a similar looking white
guy, with straight short hair, in exercise clothes. In a battle to the death.


It was, he had to guess, either
incredibly pitiful looking, or amazing, since they both managed to do some
impressive things. His part of that was mainly taking the knife that came out
away after a while, and the repair he was doing as they battled.


Blows rang like thunder, but
after five or so minutes, The Storm had to try to run again. Only to find
herself blocked by the other Demons there. She couldn't get onto the lines,
since after the first time she tried there was just no power left inside of her
for it. She even tried to burn up part of her physical body for it, using it as
food for a second attempt.


That caused visible weight loss.


Tyler, not being cut off from his
own power, walked over to The Storm, shaking his head.


"We could have been friends.
But that time is done. Goodbye."


Then, as if it was going to make
any difference at all, Will rasped out one last line at him.


"Goodbye, son."


Then Tyler, over the course of
several minutes, beat the Greater Demon to death, not stopping until the last
bit of life energy went out. Then, being careful, he flooded the corpse with
the energy of darkness, causing it to turn to a fine dust that was carried away
by the remnants of the breeze the storm had brought earlier. Well, part of it
did that. The rest turned into a muddy sludge on the ground.


He stood there for a bit, the sky
turning dark, not breathing. Doing that would suck Demon dust into his lungs
and he really didn't want to bother with that. It rose into the sky, in a cloud
that was fairly impressive, but it couldn't come back together.


In the end, everything died. That
was his real power. The ability to make sure that happened. No one was immune
from it, either. Not Greater Demons, not Angels, it was clear to him then as
Michael moved off, seeming sad, even from a distance. Not even God, most
likely. 


Not that he'd be killing God.
That seemed like a douchy thing to do. Before he even let himself process that
he'd won, Fram pushed the other two attackers foreword.


"What are your plans for
these two? Death? I don't think they can stop you right now."


Tyler shook his head, and looked
at them both, one at a time. The Dark skinned man seemed amused by the whole
thing, and the store clerk looking woman, who seemed to be in her thirties or
so looked miserable.


"You heard what I said to
The Storm? We could be friends too, if you want? No hard feelings or
anything like that? Help each other out at times? Visit for Christmas? It's the
best bargain I can offer you for the moment. Or we can finish this. I don't
want to threaten you, but you did kind of try to kill me. I'll meet you
halfway, but no further than that."


For some reason the people from
the embassy all seemed shocked by that, and the Greater Demons all more or less
just smiled and nodded, like it made great sense to them.


Leslie, the current little girl
version of his mother, walked over then, smiling at him.


"Almoor, Cindy, this is my
adopted son, Tyler. He runs the Coalition of Nations, is in a band, and works
part time in a bookstore. He's a Human Necromancer. Some call him The Clerk,
which would make you one of his people, Cin. I can recommend him to you as a
person to know, without reservation." Then she moved back, not going over
who the defeated pair was.


Which was probably due to the
fact that they were vanquished.


The dark skinned man smiled, a
huge and happy thing that shone a bit more than was natural really.


"I would love to be
your friend, Tyler. What kind of settlement would you like for this? It was...
An unfortunate miscalculation on my part. Forgive me?"


Tyler looked around at the
parking lot, which was broken up in several places, most from where he'd hit
the ground, but not all of them.


"Could you see about fixing
this mess? Or paying to have it done. Whichever works for you? Both of you, if
you're in too, Cindy?"


The woman shook her head, and
then heaved a sigh that was done in a much better fashion than he could have
managed. It actually got him to look at her chest, which was bigger than he'd
thought, being hidden well under her clothing. Then, it was clear that whatever
she did, it wasn't all about manipulating people with sex.


"All right. Are we doing
Thanksgiving, too? I have a new cornbread stuffing recipe that I can make. Bits
of people really make the green peppers pop." There wasn't even a hint of
her being joking in the words.


"Oh, don't feed me people! I
don't think I could stop, if that happened. Sure though, we can do that."


Then, almost politely, Zack
helped them leave, taking them away through the lines, since neither of them
could get onto them alone at the moment. Tarsus moved over to him, at least he
assumed that was the one in the middle, along with the other men, and bowed, so
he did it back. He'd done it more than once that day, so it didn't seem that
strange.


The friendly looking old guy on
the far right smiled at him, tried to send a tendril of magic at him, and
looked baffled when it vanished. It wasn't an attempt at taking him over. That
would have held more power. So it was probably just mind reading.


"I normally host the
Christmas parties, would you like to come to mine? I do Halloween as well, and
I insist you come to that. Finias, by the way. I think you know some of my
family?"


That got Zack, Keeley and Allison
to walk over, Leslie taking her place by his side, and, oddly enough Fram
moving over on the other. He spoke first, explaining things.


"Most of us are related.
Don't let it concern you too much. I mean, Keeley and Darla are my cousins, and
Zack is pretty much one, too. For that matter, I'm pretty much your uncle. Our
bloodlines do tend to run a little bit close. Finias, The Mind Taker, is Keeley
and Darla's father. Allison here, I mean. I do like the new face. We
should get together and see about crashing an R rated movie or something."
The words were inappropriately flirty, but if either of them was under five
hundred, Ty would have been surprised.


