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One

 

Warin shifted his foot to the left and then leaned away as the blade of his opponent flashed out.

The tip whistled past Warin’s breastplate but missed him by a scant inch. Much as Warin predicted it would.

Sliding his right foot forward, but never lifting it from the ground, he executed a thrust aimed toward his opponent’s midsection.

Moving with the lunge, pushing his heavy blade to its full length, Warin caught them dead center. His blade neatly parting aside the heavens-blessed armor as if it were little more than paper.

Reaching the hilt of his blade, Warin found himself standing helmet to helmet with his enemy. Their wings were spread out behind them and trembling.

Wishing them not to suffer, Warin pulled the dagger at his hip and rammed it home into the armpit of his foe.

Pulling the blade of mercy back out after having plunged it into the heart of his foe, Warin stepped away, drawing his sword out of his dying adversary.

“Warin!” shouted someone from nearby. Looking to the side, Warin saw his battle-brother, Baron. His white wings were wide spread behind him, his sword held aloft and pointing with it. His armor, just as heavens-blessed and worthless as Warin’s dead enemy, practically glowed with his fervor and belief.

“The battle is joined!” called Baron.

Looking toward where he was pointing, Warin could distantly see two figures, dressed just as he and Baron was, clashing with one another.

He knew instantly it was his lord and master, the one whom he served and fought for. Somehow, he’d managed to find the enemy commander and now they battled.

Fought in the skies above the field of battle in a strange and beautiful ballet of swords and murderous magic.

Looking back to the fight that concerned him more, since it was the one that would get him killed, Warin saw an enemy approaching him.

Dressed in the exact same armor and wielding a sword very similar to Warin’s was his newest enemy. The only true difference was the blue sash they wore to distinguish their army from his own.

This individual was distinctive from the rest though. The way they carried themselves, the way others deferred to them and moved out of the way, marked them apart.

Beyond that, Warin looked at the device that rested at the top of the sash where it met the armored breastplate. It was an attachment that served two purposes.

One was to hold the sash to the armor. The second was to attest to the rank of the individual. A mark of their status.

Additionally, it sometimes was a badge. One that could only be earned by an individual through great trials and tribulations. This was truth for both sides of this war.

And Warin knew this image. It was one he had studied personally and immediately recognized.

One he’d been looking forward to meeting with his blade.

“Swordsinger!” Warin shouted. He didn’t for a minute believe his adversary heard him, but he couldn’t help himself.

His excitement to earn such a victory for his lord spurred him on. It filled him with energy and zeal.

Warin prided himself on being one of the best in the army with his sword. There were none who could stand up to him. Supposedly, Swordsinger was his equal on the opposing side.

And if Warin took their head, it’d demoralize the enemy army.

Screaming with his wrath, his desire to smite this person into the ground, Warin charged forward. Left the line of his fellows and barreled straight for the Swordsinger. Making toward the right side of the enemy, Warin expected them to respond accordingly. Warin had been making sure to attack from this side often. To make it obvious that he liked to use this move to open up a fight.

To bait out this very moment when it would be the most useful to run counter to that opening move.

Reaching his foe, Warin stamped his feet to the ground and immediately slid out to his right, instead of his left.

As if on cue, Swordsinger’s blade was right where Warin should have been. It would’ve likely speared him as easily as he’d killed his last foe.

Lashing out with a slashing attack with both hands, Warin could feel the massive grin on his face. It was almost stretched to the point that it hurt the sides of his mouth.

Practically blurring with the amount of strength and power he put into the blade, his sword flicked out, leaving behind a golden trail of magic.

The Swordsinger had somehow managed to dodge away. Truth be told, it was more of a stumble than a dodge. It was reactive and almost unplanned.

Taking several steps backward, the Swordsinger fell to their ass as their blue sash flapped open.

Tumbling through the air above Warin was the badge of the Swordsinger.

Tracking it with his eye, Warin let his blade move down to his side, holding it with one hand, and took a step to the left.

Catching the badge, Warin held it up and gave it a look.

The Swordsinger’s.

How delightful.

Taking the badge, Warin stuck it to his own red sash and then readied his weapon again.

Getting to their feet, the Swordsinger’s wings snapped out and moved around behind them as a way to steady themselves.

Waiting only long enough for the Swordsinger to get their blade up, Warin charged forward again.

A strange lurching almost threw Warin off-balance, except that it didn’t. Not really, at least.

In fact, it was almost as if he didn’t have control of his body at all. That it was as light as a feather and beyond his desires.

The world shifted and became a strange kaleidoscope of colors. Then it reformed just as quickly as it’d blown apart.

Below him was the Swordsinger. Their visor was dented and partially wedged into the helmet. One of their shoulder guards was sheared away from the leathers it was attached to and the breastplate itself had a massive crack in it.

Panting, and feeling every bruise and strike the Swordsinger had given him, Warin could only nod his head.

It’d been a truly grand fight. One which he imagined would be remembered for all of time.

“That was a glorious fight,” Warin said, dropping his weapon to the side. Pulling out his blade of mercy, he dropped down atop the Swordsinger. “A glorious fight.”

Trying to pull the visor up, Warin realized it wasn’t just dented, it was stuck. There was no way it was coming off.

He could see one light blue eye staring up at him through the side of the visor. It was so bright in color, he could only call it sky blue. 

It’d be a shame to ruin the Swordsinger’s face in death, but he had no choice. He hoped the man would forgive him even as he sent him to hell.

Fitting his blade to the visor, Warin got it to the point that he could thrust down and into the man’s brain. Ending him quickly, out of respect for the fight.

He’d even leave the head there for them to be able to bury him. Unlike several others who Warin had killed and then collected their heads.

There was a rapid bugle call that made Warin’s blood run cold.

Lifting his head up, he listened carefully. He knew the call would come again. Calls were never made only once, else they’d be missed.

He heard it again, this time much more clearly.

It was the call for retreat and it was coming from his own battle line.

Warin was expected to retreat and quit the field now.

“No,” Warin whispered. “No. No, no.”

Looking back toward his own people, he could see the line of his battle-brothers and fellow warriors starting to disengage from the enemy. All around him was a shield of force. A dome.

One which the Swordsinger himself had cast to keep them both here.

Again, Warin heard the bugle call to disengage and retreat.

Finally, he looked out to where his Lord had been battling his opponent.

There in the sky, he could see both of them, staring at one another. Except there was a third person up there now.

At this distance, Warin couldn’t really identify them, but he had an idea of what’d happened. Of what was going on and why they were being told to retreat.

The third individual was wearing a red sash, but stood with their enemy.

We’ve been betrayed!

No! We… we can’t… we… we… but… we were winning.

Shaking his head, Warin felt lost. His thoughts were swimming and he was going in circles.

“We must go, Brother!” shouted Baron at him from beyond the dome. “Now! We must regroup and plan the next attack! Finish him and let’s go!”

Looking down to the beaten Swordsinger below him, Warin felt like he’d been cheated.

He’d beaten his foe in honorable combat, and he had the right to end them.

And now he’d been told to retreat.

Killing the Swordsinger now would be… unworthy.

Pulling the dagger out of the visor, Warin leaned down, pressing his visor slit to the Swordsinger’s.

“I’m sparing your life this moment, but know it was mine to do with as I pleased,” Warin growled. “I’ll look for you on the next field of battle, Swordsinger. I am Warin.”

Getting up off the Swordsinger, Warin grabbed his sword, shattered the dome, and fled with Baron. Back to the waiting portal.

Then the phone rang.

Shattering the entirety of the world into nothing but a strange dim fog.

And then Warner woke up.

Sitting straight up in his bed, he gasped for breath. It felt like his mind was trying to fight the dream off at the same time as he tried to remember it.

“Holy fuck, what a dream,” he said, wiping a hand across his sweaty face. “Holy shit.”

Ringing loudly next to him was his cell phone. Incessantly, unending, it roared on with its merry little song. Chirping away as if it were the best song in the world.

Picking up the evil thing, he tapped the green accept button and pressed it to his ear.

“Hello?” Warner asked.

“Yes, is this Mr. James? Warner James?” asked a woman.

“Uh, yeah, can I ask who’s calling?” Warner asked.

“This is Officer Frias. I’m reaching out to you because there’s been an accident,” said the woman on the other end of the line.

“What?” Warner asked, feeling his stomach twist up into a knot immediately.

“I have your daughter here down at the Larimer General Hospital,” said the officer.

“I… I’m sorry, what?” Warner asked. “What happened? Is she alright?”

“No,” said the officer, her voice sounding rather empty. “No, she’s not alright. She was hit by a car. They’ve got her in surgery right now. I tried calling your wife but there was no answer.”

“Yeah, that’s… she’s not my wife,” Warner said. “Maya was hit by a car?”

He wasn’t quite able to get his brain on the right track. It felt like he was still dreaming.

“Yes, sir,” the officer said. “We’re investigating the matter and believe we’re close to being able to bring someone in. I can’t comment further at this time on the criminal side of the situation and[image:  ]”

“Please, what’s wrong with my daughter?” Warner asked. Right now, he didn’t care about the driver. “You said Maya’s in surgery?”

“Yes, she’s in surgery right now. They’re working on her legs and back,” the officer said. “I’d suggest you come down as soon as you can, though I’m pretty sure she’ll be in surgery for quite a while.”

Warner could only nod his head. Running a hand down over his face, he didn’t know what to think or do right now.

Other than be there for his daughter.

 

***

 

Sitting there in Maya’s hospital room for the third day straight, Warner stared out the window.

He could see the street down below where cars sped by in both directions. Driving along in their lanes, completely unaware that what remained of Warner’s hopes lay comatose in a bed.

Broken and bruised from being hit by a car and sent tumbling across the road, Maya hadn’t come out on the other side with much going for her, other than her life.

Looking back to his daughter, Warner winced and shook his head. Unable to look at her for more than a moment, he turned his head back to the window.

She was battered.

That was the only word that fit.

Her skull had a fracture, her jaw had been broken, she’d lost two teeth, and her cheek had needed a hundred stitches to close up a large cut. Her left arm, both legs, and her hip had also been broken.

That didn’t even sum up the internal injuries, the fact that her liver had been lacerated, and her heart had a small rupture in it. She’d been in surgery with an entire team of people working on saving her, and putting her back together.

“Mr. James?” asked a voice from the doorway.

Looking toward the speaker, Warner found Officer Frias standing there.

She was a young woman in her twenties with black hair pulled up behind her head in a bun, a lightly browned complexion, and dark eyes. He’d put her in the “islander” category for her background but he had no idea which, or where.

“Officer Frias,” Warner mumbled. He’d seen her on and off since coming to the hospital. Apparently, she was the officer who’d been assigned to handle him in this case.

“How is she?” asked the officer, walking into the room. She was in full uniform and looked rather uncomfortable right now.

“Well… pretty much the same, really,” Warner said and shrugged his shoulders. “There hasn’t really been a change. She’s in there, she’s just not waking up.”

Thankfully, there was a good amount of brain activity and her EKGs were strong. For all intents and purposes, Maya would survive.

The question was how long would it take for her to recover, and how long would it take for her to learn to walk again.

If she ever did.

Nodding her head, Officer Frias frowned.

“We… found the driver. The license plate matched up,” Frias murmured.

“Good,” Warner hissed, his brows coming down. “Tell me he resisted and you had to beat him senseless.”

“Ah… no. Truthfully, it isn’t going down the way anyone wants it,” continued the officer. “By the time we caught up to him, there wasn’t really a point in doing a breathalyzer test. No way to prove he was drunk at the time of the incident.”

Growling, Warner couldn’t really argue that point.

It was a realistic problem. Unless someone could prove they were drunk at that time, it was just speculation.

“Okay. And they’re in jail right now?” Warner asked.

“No,” admitted the officer. “No. They’re not. They’re… a police officer. With the Fletcher City Department.”

“A… a police officer… hit Maya,” Warner said, staring hard at Officer Frias.

“Yes,” confirmed the officer, nodding her head.

“And he’s not in jail right now.”

“No.”

“Is… he going to jail?”

“The District Attorney is considering the case and how to proceed,” said Frias. “Once they’ve made their decision, they’ll go from there.”

“What…? Why? I want to press charges. Immediately,” Warner said.

“That’s up to the DA,” Frias said with a bitter and clearly annoyed look on her face. “I’m afraid we’ve pushed this one all the way up to the point that we can. There really isn’t anything more we can do at this time.

“We have to wait for the DA to move forward.”

“But what if they don’t?” Warner asked, feeling like he wanted to scream. “What if they… they decide that because he’s a cop, they don’t want to press charges?”

“Then… no criminal charges would be put forward,” said Frias, finally meeting his eyes. She’d been looking everywhere but him so far. “But that doesn’t preclude civil charges.”

Warner shook his head and looked toward the ground.

“They’re not going to do anything,” Warner muttered. “They’re just… going to brush it under the rug because he’s a cop.”

The room was silent except for the whir and click of machines. Monitors which were affixed to and keeping a round-the-clock watch on Maya.

Machines that gave her all the nutrients she needed through an IV. At some point, they’d have to put in a feeding tube if she didn’t wake up.

There had already been several doctors who stopped by. They’d wanted to talk to him about the various possibilities.

Up to—and including—if he wanted to have a do-not-resuscitate order put on her.

Now, hearing that the person who’d caused all this wasn’t even behind bars, he was losing what little patience he had. His temper was more than just flaring.

It was boiling, straight up to the very top of his thoughts.

Officer Frias turned, moved to the door to Maya’s room and then shut it.

Reaching up, she turned some type of knob on the radio at her shoulder and then reached into her shirt and fiddled with something around her chest area.

Warner’s brain hit the brakes and careened wildly out of control.

Officer Frias wasn’t unattractive, but Warner had been “off the market” since he’d walked in on his wife having sex with another man hours after she’d served him with divorce papers.

“There,” said the police officer, pulling her hand back out. “Turned off my mic and camera.”

Oh. Oh, that makes a lot more sense. But why would—

“No. They’re not going to do anything,” Officer Frias said, shaking her head. She looked quite angry. “In fact, I was told to try and dissuade you from pushing this.”

“You’re kidding me,” Warner whispered. He simply couldn’t believe this.

“No, I’m not. And I’ll be honest with you, after this, there’s not going to be much I can do. This is way beyond me,” Frias continued. “I’d say go after them in civil court and make the city and the officer pay. Beyond that… you won’t see justice.”

“I… I can’t… I don’t—”

Warner shook his head, looking back to his daughter.

Her black hair had been shaved quite close to the skin so they could get at her skull to save her life.

She looked a lot like her mother did, though paler. Asian descent, black hair, dark eyes, petite.

In fact, he knew his daughter was going to be as pretty as her mother had been.

She would have been as pretty… now… now I don’t even know if she’ll make it through the month.

“Can you at least tell me the name of the officer who hit her? So I can press charges?” Warner asked, a very different idea coming to light in his mind.

“Travis Pattin,” Officer Frias said, shaking her head. “Officer Travis Pattin of the Fletcher City Police Department.”

Travis Pattin.

Alright.

Now… how do I kill him?


Two

 

Sitting alone in his house, Warner was contemplating what to do.

He knew what he wanted to do, but he had no idea how to go about it. The most violent thing he’d ever done in his life was a fight in high school which ended in a strange wrestling match.

For much of his life, Warner had avoided conflict.

There just wasn’t any room for it in his life.

Then again, would I even have married Asa if I’d been more confrontational? She kind of ran the relationship from the get-go and I just… let it happen.

Shaking his head, he didn’t really want to think about his ex-wife. He still hadn’t managed to get in contact with her since the accident.

Which wasn’t that surprising, since technically it was her fault.

Maya was supposed to be home with Asa, sleeping. Resting for another day at school or doing homework at the worst.

Not out wandering the city at night and getting hit by a car.

Warner quivered in an absolute and sudden fury, his hands clenching together. He wanted to lash out at both Asa and Travis. The two people responsible for Maya being harmed.

Standing up, Warner growled and paced to the other side of his living room.

Only to walk back to his chair, the helpless rage still eating away at him. Like a festering wound beneath the surface of his skin which he couldn’t get at. Couldn’t lance and drain away the infection.

Hanging his head, he stared at his feet. Closing his eyes, he tried to quiet the angry flame of injustice that burned inside his heart.

It’d been a week now since Officer Frias had given him Travis Pattin’s name. A week to sit and hope the DA would do what they were supposed to do.

Their job.

Except nothing had changed. Nothing had happened. Everything was exactly what Althea Frias had claimed it would be.

Swept under the rug, even as his attorneys began preparing for a civil case against the City of Fletcher and Officer Pattin.

The city was trying to get Warner to take a deal, of course. One that was cheap in comparison to how much his attorneys thought they could get.

He wanted to take action against Travis Pattin immediately. To find the man and show him his rage.

To just… get my hands around the little mortal’s neck and wring it. Wring it until his neck breaks and justice is wrought.

Blinking, Warner turned to one side as if to get away from the thought he’d just had. It’d felt alien to him. Like it was someone else having that thought, despite it coming from his own head.

Except there was more behind it. There was more to the thought.

A driving force which was demanding action from him. Demanding he do something.

Do it right now, in fact.

Before he realized what was happening, he was driving away from his home. Driving straight for the city of Fletcher.

As if on autopilot, Warner didn’t actually know where he was going until he got there. And when he did, he regretted it.

Pulling his car into a small parking lot, Warner closed his eyes and put his forehead on the steering wheel.

He was on the street where Maya had been hit.

In fact, that particular spot was just behind him on the road. He’d driven right past it to turn into this lot.

Everything was quiet right now. Which really wasn’t abnormal, given the time. At one in the morning, most people were long since asleep.

Except for thirteen-year-old young girls, who really should have been home sleeping.

Where the hell were you, Asa? What the fuck were you doing?

Why the hell weren’t you watching our daughter?

Were you chasing a new boyfriend again? Out partying the night away? I swear to Go—

There was a loud clack next to his head that obliterated his thoughts. It was the sound of someone tapping on a glass window.

When Warner glanced up, he found himself looking into the barrel of a gun.

Moving to the side, the gun barrel tapped on the glass twice more.

As his eyes moved upward, he found the owner of the gun. A young man who was holding the front of his hoodie over his face. Warner was pretty sure it was a man, given the lack of breasts, but one couldn’t always be sure.

Apart from the hoodie, all he could see of the young man was that he had white skin and brown eyes. Standing next to him was another young man holding his hoodie up in the exact same way, though he had dark skin and brown eyes.

“Get out of the car before I fuck you up,” said the man with the gun.

Oh shit, I’m being robbed.

Oh shit. Oh fuck.

Holding his hands up in front of himself, Warner slowly undid his seatbelt, unlocked the car door, and got out of the vehicle.

“Great, good for you, fucker, now gimmie your wallet,” said the man with the gun, pointing it at Warner’s face.

He’d known this area of Fletcher wasn’t the greatest, but he hadn’t expected something like this at all.

Reaching down to his back pocket, he pulled out his wallet and held it out to the young man.

“The watch too, give it over,” said the second young man.

Frowning, Warner glared at the man without the gun. A lot of the fear he’d felt had burned off in that instant. As if someone held a match to a balloon filled with hydrogen.

His fear had rapidly become a small angry ball of fire.

There was no way he was giving anyone this watch. It’d been a birthday gift from his daughter several years ago. Before everything had started going wrong for him.

“Did you hear him? The watch,” said the first young man.

Turning to look at the speaker, Warner felt an itching feeling spreading across his back and spine. Like his skin was peeling and needed to be thoroughly scratched.

No one’s taking Maya’s watch from me.

“I said—”

Warner’s right hand came up in a blur and snatched the gun away from the young man. There was a hideous cracking noise at the same time.

Screaming, holding to his wrist, the first man stumbled away from Warner. Turning, he started to run away, not bothering to look back.

The second young man was scrabbling for something in his waistband.

I-I-I what’d I—

Finding what he wanted, the man started to pull his hand back up. Clutched in his hand was a pistol.

Extending his arm, Warner put the gun barrel of his own weapon to the man’s forehead.

Freezing, the man stopped, the gun still only pointed toward the ground.

“Yo… I uh, I just wanna go now,” said the man. “I didn’t do nothin’ and I just wanna go.”

There was a lie in his words.

He’d done plenty. Plenty of things.

Warner could see it. Could feel it.

Knew it.

This man had robbed, assaulted, dealt drugs, raped, and maimed other people. This man burned with injustice. He’d skated through all of it because those he’d wronged never went to the police.

Warner didn’t know why they hadn’t, but he didn’t even need to understand that. What he understood was that this man in front of him was no different at all from the one who’d run his daughter over.

Justice needed to be done.

And in that moment, Warner pulled the trigger.

The revolver went off with a boom. Red mist and chunks sprayed out behind the man’s head and he collapsed to the ground in a pile.

Reaching down, Warner grabbed the pistol the man had been holding, along with his own wallet which the first man had dropped.

Stuffing both weapons and his wallet into his pockets, Warner got back into his car, put it into gear, and got out of there. Driving away from the scene and the man he’d just gunned down, Warner felt very odd.

He felt vindicated.

As if he’d provided the world with a resolution it needed.

There was no fear in him that he’d done wrong. No fear that he’d killed an innocent.

He was elated.

His only regret was that he hadn’t killed the first man.