Tarsus looked at Fram like he was
a waste of space, then turned a similar expression onto Keeley.


"I'm rather arranging a
bargain to have myself freed from enslavement if anyone ever manages that. I
take it that you won't wish to fight him, if he does so, Mistress of Souls? He
is no Demon, but I do think that in The Clerk we have your perfect foil. We can
discuss terms at this upcoming party? I left a roast in the oven, so should be
getting back to that now. I look forward to our next meeting." Then he
walked away, going around a two by three divot in the parking lot, which had
shattered his pelvic bone nicely, and stepped to the right, vanishing into the
lines.


Keeley turned and looked at the
three Greater Demon slaves, and shook her head.


"I don't suppose that any of
you would like to be free? You can't come for me, ever again, and have to play
nice with Tyler and the rest of us, but if you can really do that, we might be
able to arrange something?"


The plain man laughed then and
shook his head.


"I'll kill you, if I can.
I'd lie about it to get free, but that isn't allowed to me." Then he
stopped and shook his head once, seeming upset by his own words.


The large bull man looked at her
vapidly.


"Done, on those terms."
The voice was incredibly deep, guttural enough to cause things to shake inside
of Ty as he listened. Then they tightened a bit, in fear, as the giant turned
to look at him. "What cost?"


He was about to just do it, when
Lucy, looking like a little white girl, who was thinner and a bit prettier than
her friend Allison, touched his arm gently.


"Half of what he owns would
be a good start. That and several favors, to be used by you over time?"


The Minotaur didn't even
hesitate.


"Agreed. Six favors? I can
reject them, and they must not come at cost of life?"


That was interesting wording. It
was supposed to sound like he was just a bit unused to English, but he'd just said
that those favors were a specific thing. Probably to try to trick Tyler.


"All right. Half of what you
own, or the monetary value of that, and six favors, which you can reject at the
time, but that will not cost anyone their life. If you decide not to do the
favor, then you must forfeit the rest of your wealth."


They worked out that half of that
amount was fair, which it wasn't really.


Then he broke the slave link in
about ten seconds. It took longer than it had with Steve, since it just took more
power to hold a Greater Demon. That was his guess on the matter.


The little doll looking fairy
smiled at him and agreed with Keeley's conditions and to have half her wealth
used. Then offered to come be his sex slave for ten years, instead of those favors.


He was supposed to get all
awkward about it, since she was really unique looking, and he did shake his
head, but explained.


"Only if you agree not to
spy on me. Also, do you do sex tapes? I'm trying to put one together. Minotaur
are you in on that? It will be fun, but it doesn't pay anything."


"Does count as favor?"


"Sure? Why not?"


In the end he had several new
friends from the whole thing, and while no one else volunteered for the tape
itself, Allison said that she could get the camera crews and lights in for it.
Plus the needed sound equipment. Since he'd just figured on borrowing Fram's
digital hand held for it he agreed to that readily enough.


It was a very odd thing to be
talking about, after the death of the day, but he understood what was going on,
too. Lucy explained it to him as they walked back to the mansion, along the
roadway.


"You fought three of us, and
not the weakest, and could have killed them all. Then you established
that you weren't without the ability to be bribed and bought off. You didn't
even side with Keels too much. That marks you as being someone powerful enough
to tell her to fuck off if you have to. We were hit a few years ago with her,
and everyone has been in a tizzy over it since. She could have taken us
all. There is no way to describe how uncomfortable Greater Demons get when they
have to rely on the goodwill of our own kind. Now we have a way to fight her.
You. For only half of what we own, and some favors that look like they might be
pretty vanilla sex. A good bargain that any of us would be willing to pay for
the service at need." Then she grinned at him from the side as they
walked. "I take it you don't want me in your sex tape? It's a
shame, I can do some really interesting things with my tongue. Here, I can show
you." She pretended to grab at him, but he moved away laughing.


"Agh! No. Mom cooties.
Gross." It was bad enough that Fram was his uncle.


As if reading his mind, Lucy
winked at him.


"Don't worry, he isn't
related by blood. None of us are. Not with you."


That was a thing that he could
tell now, for certain.


He was, and always had been, Human.


A dead one, but there were worse
things to be.


Together they went to his house
then. Walking in silence.












Chapter twenty-one





 


The party was bigger than the
last one, and Tyler knew for certain that no one was going to kidnap him into
the lines. At least he was fairly certain he could stop that. It occurred to
him that Zack could have gotten away from him that way, if they were fighting.
Plus, he was so fast that just starving him might not have been enough to make
him fail at destroying someone.


That was a thing to keep in mind.
To that end Tyler decided to buy his good will by working in his bookstore.
Order night was order night, and Zack hadn't even pretended to be shocked when
Tyler had been ready to work that week.


Living Proof played again, and
added a few new tunes, including the One Legged Boogie, as a joke. It was good
enough that people clapped for it, but the thing was a good ninety years out of
date, for radio play. Lenore oddly seemed to enjoy it however, and came over to
him when he finished playing.