Hearing his own thoughts, Warner shivered and kept driving. He didn’t stop until he got twenty minutes away from the scene. Only then did he pull over into another parking lot. This one was much better lit and clearly had people going in and out of the twenty-four hour grocery store.

Warner felt his entire body trembling.

From head to toe, he was shivering, his hands quivering as soon as he let go of the steering wheel.

Shifting into park and turning the car off, Warner let out a breath. Sitting there in his car, he felt the heavy weight of the two handguns in his pockets.

Pulling both weapons out, he set them down on the floorboard before he got out and closed the door to his car.

Pressing a hand to his mouth, he felt like he needed to scream. He felt like a man torn.

In his mind, the glorious vindication he’d felt in killing that man was still sharp and clear. Though there was also a growing and very uneasy sick feeling.

He’d taken someone’s life for absolutely nothing. For what was little better than a gut feeling that the man who was robbing him wasn’t a good person.

What have I done?

 

***

 

Typing quietly on his laptop, Warner was doing his best to focus on his work.

His murder had made the news and was currently being run all over. Family members and friends were being asked to talk about the deceased.

Over and over, they said they just couldn’t believe he was dead. That he didn’t deserve to be shot down like a dog. That whoever had killed him was little better than a psycho and should turn themselves in.

Others postulated that it was an intergang problem and that the victim had actually been running for the wrong crew in the wrong area.

Gritting his teeth, Warner shooed his thoughts away from it all and went back to the customer email he was responding to.

Moving his finger across the mouse pad on the laptop, he sent the email off and then sighed. Leaning his head back against the chair, he looked up to the ceiling of the hospital room.

“No improvement?” asked a voice from the door.

Standing there in the door was a young woman who looked somewhat familiar. Wearing a blouse, jacket, and jeans, she looked like any other young woman he’d see somewhere, but he couldn’t place her.

Then he realized he was looking at Officer Frias.

“Officer?” Warner asked, feeling pretty weirded out seeing the police officer without her uniform on.

The lack of her official and visible status humanized her. It also made it a lot harder to deny that she was attractive and well put together.

“Call me Althea, or Thea if you’re looking for a nickname,” said the police officer, walking into Maya’s room.

“Thea, then,” Warner murmured. He really had no idea why she was here, and out of uniform on top of that. “And… well, there are a few changes. Her brain activity has been spiking lately. She’s been moving as well. They’re pretty sure she’ll wake up soon. Which is great news, because I’m almost positive they were going to put a feeding tube in her soon.”

“Probably,” Althea said walking over to Maya’s bed. Her eyes were stuck on Maya for several long seconds. Finally, she looked to Warner. “DA’s going to release a statement today, but not until after he calls you. He’s not pressing charges on Officer Pattin.”

Blinking twice, Warner ended up biting his tongue, his breath coming out in a soft wheeze. He’d been expecting that to happen eventually, but he’d been hoping to be wrong.

“I’m sorry,” Althea said, shaking her head. “Not what you wanted to hear, I’m sure. But I… felt… like I owed you that. Telling you before you got the phone call out of the blue. Give you some time to figure out how you want to respond.”

“Yeah… yeah. That’s… really kind of you,” Warner said and meant it. He knew Officer Frias didn’t owe him anything. She was just being nice. “I’m… really not sure what to do about it. Other than maybe not answer my phone at all. Maybe disable my voicemail for a time. Or change my number. Make it that much harder for him to contact me.”

Chuckling darkly at that, Althea grinned with one side of her mouth.

“I like that,” she said. Then she shifted her weight from one leg to the other and pulled a card out of a pocket. “Here. The one marked as emergency is my personal cell. You only have my work extension right now.”

Taking the card, Warner looked down at it. The phone number listed as “emergency” had been circled.

She prepped this card for me specifically.

“Thanks. I appreciate that,” Warner said, looking back up to Althea.

“Of course,” she said, smiling at him. Then she turned and looked at the TV in the corner of the room, which had caught her attention. “Ugh, they’re really running that one into the ground.”

“Huh?” Warner asked, craning his head around to look at the screen. He’d muted it a while ago because he didn’t want to hear any more about the man he’d murdered.

Unsurprisingly, reporters were still going on about the murder he’d committed.

“Yeah, been on the news all day,” Warner grumbled.

“The guy was a scumbag,” Althea growled. “Everyone in the entire precinct knew him. They’re making him out to be a saint when his rap sheet is longer than he was tall.

“You name the crime, chances are he was suspected of it or did it.”

“Suspected,” Warner repeated.

“Yeah, suspected. Because he had a tendency to make witnesses go away, one way or another. Pay ’em off, kill ’em, vanish ’em, they just… didn’t make it to the stand,” Althea said, then flicked a hand at the screen. “The shame of his family. Justice was served and whoever pulled the trigger did the world a favor.”

I see.

So… I… was right?

The strange feeling of vindication he’d felt just after he’d pulled the trigger started to surge up inside him again. Heady, energetic, and rather bright, it raised his spirits considerably. 

Like the world wasn’t as problematic as it had been only a few minutes ago.

Crackling softly, the TV had a bout of static, followed by several machines in the room blipping or beeping.

Everything quickly returned to normal, although there was one change Warner noticed immediately.

Maya’s eyes were open. They were parted slightly, her dark brown eyes slowly scanning the room.

“Maya?” Warner asked, setting his work laptop down to one side and immediately moving next to her bed.

“Dad?” asked the young girl. Her voice sounded scratchy and dry.

“Yeah, sweetie, I’m here,” Warner said with a slight catch in his voice. Grinning from ear to ear, he took her right hand between his.

“Mom?” Maya asked, looking at Althea.

Where Maya was of an Asian background, Althea was more of an islander. There were quite a few similarities, but they were just as many differences.

Even though Althea was more of a handsome-type of pretty compared to Asa’s delicate beauty.

“Ah,” Althea said, looking completely unsure. She looked from Warner then back to Maya.

“Oh, you’re not Mom,” Maya said, her eyes opening wider as she focused on Althea. “Who are you?”

“That’s Althea,” Warner said, squeezing Maya’s hand. “She’s a friend of mine. She was just checking in on us.”

“Okay,” Maya said, turning her head toward him. “Everything hurts.”

“Yeah… I bet. You tried to shoulder tackle a car. You didn’t win,” Warner said, doing his best to make light of it. Maya always responded best to his wisecracking.

“I did? Damn,” Maya said, closing her eyes. “I thought I was good at that. Coach said so.”

“Well, cars are a lot heavier than little preteen girls your size,” Warner said.

Chuckling softly, Maya let out a slow breath.

“Yeah,” Maya murmured. “How long have you been dating your ‘friend’?”

“Uh,” Warner said, then shook his head with a grin. “Not dating her. She really was just checking in on us. Besides, you have guy friends. Why can’t I have girls who are friends?”

“Because I don’t want to date them,” Maya said, her voice drifting off at the end. Then she started to snore softly.

Taking in a quick breath, Warner let it out with a much better feeling than he’d had for quite a while.

Maya had woken up and had been coherent. It’d been brief, but it’d been far more than he’d been expecting out of today.

“Well, that’s good news,” Althea said, coming to stand next to Warner.

“Yeah, it really is,” he said, nodding his head. “Really good news. Made my day. Best day I’ve had in awhile, in fact.”

“Mm, I can certainly understand,” Althea said.

“On top of that… on top of that, pretty sure I can use this entire incident to get full custody,” Warner said. He’d been in contact with his divorce lawyer. Documenting everything as it came in and making sure to get statements from everyone involved with the situation.

With Asa being nowhere to be found, Maya being in her care during the time of the accident, and Asa’s lack of response, it was going to be an easy slam dunk.

“Ah, your ex-wife never turned up?” Althea asked.

“No. She didn’t,” Warner said, shaking his head. “But that doesn’t matter anymore. Maya’s awake, and that means I can probably take her home soon enough.”

He could feel the phone in his pocket vibrating against his leg.

Pulling it out, he already had an idea who it was.

Glancing at the number, he saw it was restricted.

“And that’s probably the DA,” Warner muttered. Not doing anything with the call, he simply locked the screen and put it back in his pocket. He’d let it go to voicemail for now. He didn’t want to tarnish this moment.

The injustice of that call would probably make him seethe with anger all over again.

Thoughts of everything that had happened yesterday—from the point that he’d gotten angry over the DA’s likely position—flooded his mind before he could stop it.

He relived pulling the trigger on the young man and ending his life.

Catching his reflection in the mirror over the nearby handwashing station, Warner saw himself staring back.

His brown hair—cut short and parted at the middle— along with his gray eyes and clean-shaven face finished off the “customer service” persona he had to keep cultivated. He couldn’t always work at home, which meant he had to remain presentable.

There was something different though. He swore he could see a faint yellow glow in his eyes. Around his pupils.

The face he saw in the mirror was and wasn’t his anymore. It was someone else.

Behind him, a pair of golden wings spread out slowly as his eyes gradually became brighter and brighter.

Then it was all gone, and it was just Warner in the mirror again.


Three

 

Warner laughed under his breath and shook his head.

“Maybe the car hit you harder than I thought. That’s just nonsense.”

Tapping the send button, Warner looked back to his laptop screen and started to rapidly fill in the information the customer was requesting.

He was doing his best to not think about the fact that nothing was going to happen to Travis Pattin. Of course, the fact that the DA had called him six times now in the last week made that harder to do.

He knew that it was a call to discuss the case. To talk to Warner directly before the DA said anything publicly about the case.

And just as likely, he doesn’t want to leave a voicemail because that’d be considerably harder to backtrack. It’d be a recorded statement.

Then again… do I live in a single-party consent state? I could probably record him without ever letting on that I am.

With Maya at home, though, it was easier to pretend the DA wasn’t hounding him or that Pattin was going to get off the hook without even a slap on the wrist.

Since she’d gotten back home, his home, she’d done a lot of texting, reading, and watching TV.

Being bedridden meant that she couldn’t really do a whole lot. Even going to the bathroom was more or less out of the picture. Warner had to empty a bedpan first thing every morning, when he got back from work, and again before he went to bed.

The danger to her life was over now though. In spite of the grievousness of her injury, the hospital had saved her life.

Now it was time for her to recover. Or at least, do her best to recover. A number of doctors had already talked to him about what their expectations were. She’d likely be able to walk eventually, but they expected it to be with a limp.

Pins, rods, plates, and screws would be an ever constant companion for her for the rest of her life. Doctor visits with insurance-covered orderlies carrying her to and from the vehicle would be the norm for a while.

But at least she was at home now with him. Safe, and home.

Asa still hadn’t showed up. Maya seemed completely unperturbed by that, nor even surprised. Warner’s mind had gone straight to the idea that it wasn’t the first time Asa had vanished.