"So, Mr. Gartner. I was
wondering if I could get an alliance with you? In case anyone ever takes me as
a slave? I don't know what I can offer in return, but that kind of thing has
come up before, in my life. I'd love to have options in place."


He nodded, and then thought about
it for a few seconds.


"I'll put your name on a
list, and if it happens, and I get you free, then you owe me half of what you
own, and six decently large favors, or the equivalent. The Greater Demons that
have similar deals will know that it won't be worth taking you, so that's a bit
of insurance that way too."


She started to nod and then
smiled at him. It was charming enough really.


"Considering that, as a
slave, all my goods and possessions would be forfeit, that seems reasonable.
Most fair. Would you be open to adding a few others to that list? Vampires, I
mean? Perhaps... Lisa Weise? I know that she's been very worried about that
happening to her. Perhaps knowing that you are there to stand for her in that
event would allow her to feel at peace again?"


Tyler, looked at the Vampire, and
then nodded.


"All right. If she's taken,
half of what you own will save her. The same for the other Vampires you sign
up." He waited, but instead of balking, or telling him that she wasn't
responsible for her people, she smiled at him.


"That is most generous. So,
if twenty are taken, then you still wouldn't have more than what I own
however."


He nodded.


"Yeah, but really, most of
the Council Vampires are close to immune to a lot of the Greater Demons. Lisa
is protected on a level that I doubt any of her kind ever has been before, and
really, if anyone went after you, it would probably be Keeley, by accident. So,
it isn't that big of a risk, for either of us. This way you get to look good
for your own people, so I do expect you to go to bat for me, if the
Coalition ever needs your help. Besides, I wanted to see if you'd go for that.
No one else has. That kind of makes you look good." True, the
others he'd asked had all been Greater Demons, but still, it was a real point.


He waved at Ginger, who was
physically guarding the list for him. Even across the crowded room she'd heard
what he'd said. All the Vampires had. Most of the Shifters too.


That got Jahn Samson and his son
to work their way over.


Tim spoke first.


"So, can I get that deal,
too? Half of what I own to get myself, or those I write down free?"


Ty snorted, but smiled too.


"You have what right now,
two hundred dollars in your sock drawer?" He'd never had that much himself
growing up, and the boy was smart enough to know what he was saying.


"About that. A little
more."


Tyler tilted his head, and then
shrugged.


"Eventually you'll be
wealthy, you know that right? If I have to do the work in fifty years, then it
will still be half, of what you have then. Are you still in? Call it ten names,
max."


A hand came out to shake on it.


Tyler didn't have to point out
where Ginger was then.


The night went about like that.
Oh, he also got to fight off fifteen attempts to take him as a slave, three of
them coming from Keeley. The last one was so powerfully done that six people
standing near him were taken as slaves, even as he took down the main line. He
freed them all, instantly, even though one of them was a Vampire council
member.


Waving at Keeley he rolled his
eyes. That still took work for him to manage he noticed.


"That doesn't
count."


Bey, along with Zack moved into
place, and smiled at him.


"You are a most fair man,
Mr. Gartner. I do think that our arrangement with the Coalition will work most
well. Have you heard of the trial, to come in Arizona?"


There hadn't been a lot of news
on the whole thing. It was going to start in about three months, which was
speedy, for that kind of thing he'd been assured. The date had been moved up,
after the footage of him fighting three Greater Demons was on the news. And the
internet. Also worldwide in several different locations.


Greater Demons were a known thing
for Humans now, but, much like Shifters, Mages and Vampires, most weren't able
to take them very seriously.


In the end, it was a good thing,
most likely.


He walked out the back door,
feeling that at least one person, a Vampire, was behind him. A powerful one
too. When he turned, it was Eve, wearing a nice dress, that was made of
sparkles, and shone all in silver. A man that Ty recognized as a famous actor
had followed her out. She turned and shook her head at him.


"We can talk later? This is
important. Business."


The man muttered something,
smiled and walked away, back into the bustle of the party. It was a bit loud,
and seemed a little frenetic.


Looking back at the thing, Eve
shook her head.


"They all feel it. What's
coming. Most of them don't get it yet. It really will be years, but... Yeah. I
don't know what to do." She seemed sad about that fact.


"Me either. But in the end
it will be all right. We either live, or we stop existing."


"Cheery thought."


It didn't seem like she got it,
but he tilted his head a little, then leaned in to kiss her on the cheek.


"Isn't it though? We don't
know what death is, really. None of us do, not for certain. We always think of
it as the end. We delude ourselves into imagining that we'll find heaven, or
some other splendid afterlife, but what if the reward we get for having lived
is nothing at all? What if that blankness, the rest of not being, is
what we earn by living?" His voice wasn't nearly as dark as it could have
been. "Besides, right up until we stop being, we can fight, plan, love and
on occasion, play. There are worse things to do while waiting for this vast...
Whatever it is, to come."


Then, gently, he took her hand,
and returned her to the party.


After all, they had some existing
to get to. All of them did.


The living and the dead.
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