By this point though, she’d had to have come back. However knowing his ex-wife, she’d come back, realized she was probably in trouble, and then vanished again.

Depending on how long she thought she needed to be gone, they might not see her for months.

In the meantime, he’d move forward with his full custody hearing.

His phone blipped again and Warner glanced down.

It was another text message from Maya.

“It’s not nonsense, it’s my opinion. She wouldn’t have come to check on me just for my sake. She doesn’t know me. She came to see you. Gave you her cell phone number, too.

“You should call her. Ask her out to dinner.”

Rolling his eyes, Warner responded quickly. He knew he shouldn’t have his phone out on the call floor. Especially on his first real day back at the office.

But he didn’t think anyone would care much. Everyone knew what’d happened to Maya. It’d made the news after all.

“Ha-ha, no. She probably has a boyfriend and I really don’t want to date anyone.”

Setting his phone back down, Warner took another ticket from the queue and began reading it over.

“Hey, Warner,” said a female voice.

Looking up from his screen, he found his co-worker, Alice, standing there. She’d always gotten on his nerves, but he could never pinpoint why. There was just something about her that aggravated him whenever he saw her.

Right now though, he actually understood it.

He recognized it this time. The last time he’d felt it was right before he’d killed a young man with a revolver.

Injustice.

There was a sense of injustice coming from her. Not an overly strong sense of it, but definitely something.

“Hey, Alice,” Warner said, not really sure what she wanted. She’d never dropped by to talk to him before. They rarely talked at all, in fact.

“You remember when I told you about that accident a few years back? Before I started working here?” Alice asked.

He didn’t.

“Yup,” Warner said.

“The lawyer I used could probably really get you a good settlement with the state and the guy who did it, or his insurance at least,” Alice said.

As if someone had pulled back a curtain, Warner knew what injustice she was guilty of.

Alice was scamming someone from the accident she’d been involved in. They were receiving unfair treatment. Their rights were being violated through her direct actions.

Except it was against a company, not a person.

I can… sense… it. Just like the man. Both men.

Except hers isn’t… very much. It doesn’t have the same feeling that I need to address it.

It just annoys me.

What’s… what’s going on? Am I drunk? Am I going crazy?

His mind flashed back to the hospital, when he’d seen himself with yellow eyes and wings in the mirror. Nothing odd had happened since then, but he really hadn’t been out much. He’d been spending all his time with Maya.

“I think I’ll be okay,” Warner said. The legal counsel he’d hired assured him they’d make sure he got everything Maya deserved out of this. Regardless of what the DA, the Fletcher Police Department, or the state wanted. “Thanks though, Alice. I appreciate it.”

“Of course, think nothing of it. I’ll let you go,” Alice said, waving a hand at him with a smile.

Nodding his head with a smile, Warner waved back at her. “See you later, Alice.”

His phone started buzzing again, the screen lighting up.

An unlisted number was calling him. There was also a missed text from Maya.

Ignoring the call, he tapped the message.

“Stu-pid. We need to talk about this.” There was a pair of hands clapping punctuating the break in stupid.

The hell is she calling from that makes it unlisted.

Picking up the phone as he locked his computer, Warner accepted the call, and began walking away to the break room.

Texting on the floor was one thing, taking a personal call was altogether something different.

“Hey,” Warner said into the line. “I don—”

“Mr. James, I’m so glad you picked up,” said a voice Warner didn’t know.

“Uh, who’s this?” Warner asked, stopping dead in his tracks. He didn’t want to talk to anyone at all right now.

“This is District Attorney Jim Goff,” replied the man.

Closing his eyes, Warner winced.

If there was a contest to determine the least likely person Warner would want to talk to right now, Jim Goff would be the runner-up.

“Ah… hello, Mr. Goff,” Warner said, starting to walk again. “I’ve been looking forward to talking to you. When can we move forward with criminal charges against Mr. Pattin?

“Fleeing the scene of a crime is a felony after all.”

“Ah…” Jim said, clearly not expecting that. “I’m afraid we won’t be pressing charges.”

“What?” Warner asked. He didn’t have to feign his anger. In fact, he was having problems not crushing his phone. “Why the hell not? A witness identified his vehicle. Even the license plate. I know for a fact that there’s a camera at the intersection up ahead which probably caught him fleeing the scene of the crime.”

Jim didn’t respond to that. Neither of those things were anything that Althea had told him. Both those items were something he’d dug up all on his own.

He wasn’t going to let Jim go without explaining his actions, even if Warner didn’t think he’d win.

He’d at least try.

“I just don’t feel like we have a case,” Jim said.

“I think you’re not pushing this because he’s a cop,” Warner growled, marching through the lobby of his office building and straight outside.

“That’s not it at all,” Jim countered.

“That’s exactly what it is. There’s more than enough proof to get a jury to vote against him. Especially because he’s a cop who fled the scene of a crime,” Warner said. “Even though we both know a judge would probably give him a lenient sentence.”

“I don’t think this conversation is going very well,” Jim said.

“Oh? Why’s that? Because you’re giving a cop a break for running over a little girl? Is that why?” Warner shouted into his phone. “Because that’s what it feels like on this end. I can’t wait to talk to the press about this, the camera, and the license plate.”

“I don’t think that’d be wise,” Jim offered, sounding considerably more unsure now.

“Coming from the guy who doesn’t want to press a clearly guilty man into a court case, I don’t think you’re qualified to tell me what is and isn’t wise, Jim,” Warner said.

“Look, we just don’t—”

“You just don’t want to push on a cop,” Warner said interrupting the weasel. “And that’s all it comes down to. You can tell me you’re changing your mind and pressing charges, or we can end this call and I go straight to the local news outlets.

“What’s it going to be?”

Jim didn’t answer.

He hung up instead.

Closing his eyes, Warner turned toward the wall and quivered with rage. His entire body shook from head to toe. The cell phone in his hand creaked softly at the sheer force he was exerting on it.

Vibrating softly, it started to ring again.

Glaring at the screen, he was more than happy to talk to Jim again so he could yell at him.

Instead, it was Maya.

Choking on his own breath, Warner gasped and then coughed several times.

Tapping the accept button after getting his breath under control, he held it up to his ear.

“Hey there,” he said.

“Hi, Dad. So, seriously. You’re being stupid,” Maya said. “You can’t honestly tell me you don’t think she’s interested in you.”

Shaking his head, Warner pressed his forehead to the wall and then laughed.

“I think she felt sorry for me if I had to answer you directly,” Warner said.

He was still a ball of ugly violent rage. One that wanted to find Jim and the injustice he’d put on Maya and seek out retribution.

With a revolver.

But he couldn’t let Maya ever know that. She’d come out of this mess optimistic and bright.

He’d never seen her cry or bemoan her situation.

“No, she clearly had a thing for you,” Maya said. “I mean, she visited me twice after I met her that first time. Both times when you were there. She’s got white-boy fever. Wants herself a man who’s a daddy.”

“The hell did—I’m seriously turning off the internet and bricking your phone,” Warner said, trying hard not to laugh at her comments. “The car hit you so hard you’re talking way above your age level. I need to make you watch a whole bunch of Clubhouse.”

“Ugh, dad, seriously? I’m a teenager. I’ve had Sex Ed and everything. I—”

“Nope! I don’t want to hear it. La-la-la-la, my precious daughter is an innocent, la-la-la,” Warner declared.

“Oh my god, for reals, Dad?” Maya asked as she laughed on the other end of the line.

 

***

 

Driving through traffic, Warner couldn’t help but wish he could work at home. Sighing for perhaps the tenth time, he leaned his head against the cool glass of his window.

The rain pattered down unendingly and was more than likely the cause of his misery.

“Everyone forgets how to drive the moment it starts to rain,” Warner grumbled.

Easing forward, the car directly in front of him started to move again.

Following suit, Warner rolled along, figuring he’d stop in a few feet again.

Except he didn’t. He rolled by what appeared to be a pretty bad accident. A number of firemen were working at prying a door loose from the frame of a squashed-looking sedan. An ambulance was nearby and someone was being loaded into it even as he watched.

“Damn, that’s pretty bad,” Warner muttered. His mind flinched away from the thoughts that inevitably came. Of Pattin causing a similar scene for his daughter.

Out of nowhere, a long older car slammed into the already wrecked sedan. Blasting through the crowd, sending the firemen tumbling to the ground, the car bounced over a curb and kept going.

It smashed over a sign, jumping off the far side of the curb, and then the car turned back onto the street and sped away.

Vanishing into the heavy downpour.

The police were nowhere near their vehicles and were far more concerned with the new victims than chasing after the car.

In that single moment, Warner slammed his steering wheel to the right, mashed his gas pedal, and did just that.

Chased after a vehicle that had just carried out the same crime which had happened to his daughter. A hit and run.

Warner almost crashed within seconds though, cars appearing practically out of the gloom of the evening without a warning.

Dodging to one side, he found a lane he could fly through.

And better yet, the car of the individual up ahead.

What am I doing?

His blood was racing in his veins, his mind swimming with the delicious possibility of punishing someone who deserved it.

Vibrating in his seat, it felt like his very soul was aflame with the idea. That all he had to do was catch up to this person and end their life.

A mere thought of doing such a thing sparked his desire for it all. His mind cast his memory back to the moment when he’d killed that young thug.

The absolute sweet joy of ridding the world of something that evil.

Warner promptly stomped on his brakes and bounced up a ramp toward a big-box store.

Panting hard, he yanked the wheel around and nearly fishtailed out. Sliding a bit on the wet pavement, he ended up wedging his car between two different parking spaces and almost into a third.

“What the hell is wrong with me?” Warner asked to no one. “What’s wrong with me? I… I… I don’t even know anymore.”

Sitting there, breathing hard, Warner tried to wrangle his thoughts and emotions back under control. Each time he managed it, his mind wandered off seconds later.

Back toward the overwhelming need that he felt.

To charge after that criminal and punish them. He could kill them, hurt them, or subject them to a sentence of his own devising.

But chastising them in one way or another was ultimately what he desperately wanted to do.

I want to… chastise… them? The hell?

“You’re losing it, Warner. You’re losing it,” he said. “You’re seeing things, you killed someone, and you wanted to kill someone else.

“You’re losing it and you need help. Need help. Let’s get… let’s get help.”

One of the doctors had recommended not just Warner taking Maya to therapy, but him going as well.

Putting his car in park, he pulled out his phone and called Maya.

“Hey-o, daddy-o,” Maya said after the first ring. “Let me guess, you forgot to get pizza and now you want to know if something else is okay?”

“Uh,” Warner said with a sudden and intense laser focus. He had indeed forgotten the pizza, but due to the traffic, he was actually in the clear. “No. That’s not it. I’m actually stuck in traffic so it’s going to be a bit later. Pizza is still good but I might get it from a different spot. Closer to home. Would get cold otherwise.”

“Oh. Oh, okay. That’s cool. Pizza really sounds good,” Maya said. “That and pizza doesn’t bother the posts much. Can just move it around them.”

The posts were the implant caps they’d put in her jaw after losing her teeth. They’d cautioned that while it would normally be better to put the implants in after she had time to heal, they were also concerned it’d be worse to wait in her case.

Warner wasn’t a dentist, but he didn’t see it as a problem.

“No pepperoni. Spicy things hurt,” Maya added.

“Yeah, no pepperoni,” Warner said with a chuckle. “Hey. Since I’m stuck in traffic I wanted to ask you a favor, too.”

“What… what is it?” Maya asked. She sounded nervous. Unsure.

He was reminded of the fact that she really was just a young girl in a situation that she didn’t deserve. She was holding up incredibly well, but she was still a little girl, and needed him to be her father.

“We’re both going to go to therapy,” Warner said. “You and me both. I think we should talk to people about what’s happening. Probably after we get the court case clear and you can walk again.”

Maya didn’t say anything. He could hear the TV in the background though.

“I mean, I probably won’t be really mobile after the cast comes off, Dad,” argued Maya.

“We’ll figure out something. I’m sure there are therapists out there who do videoconferencing,” Warner said. “It’s the twenty-first century after all.”

“I guess… I just… I dunno… won’t that make it worse?” Maya asked. Her tone sounded extremely nervous.

“I’m sure it won’t be pleasant, but I firmly believe we should go. Both of us,” Warner explained. “I’ll see one, and you’ll maybe see the same one, or a different one.”

“I… okay, Dad. I can do that, I guess,” Maya mumbled.

“Great. Thanks, sweetie. I really appreciate that. I really, really do,” Warner said.

“But I need you to do something for me in exchange,” said Maya.

“That’s not how this works,” Warner said, shaking his head with a grin. “See, I tell you what we’re going to do, and we do that. Because I’m your dad and I believe it’s the right thing to do here.”

“If you want me to participate, you’ll do something for me,” Maya said, stressing the word participate.

“I’m listening,” Warner said, humoring her.

“You have to text or call Althea and ask her out for coffee or dinner,” Maya demanded. “She gots the white-boy fever and you’re the only cure.”

“I swear I’m bricking your phone, turning the internet off, and canceling the cable service,” Warner promised.

He really didn’t like the way his daughter was talking.

“Oh, Dad,” Maya said with a laugh. “You’re so old.”


Four

 

Warner finally realized what he was hearing.

It was Maya.

Crying in her room.

Groaning, he let his head sink down and closed his eyes.

He could hear her crying quietly to herself in her room. He hadn’t been able to figure out what it was for a few minutes. Having walked around the living room several times to discover the source, he’d ended up next to a central air vent.

She’s putting on a brave face for me. Taking her medicine, acting like everything is fine, but it’s not.

Nothing’s fine.

Holding up a hand, he put it over his face, feeling like he wanted to hide.

Today had been the first day of rehab since she’d gotten home. It’d mostly been a very direct talk about what to expect, what she’d likely be able to do, and the hardest part, what she wouldn’t be able to do.

Feeling absolutely powerless, without anything he could do, Warner had no answers. No answers, no solutions, and not a thing he could do.

He still had a desire to go out and murder Travis Pattin. A need, as it were. But he had to wait. Had to wait a bit for things to blow over. So they wouldn’t immediately come looking at him as the culprit.

At least a little time had to pass.

Maya’s soft sobbing slowly trailed away, replaced with sniffles and nose-blowing.

Lifting his head, Warner looked at the clock. It was only nine at night. The next two days he was off and had planned on spending them with Maya.

Right now though, he felt like he needed to get out of the house.

He wanted to be there for his daughter, but in the same breath, there was absolutely nothing he could do for her right now. Her bedpan was fresh and she was supposed to be sleeping.

The pain medication they had her on knocked her flat more often than not. She’d been taking it just before bed so she could sleep through the night and shrug off most of its drowsiness the next day.

Oddly enough, his mind drifted off to the idea of heading out into the darker parts of Larimer. To go out and find someone who reeked of injustice and end them.

Just thinking about it gave him the exhilarating thrill of power and confidence he’d felt previously. When he felt like he’d actually had control of his own destiny.

And right now, he’d pay quite a lot to have his fate in his own hands.

Nodding his head, Warner pulled out his phone and made sure the ringer was set to vibrate. He wasn’t going to tell Maya that he was leaving, just in case he needed an alibi later.

As quietly as he could, Warner changed into some darker clothes for a night on the town, and grabbed last year’s ski mask. After retrieving the revolver he’d used to kill the young man, he got in his car, and drove towards Larimer.

 

***

 

Staring at the sign outside the bar, The Winged Horn, Warner felt almost sick.

He couldn’t explain why he felt that way, but he did. It was very reminiscent of how injustice felt to him, but not exactly.

Not entirely.

Making his mind up, Warner decided he’d enter and see if he couldn’t find a target for the evening.

Instead of a one-night stand, I’m looking to find someone I can chastise.

And yet… it feels… right? Yes, right.

It feels right.

Even if it means… means killing someone.

What the hell is wrong with me?

Walking into the bar, Warner felt a strange and curious sense of absolute cold wash over him. Over him and through him. As if it were a chilled breeze that blew right through his soul.

Shuddering, Warner pulled his jacket closer and looked around.

It looked like any other bar he’d been in. Pool tables, people drinking, TVs, men and women looking for something and not likely finding it here.

Before he’d met his wife, he’d been a bit of a barhound. Going from bar to bar. He’d met, seen, and loved quite a few women out of places like this.

Walking over, Warner found a bartender that wasn’t serving anyone currently. Warner was amused right off the bat because the young man was good looking enough that he probably got many a young woman to buy way too many drinks.

Then again, there’s three women serving the bar as well and I’d consider myself happy to take ’em home. It isn’t like I’d be immune to it.

Well, once upon a time. Can’t really take anyone home anymore.

“What can I get ya?” asked the man.

“Beer. Whatever you have on tap,” Warner said, easing up to the bar.

“Sure,” said the man, turning away from Warner.

Looking around the bar, Warner tried to get a good look at everyone there. With any luck, he’d be able to pick someone out.

And… then what?

Warner realized he really didn’t have a plan at all. He’d just got up and left without really thinking about how to handle this at all.

The revolver suddenly felt considerably heavier in his jacket pocket. Heavier and promising to make his life absolutely the worst it could possibly be.

I shouldn’t be here. This is actually the worst possible thing to do. If they have a camera—

Warner looked up to the corners of the room as subtly as he could.

There were three cameras.

Then they have me being here. Damn.

So much for an alibi.

I guess… I guess tonight I just have a few drinks and head home.

Laughing at his own ineptitude, Warner pulled out his wallet and removed a ten as the bartender came back to him.

“Keep the change,” Warner said, holding the ten out to the man.

“Thanks,” pocketing the bill, the bartender wandered off to help someone else.

Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

I’m the worst vigilante ever.

Shaking his head with a grin, Warner took a sip from the beer and turned toward the other bar goers.

All he could do was laugh at himself.

Next time we’ll just—

Warner’s thoughts came to a screeching halt, looking at a man in his late twenties.

He was sitting with a young woman in a booth off to one side. They were having an involved conversation and they both seemed to be having a grand time.

To Warner though, there was an extreme sense of injustice stabbing out at him from the couple. Striking at him with a strength akin to a physical blow, Warner had to turn toward the bar again.

There was simply too much injustice coming off the pair for him to deal with, without reacting.

Warner ended up turning straight toward a woman that looked like she was in her late twenties.

She had brown hair that was cut short, several piercings in each ear, and light blue eyes the color of the sky.

Damn, she’s really frickin’ pretty.

Warner stared at her, and she stared back at him.

“Hi,” Warner mumbled, feeling extremely self-conscious.

“Hey,” said the woman, her hands flat on the bartop. The way she was looking at him made it feel like she knew him. Or was trying to figure out where she knew him from.

As unnerving as it was, Warner was also flattered. He’d had some luck with beautiful women in his youth, but he apparently had a broken picker, given what Asa had done to him.

“Uhm, name’s… Warner,” he said, holding her eyes with his own. There was something else there. Something he felt like he recognized.

But he couldn’t put his finger on it.

“Warner,” repeated the woman, her eyes crinkling up as she kept looking at him.

“Really? Same name as me? You don’t look like a Warner. Too pretty for that,” he said, giving her a small smile, feeling far braver than he should for just one beer. “More like a Dianne.”

“Dayi—Dianne, yeah. Dianne. How’d… how’d you… do I know you? Where do I know you from?” asked the woman, who was apparently actually named Dianne. Glancing down at her chest, she seemed to be looking to see if she was wearing a name tag.

“Nope, never met,” Warner answered easily with a grin.

“No, really. Have we met? I swear we’ve met. How’d you know my name?” Dianne asked, glaring at him now.

“Sorry. I just guessed. Really,” Warner said, feeling a bit baffled now. Her reaction, and the fact that her name really was Dianne, was abnormal. There was a level of aggression coming off her now that he really didn’t want to deal with.

Behind him, he could feel it when the couple who were radiating injustice passed him by. 

“I don’t believe that,” Dianne growled. Behind him, he heard the door open and then close.

Okay. Time to go after all.

Besides, sounds like that couple just left. We’ll follow them and… take action.

“Okay, I’m just gonna leave. I’m sorry I upset you, I really was just guessing,” Warner said, setting his half-drunk beer on the bartop. Dianne was too much for him right now and he had a different goal in mind.

“No, wait, I’m sorry,” Dianne said, reaching out for his hand even as Warner stepped away. “Stay, finish your beer and I’ll buy you another. On me.”

“Ah… no. No, thanks,” Warner said, adjusting his coat and hurrying off toward the door. If he was going to catch up to that couple, he needed to get moving.

Hitting the sidewalk, he looked to his right and then his left.

Spotting them, he turned and began following them. Once more, he could feel the injustice wafting off one of them.

As if a hook had been set in him, Warner felt drawn ever onward. An overwhelming need to enact justice upon one of these two was pushing him.

Driving his thoughts. Egging him on.

What worries he had before were flying away as if they’d never been there at all.

Sliding his hands into his pockets, Warner continued to quietly follow the pair. After twenty seconds of just doing that, he pulled his phone out and began to flip through his text messages.

He hoped it wouldn’t look as suspicious as him just following the pair without it.

Turning at the corner up ahead, the two slipped across the street and into a parking garage.

That works… we’ll just have to make sure it doesn’t have cameras.

Crossing the street and following his targets, Warner felt a growing sense of unease. There wasn’t a guard or attendant in the ticket booth and the arm was down.

Which meant either the garage was closed to the public, or the person who should be there, wasn’t. 

In either situation, it made Warner feel considerably more cautious.

Additionally, he didn’t see a single camera.

Anywhere.

Things didn’t add up at all.

Turning off the main line of parked cars, the man and the woman diverted off to one side. Into a much darker part of the parking lot.

Damn, it’s going to happen over there. Isn’t it?

I’ll need to be quick.

If I’m not fast enough, I’ll be stopping him mid-rape rather than just before.

Shaking his head, Warner turned the corner and then slid up next to a concrete pylon.

Reaching into his coat, he pulled out the ski mask and then yanked it down over his head. He adjusted the mask into place as quickly as he could.

Finally getting the eyeholes over his eyes, he pulled the revolver out of his pocket and then left his dark corner.

Except he’d lost his quarry. He couldn’t tell where they’d gone. Moving forward at a quick walk, he started looking up and down each row of cars he went past. The lights in this part of the parking garage were mostly out, which didn’t make matters any easier.

It also added to his growing sense of unease. This all seemed almost coordinated.

Planned.

Off to his right, he heard a solid thump. A hollow bonk type of noise that made Warner’s stomach flinch.

A deep moan followed by what Warner felt was someone hitting the ground.

Hurrying forward, Warner couldn’t see the man or woman but he could sense them now. Injustice was flooding out in every direction right now as a crime was happening.

The sudden and rough rustle of clothes being pawed at was loud in his ears. Then the rip of fabric.

Swallowing a curse, Warner finally found where he felt this was happening. He could practically taste the wrongness of what was occurring.

Rushing forward, he turned into a narrow space between a work van and a large truck.

There, sprawled out on the ground, was the man. Kneeling over him was the woman. She had one hand deep in his pocket and was rooting around. Her free hand held what looked like a pair of brass knuckles. Her fingers were still slipped through the loops of it.

Except it wasn’t just a pair of brass knuckles. There was a blade sticking up from it as well.

Attractive, wearing a very tight-fitting dress, and looking like she’d have all the attention she ever wanted and more, was the bearer of all that injustice he was looking for.

Short curly blonde hair and dark blue eyes made her look all the more unassuming.

And pretty.

Freezing up at the sight of him, the mugger stared up at Warner.

Then her eyes drifted down to his revolver.

“Oh,” said the woman, clearly unsure how to proceed. “I’m… sure we could come to an arrangement.”

Smiling from ear to ear, she was clearly trying to hit him with her looks and the possibility of what “arrangement” meant.

“We could figure out a deal, right? You and me? I could make it fun and we could see where it goes,” she offered.

Her words were honeyed and her tone promised more than her words ever could.

If it wasn’t for the roiling waves of injustice coming from her, he might have been swayed. Or the fact that she was lying to him.

This woman wouldn’t ever let him get a thing from her. Warner would wake up robbed, missing everything of value from his home, and with his accounts drained and never having gotten her out of her clothes.

Standard practice for her wasn’t to kill anyone, but she did mug, rob, and absolutely destroy lives. Take everything from them, leave them somewhere, and move on to the next.

Hundreds of young men had fallen for her wiles and ended up losing everything. All of it liquidated, turned to cash, and then leveraged into gold bullion.

Coins, specifically.

Her plan was to stockpile as much gold as she could, in as short a time as possible, and then live off of it. Living her life in whatever way she saw fit.

That her beauty was a tool to be used as best as she could, before it lost its effectiveness.

And Warner knew all of that was true. Knew it as surely as he had known about the young man he’d killed.

An errant question drifted through his head as to how he could know so much about a person, but then Warner quickly chased it away.

Right now, he was in control. He was the one with the power to decide a criminal’s fate.

Justice needed to be done.

Chastisement.

Her penalty must fit the crime.

She took everything from others, we’ll take everything from her.

It didn’t quite fit the crimes she’d been committing, but it would be more than enough to balance the scales.

Or so Warner felt, at least.

He’d briefly considered cutting off a hand, or a few fingers, but he didn’t feel like it was correct.

As far as he could tell, she robbed her victims blind, but she rarely harmed anyone. The man on the ground right now was one of the few she’d actually assaulted. She avoided it at all costs.

Her injustice was mostly in ruining people’s financial lives. Not violence.

Lifting the gun, he pointed it at her head.

“We’re going to go back to your place. There, you’re going to show me where you keep all the gold,” Warner explained. “After that, you’re going to empty your bank accounts online through charitable donations.”

Warner knew for a fact that she’d never call the police over this incident. She couldn’t.

There’d be far too many questions which she couldn’t possibly answer without incriminating herself.

“Afterward, I’m going to take your car and leave. I’ll dump it somewhere in the city tomorrow and text you the location so you can get to it,” said Warner, pulling back the hammer on the revolver. He didn’t want there to be a question of where this was going. “I’m going to punish you for your transgressions. You will be chastised for your actions, and I hope you remember this forever forward.”

Opening her mouth, she looked like she wanted to protest.

But she said nothing. In fact, she’d never taken her eyes away from the revolver.

“Okay,” she murmured, nodding her head slightly. “You’re… not going to hurt me?”

“You will be chastised and absolved of your crimes,” Warner said, feeling that statement to be more than just “right”. It felt true and correct. “I’m not going to physically harm you, or rape you, if that’s what you’re asking. Won’t kill you, either. You will have the chance to live your life for the better after this. Now, put the knife down or I end your sad story here and now.”

Sighing, the woman laid the knife down to the ground.

“And what about him?” she asked, indicating the unconscious young man.

Warner glanced at the man’s face. A large welt was growing at his temple, but otherwise he looked to be fine.

“Is he someone you know or a victim?” Warner asked.

“Just a mark,” said the woman shrugging her shoulders. “Nice guy but… a girl’s gotta eat, right?”

Given how much she’d likely swindled in her life so far, the idea of her robbing to eat was stupid.

“Got his wallet?” Warner asked.

Nodding her head, the woman picked something up beside her foot and then held it out to Warner.

So she did already get his wallet. I wonder if she managed that even before she clocked him.

And where’d she hide that knife?

Taking the wallet from her, he flipped it open and looked inside.

A driver’s license was the first thing he found.

A green-eyed man with brown hair stared back at him. He had an orange organ donor sticker in the corner of the license.

Joshua Graybill.

Well, you’re in luck. No need to hand over those organs, yet.

Peeling open the center of the wallet, all he found was some loose cash and a blood donor card.

Flicking the wallet back at the woman, Warner realized there was an easier way to handle this.

“You’ll call in a drunk that looks injured on a non-emergency line, on his own phone,” Warner said. “Then we’ll be leaving.

“And if you try to do anything stupid… or heroic… I’ll just kill you. It isn’t my first choice, it doesn’t match your crime, but if you force me, that’s what I’ll do.”

Already Warner could feel a sense of rightness building in his chest. That delivering unto this woman righteous justice was what Warner was meant to do with himself.

That he was meant to deliver a sentence to those who deserved it.

Grimacing, the woman took Joshua’s phone out of his pocket and began dialing.

And… and after we wait a little… we can go visit Travis. Visit him and bestow upon him the fate he deserves. Mete out justice.

“Hello? Yes, there’s a drunk man who’s fallen and hurt himself,” said the woman, in a much deeper voice in an effort to disguise it. “Yeah. He looks okay but… I think he might need help. No, I can’t stay. I’ll leave the phone here and on, though.”

The woman pulled the phone away from her head and tapped a button on the screen. Then she casually wiped the front of the phone against her breast, and dropped it on Joshua’s sternum.

Ah, wiping off her fingerprints.

“Alright, let’s go then,” muttered the woman. “Might as well get this over with.”

Rather calm for a woman with a gun drawn on her.


Five

 

Leaning back in his chair, Warner hit the send key on the current email he was working on.

He didn’t think for an instant it would solve the woman’s problem. In fact, he’d bet on that. All of their stated attempts to address the problem didn’t match at all with the information in the system.

Chances are this one would just get bounced back at a later date.

And Karen would be all the angrier.

Then she’ll demand my manager, at which point, Karen won’t be my problem.

Letting out a sigh, Warner looked up to the window in his office.

With Maya being home, he was incredibly thankful that he could work at home so often. When she needed something, he could actually take care of it for her.

Chirping quietly, his phone got his attention.

He looked at it and found it was an incoming text message.

The information cleared the screen before he could read it though.

Picking it up, he unlocked it and thumbed open the message.

“Your security code is… what the hell?” Warner mumbled, looking at the screen.

“Dad?” Maya called from the living room. It’d been painful to move her there, but she’d wanted to be out there rather than locked up in her room today.

“What?” Warner shouted back, closing the message. He’d have to check his email and make sure someone wasn’t trying to hack into it.

“I screwed up and signed your phone number up for my security. I need your phone so I can fix it,” Maya said.

Sighing, Warner nodded his head.

Of course, she did.

He’d noticed that her pain pills made her somewhat forgetful at times. Given the dosage, he couldn’t blame her.

Pulling open his virtual login, he tapped himself into an “Away on break” state and then stood up. Stretching his back out, he exhaled roughly.

He’d ended up sleeping really well once he got home last night.

His sense of rightness dominating his thoughts and giving him an extremely good feeling. Easing his mind and making his sleep blessed.

Warner was also considerably richer after having robbed Lisa Goodson the night before. Learning her name hadn’t been intentional, but it couldn’t be avoided. He’d forced her to log in to her bank and start donating all her wealth—except three months of what he considered an “average” salary—to every charity they could come up with.

Dumping her car off in a relatively safe neighborhood, he’d gone ahead and sent her an email on his phone from a dummy account with its location.

With any luck, she’d mend her ways and start living her life correctly.

Now I just have to figure out what to do with all those briefcases full of gold coin bullion in the basement.

Walking into the living room, he found Maya exactly where he’d left her. Given the way they’d bundled her up in casting material, that was mostly a given. She’d be immobile for quite a while.

“Here, fix it then,” Warner said with a chuckle, handing his phone to his daughter. “They already texted me once about your security code.”

“Gah… sorry. I wasn’t really thinking about it and just kinda spaced,” Maya said, taking the phone from him. She began to rapidly tap things into his phone. “I was just trying to set my email up to be more secure. Apparently, Lauren got her email hacked.”

Frowning, Warner nodded his head. Lauren was Maya’s best friend. Both before and after his divorce with Asa.

He actually liked Lauren. She was a positive influence on Maya and always had been.

“Sorry to hear that,” Warner mumbled.

“It’s fine. She already changed it, so it’s all good,” Maya said, tapping away at Warner’s phone. “There. All done.”

“Thanks. You alright? Need anything?” Warner asked, taking his phone back from his daughter.

“Nope. I’m all good. Though, you should probably go shave. Change your clothes. Maybe wear one of your nice polos and slacks,” Maya said, pulling the blanket up to her chin and snuggling into the couch. She turned her head to the TV and resumed watching whatever show it was.

“Uh… why?” asked Warner, feeling like he’d just had something terrible happen.

Opening his phone up, he started with the recently installed apps to see if something had changed.

“I kinda programmed Althea’s name into your phone, then sent her a text message on your behalf,” Maya said with a small yawn. “You asked her out to dinner tonight. That Tuscan thingie that we went to for your birthday last year.”

“You what?!” Warner squeaked out, flipping to his sent messages.

Sure enough, there was a new contact there with three messages.

The first one was an apology for not reaching out sooner but he’d been distracted with everything. That and thanking her for her care and kindness for both him and Maya.

Following that message was another one where he wasn’t sure how to do it, given how they’d met, but he wanted to ask her out to dinner. Just him and her.

Last was the proposed location to meet at and the time.

“I already reserved you a table at seven,” Maya murmured looking kind of tired. “Did it this morning when you were messing around in the basement. It’s under your name.

“You’ll need to move me back to my room before you go out. Just in case you bring her home. And if you bring her home, use a condom. I really don’t need a little brother or sister right now.”

“Maya Lucile James!” Warner said, his voice going up in pitch and volume. “What have you—”

Warner froze. At the bottom of the message app, it had just changed from “delivered” to “read”.

Staring at that word, Warner felt like he wanted to go crawl under his bed and die.

“Maya… I’m just not ready for this. I still kind of—”

“Dad, I’m going to have to start walking again eventually,” Maya said, not opening her eyes. “By the time I start walking, I expect you to be dating someone. Not asking women out, or going on dates, but dating a single specific woman. Because when that happens, we’re going to go out and I want someone there with me and you.

“And… and I don’t… I don’t want to go back to mom’s house. Ever. Okay?”

“Yeah… got it,” Warner muttered. He felt defeated already and wasn’t going to bother pushing on Maya. “I’ll… see what I can do about the first. The second, I can promise that.”

I’ll just pretend we never sent anything to Althea. Pretend it never went over.

And that’ll be easy because she won’t respond and—

At the bottom of his screen, it now said “Hot Stuff Althea is typing a message”.

“Hot Stuff Althea?” Warner asked aloud, feeling deeply confused.

“She was hot, Dad,” Maya murmured, her voice getting soft.

Slowly, Warner walked back to his office and sat down in his chair. The entire time he was staring at his phone, watching as “Hot Stuff Althea” continued to write whatever message she was composing.

He hadn’t even considered dating anyone. His mind was pretty far from even the vaguest notion of dating again. After everything he’d put into Asa, and how it ended, Warner had honestly given up on ever really seeing anyone.

The way it had ended with Asa had truly wounded him to the core.

Even without being the one to ask Althea out, he felt nervous to the point that he wanted to throw up.

Staring at his phone, he watched, he waited, and had nothing else he could do. 

Maya had ambushed him perfectly. Her trap was ideally crafted knowing him and exactly how he’d respond.

Then his phone blipped and a message came through.

“Yes.”

Frowning, Warner didn’t know how to interpret that.

“What’d she say?” Maya called from the other room. Apparently, she wasn’t asleep yet.

That or she was fooling him.

“She just said, ‘yes’ and that’s it,” Warner said.

“Oh. So she wants to go and she’s nervous. That’s great. Have a nice date, Dad,” Maya said. “I’d like to go to bed now. Can you move me?”

She’s nervous?

I… oh. Because she only sent one word and had spent all that time typing.

Got it.

Feeling a strange grin on his face, Warner typed a response.

“Okay. I look forward to seeing you.”

The message went through, was delivered, and read. Then she was typing again.

“Me, too,” she replied.

Unable to leave it at that, Warner started to type into the message box.

“How’s work? Cleaning the streets?” he wrote.

“Trying. Just finished a call. Long day already. I’ll get through it. How’re you?” Althea sent back.

Momentarily, he felt a flush of absolute confidence slam through him as he thought about Lisa. About emptying her bank accounts, turning it to charity, and chastising her appropriately.

Accurately.

Giving her exactly what she needed to balance the scales.

“You’re a strong, intelligent, and beautiful officer. I’m sure you can get through anything with a smile. I’m fine, just working at home,” Warner typed out and sent, before he could really think about what he’d put in.

Then he winced, re-reading his message. His mind kept running away with him whenever he thought about injustice anymore.

Bending his thoughts.

And now I’ve gone and—

Warner’s phone chirped and a strange message notification popped up with a loading image.

Then it flashed to a picture of Althea, sitting in what he assumed was her patrol car, wearing a pair of sunglasses.

Smiling at the camera. It was a genuine smile, too. 

She was pretty out of her uniform, and attractive in a different way in it.

“I’m smiling. Is it working?” she wrote under the picture.

“Yes. Yes, it is. For me at least,” Warner wrote back.

“Oh my god, stop flirting already and help move me already,” Maya yelled from the other room.

I’m flirting?

I’m flirting.

 

***

 

Sitting at the table, Warner was feeling beyond self-conscious.

Althea wasn’t here yet, and it was two minutes past seven. She hadn’t texted him either.

Resisting the temptation, he hadn’t sent her a message asking where she was. He was going to be patient, and forgiving. Allowing the lateness to be attributed to nerves.

Thankfully, the waiter had only come around once and was now leaving him be.

That or it’s out of pity. Pity and kindness.

Ugh. What was I thinking? Why did I even bother?

This’ll just end up like—

There was a firm buzz from his pocket.

Feeling more dread than he’d care to admit, Warner pulled his phone out of his pocket. Unlocking it, he saw he had a message waiting for him.

Tapping it, he saw it was from Althea.

“I’m so sorry, Warner, work ran late with a call. I changed into my civilian clothes but I’m not really dressed for the restaurant. I’d been hoping to get home first. I’m not really comfortable going inside like this,” read the message.

Warner didn’t feel as nervous as he had a minute ago, but he was still somewhat down. He’d been looking forward to seeing Althea. They’d spent another ten minutes texting back and forth before she’d had to go to another call.

Tapping the words in slowly, he realized he needed to accept the situation and roll with it. It wasn’t as if she could control what happened with her job.

And if he was going to actually try and date Officer Frias, he needed to realize that she was a police officer first. Everything else was second.

“Got it. I totally understand. We can reschedule if you want. Whatever you want to do,” he typed in. At the same moment, his brain realized this could just be an excuse for her to get out of this.

Then he dismissed that with some force. His confidence was refusing to budge this time. She wouldn’t have texted him if she was going to blow him off.

“Pizza? Tonight? I still want to go out, just not here. I’m literally in my street clothes. I wouldn’t fit in,” came the response.

“I’m sure you’d fit in anywhere, regardless of the clothes. Pizza sounds great though. And what do you mean here? Should I come outside? Are you in the parking lot?” Warner asked, standing up from the table. He hadn’t ordered anything at all, which meant he could just leave.

“Yeah. I am.”

Making his way quickly outside, he found Althea sitting in a black sedan, waving at him from the driver’s seat.

“Hey,” she said with a smile, the window already rolled down. Her smile was warm and inviting.

“Hey back,” Warner said, coming over to her window. “Am I supposed to approach from this side or the other side?”

Althea’s smile grew wider at that, peering up at him, her eyes narrowing.

“Well, aren’t you a funny guy all of a sudden,” she said.

“Reasons to be funny now, I guess,” Warner said, leaning up against the side of Althea’s car. “You said pizza?”

“I did. That mean you’re still willing to go out?” Althea asked.

“I’m… definitely willing to go out with you,” Warner murmured, smiling back at the police officer. Apparently, Maya had been right.

About the whole thing.

And after his raid last night, he was feeling incredibly confident again.

“Great. Then… get in. I’ll drive,” Althea said, still grinning at him.

“Certainly. I’m paying though,” Warner said, moving around to the other side of the car.

 

***

 

Pulling into his driveway, Warner let out a slow breath. The garage door creaked open in front of the car. He was half afraid it’d wake Maya up.

It was late.

Very late.

Past one in the morning, in fact.

He’d spent the entire evening with Althea.

From having pizza, to sitting way past finishing their food until the place closed, to wandering back to her car and talking, to then chatting back at the parking lot of the original restaurant where his car was.

He hadn’t actually realized the time until Althea couldn’t suppress a yawn.

At which point, she insisted she was fine for another hour entirely. Eventually, he insisted that she go home. She was talking with him, engaged in the conversation, and alert, but he suspected she was forcing herself.

She’d only relented when he promised they would go out again later that week.

After he pulled into the garage, Warner ended up checking his rear view mirror.

The house across from his own had been a problem for the last three months. All the lights were on, and he swore he could faintly hear the sound of music coming from it.

Whoever lived there worked at odd hours of the night. Warner knew every time they went to work because they blasted their radio as loud as seemingly possible.

On top of that, the house was never empty and always had guests coming over. More than one neighbor had already complained on the public social media page and to the HOA directly.

Nothing had occurred as of yet, but Warner was getting to the end of his patience.

Last night they’d manage to wake up Maya, too. Apparently she’d been up for hours before Warner because she couldn’t get back to bed.

Feeling a spine he hadn’t for quite a while, Warner turned his car off, got out of it, and walked out to the front of his house.

Standing there on the sidewalk, he just stared at the house. Stared at it, and wondered if he wanted to wait and see the occupants come out.

He wouldn’t have that long to wait if they stuck to their normal time.

Buzzing in his pocket, Warner’s phone got his attention.

Unsure of who would actually message him at this hour, he pulled his phone out.

Flicking it open, he went to his messages. He found one from Althea.

“I just wanted to say thanks. It’s been a while since I went out like that,” she’d written. “Maybe again the day after tomorrow? I have the day off and you said you work at home. Lunch with Maya?”

Smiling, Warner felt moved by the consideration Althea was showing to his daughter.

“I’d like that. I’ll prep it all. Maybe bring a side dish if you want.” Warner tapped in and then chuckled to himself. “Leave the gun, take whatever.”

“Ha-ha. Not funny, good movie or not. I take my gun everywhere. I’ll see you then. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight. I’ll text you in the morning.”

Shaking his head at how his life had turned around lately, he was momentarily reminded of why that was so.

His daughter, who was laid up in the house with half her body in a cast.

Travis still needs to die.

Actually… a lot of people need to die. And with all that gold Lisa donated to me… maybe… maybe I can make it my full-time job.

There’s more than enough there to cover all of Maya’s health bills. Probably put her through college, too.

That doesn’t even take into account the settlement we’re going to win. They may not press criminal charges on Travis, but we’ve got the city by the nuts.

Contemplating his future, Warner felt rather positive about everything.

Even with how bad Maya was, she was on the upswing now. On the upswing and mending.

Sticking his hands in his pockets, Warner looked back to the house across the street. A thought began to form.

I’ve been downright unneighborly, haven’t I?

I should go introduce myself tomorrow.

Meet them. See them. Talk to them.

Make sure they don’t have any injustice on them.

Then… maybe… chastise them.

His thoughts felt alien as of late in his own head. Like they were coming from somewhere else.

But he didn’t care. He liked these new thoughts. Quite a bit in fact.

They’d spurred him on to actually embrace the idea of taking Althea out. To robbing Lisa.

To taking control over his life and living it the way he wanted it to be lived. He wasn’t going to sit in the backseat of what was his own vehicle, anymore.

So why not visit a neighbor.

Smirking to himself, Warner headed back into his garage.


Six

 

Watching the house across the street for several seconds through his kitchen window, Warner regretted that he hadn’t gotten a chance to go over there. To introduce himself and see what they were up to.

Then chastise them for their transgressions.

The mere thought of bringing down the swift hammer of justice upon their heads was enough to make Warner grin from ear to ear. His mind flitted back to Lisa, then his first kill.

Both events stood as momentous changes in his life. Massive peaks that stood tall over almost everything he’d ever done, other than bring Maya into the world.

The forced contributions he’d made through Lisa had even made the local news since they’d all been local charities.

Already made the world a better place. Hasn’t even been a month.

“She say anything else?” Maya called from the living room.

“Hm? Oh, uh. I don’t think so,” Warner said, glancing down at his phone nearby. It was dark and silent.

Picking it up, he flipped to the messages and made sure he hadn’t missed anything from Althea.

“Nope, nothing else. She did say she’d be late. I mean, she was supposed to have the day off today. She was late for dinner, too, remember?” Warner said, locking his phone and setting it down.

“Fine, whatever,” Maya said. 

She seems abnormally interested in Althea. I wonder why.

Or more to the point, my love life.

Maybe… maybe what Asa did screwed her up?

Hm.

Slowly, a black sedan rolled by his house. It stopped just past the entrance to his driveway. Stopping right there, it backed up, wheeled around and came up to his garage.

“Actually, she just pulled up,” Warner said, smiling.

Turning in place, he opened the microwave and pulled out the plate inside. Piled up on it were hamburger patties. They wouldn’t take long to cook, but he’d wanted them to be on hand for when Althea arrived.

“Really? Awesome. I’m hungry,” Maya complained. “And I’m sick and tired of homework. I could use a break.”

Warner could understand. The amount of homework Maya’s teachers had sent over had been considerable. Along with the textbooks out of her locker and what they expected of her.

She’d be housebound for another few months before she could probably even start moving around. Let alone get back to school in a normal way.

He’d been considering getting her into a homeschooling program along with personal tutors.

After all, he could afford it now.

Pulling two bowls of side dishes out of the fridge, Warner set them down on the kitchen island, made sure they were still covered, then went to the door.

He opened it and walked outside just as Althea’s car door opened.

Stepping out of her car, Warner was surprised to find her in her uniform. Pulling her sunglasses off, she slipped an earstem into one of her front pockets.

“Oh, hello there Officer,” Warner said grinning at her. “Have you come for my secret hamburger seasoning recipe? People have told me it’s criminally delicious.”

Althea shut the door and gave him a flat look that was spoiled by the smirk which was threatening the corners of her mouth.

“Such a funny, funny boy lately,” Althea said, echoing her comment from their first date. She looked down at herself, sighed and then held her hands up in defeat. “I was already so late I didn’t want to take the time to change. When they called me in, I didn’t even think about getting a change of clothes. I just went in my uniform. I’d have to have gone home to change.

“You don’t… care, do you? I could go home real quick if it bothered you or—”

“Not at all. You look amazing in it. Couldn’t call you beautiful in it, far too authoritative for that, pretty works though,” Warner said, walking over to her. There was a part of him that desperately wanted to make a comment about making sure to bring her handcuffs, but he didn’t feel it was the right time to try that. Althea could take a joke or a compliment, but he got the impression she was fairly conservative.

“Is that right?” Althea asked, putting one hand on her hip, right above her pistol.

“Yeah, it is. Why, that a problem?” Warner answered, coming to a stop in front of her. “It’s really good to see you.”

Althea smiled, looked down, then to the side, and then brought her eyes back up to his own.

“No. It isn’t really a problem. Thank you. And it’s good to see you, too,” she said. “Thanks for… saying yes. I wasn’t sure if I was being too forward.”

“I was planning on asking you out yesterday,” Warner admitted, smiling at Althea from a few feet away. “You just beat me to it, that’s all.”

“Oh. Good. Good, then,” Althea said, looking unsure of herself.

Feeling spurred on out of nowhere, and unable to really put a finger on where the thought came from, Warner moved in on Althea.

He leaned in, lightly kissed her cheek, and then stepped away, gesturing to his front door.

“Please, come in, would you? Maya keeps complaining that she’s hungry but she wasn’t willing to eat without you,” Warner said.

Althea’s face turned a deep red color, but she nodded her head.

“Sure, thanks,” she murmured.

Walking toward his door, the pair of them stopped when a car which had been parked in front of his neighbor’s house across the street suddenly roared to life.

The driver looked rather pleased with themselves and then accelerated hard. Speeding off down the street with tires squealing, they didn’t even see Warner or Althea. 

“What the—is that normal?” Althea asked, her tone getting quite cold.

“Yeah. They have a lot of friends coming over throughout the day,” Warner said with a sigh. “We’ve complained to the HOA, but they don’t seem to do anything about it. The worst part is one of them goes to work every damn day at like three am. Wakes up half the street, I swear.”

“Really?” Althea asked. “You guys have an uptick in break-ins? House, car, or otherwise? People who don’t belong in the neighborhood?”

“I mean… well, yeah actually,” Warner admitted, when he really thought about it. There’d been some complaints about car break-ins.

“Could be a drug house,” Althea said. “I’ll mention it to a few people when I get back to the office tomorrow. Just ignore them, pretend you didn’t notice. Maybe I’ll park out front in my squad car next time.”

Or maybe I’ll go visit them tonight.

Warner felt invigorated by that thought and opened the door to his home.

“Althea!?” called Maya from inside. “I’m in here!”

Grinning once more, the police officer entered Warner’s home.

“I’m here, Maya. Sorry, we can eat now,” she called back.

“Thank god. I’m hungry,” Maya said.

“Oh, hey Hungry,” Warner said.

“Don’t! No, D—” Maya practically screamed.

“I’m Dad,” Warner finished.

 

***

 

Adjusting the black ski mask over his face, Warner felt strange.

The fear and nerves he’d felt the last time simply weren’t there anymore. They were nowhere to be found.

All he felt was the excitement of going out and bringing justice to the world. One act of retribution at a time. Person by person, and making the world better in whatever way he could.

I wonder if this is how Althea feels.

Maybe?

Making sure the mask covered him, Warner nodded at his reflection in his bathroom mirror. It didn’t just cover his face. The holes for his eyes were so small and tight, that he couldn’t even see the color of his irises.

Perfect.

Reaching into his pocket, he hefted the revolver and figured this was as good a time as any. His neighbor would be going out to their car shortly to head off to work, if it really was work, and that’d give him a chance to get a feel for them.

Then he could act from there.

Leaving his house, he exited through a basement window. It was a well on the side of his house and it would put him right next to his side neighbor’s fence.

He knew for a fact that this neighbor liked cameras, but didn’t have one on that side. Mostly because they had one in front and back of that spot. The only thing over there was a utility post that they didn’t want to exist.

All he had to do was get into his neighbor’s yard, hug the walls all the way around his house, and then cross in front of it from the opposite side, toward his neighbor across the street.

That would make it look like he came from the opposite side of Warner’s house. If the video ever came up, it’d do more to help him, than hinder him, he assumed.

Doing exactly that, Warner hopped the fence far easier than he believed he would. Moving through his neighbor’s backyard, he almost felt like he was moving too fast.

Darting over the next fence, he was now in a new yard. Flitting along through the side yard, Warner felt like he weighed nothing at all.

Rather than think about it, which seemed counterproductive, Warner didn’t. There was no reason to put any thought behind it.

Grabbing the top of the gate, Warner hopped over it, clearing it in one go. Something he probably couldn’t actually do.

Okay. Something is really wrong.

I’m not… not this athletic. I’m not… I shouldn’t be able to do this.

Ending his thoughts at that point, he didn’t want to continue it any further.

There were so many changes in his life—the hallucinations he’d seen in mirrors, the strange feelings he got from people, and the fact that’d he killed someone—it made him feel like he was losing his grip on reality.

That and there was no reason Althea would ever show interest in him. The fact that she’d spent the entire day at his house with him and Maya had finally made him feel like the world wasn’t right anymore.

Althea had only finally left slightly before midnight, when the movie they’d started together ended. Which was hours after Maya had gone to bed by herself.

No, there was something wrong with the world and Warner was expecting it to slide out from under him.

Maybe I’ll wake up. That’d make more sense.

Sprinting across his neighbor’s yard at an angle, he went across the street.

Reaching his target, he stepped into a large bush that was off to the side of the porch. Getting deep into it, he crouched down, and decided this would be the best place to wait.

Sitting there, hiding in a bush, waiting for his neighbor—who he planned to chastise and possibly kill—Warner was forced to again confront his thoughts.

What if… what if none of this is wrong? What if it isn’t a dream? I’m not crazy.

If I’m actually… different. If Althea is interested in me.

That’s not so far-fetched… is it?

Deep inside him, there was a strange echo at that thought. That he was indeed something different.

Different. Different, as well as far and away better than any mortal.

But that distinction gave him an odd pause. When he thought about it, lately, he’d been referring to other people as mortals in his thoughts.

But I’m mortal. A mortal.

Shaking his head, Warner had the strange feeling of alien thoughts messing with his own once again. Something he was becoming increasingly aware of.

There was a clack of a door being unlocked. Then another. And a third.

A fourth.

Five, six, and seven were like rapid fire deadbolts being slapped open.

A lot of locks. What the fuck?

The door finally opened and a young man in his twenties stepped outside.

Warner could taste the injustice wafting off his neighbor. A presence that was oily, slippery, and full of loopholes and cheating people.

He was a user of trust, one who wronged the innocents and the guilty alike. Someone who would sell anything for any price.

Robbery, extortion, drug dealing, kidnapping – the miasma coming off of the man was thick.

Non-violent, heavily laden with crime, abuse, and the use of others, but lacking in the true evil of taking another’s life.

A fitting reckoning is hard to give him. Much of what he’s done isn’t illegal, but unjust.

Though… the drugs… I could use the drugs to redress the situation.

Have the police raid the place and let them haul him off. I don’t need to do anything but let this one play out.

As soon as he had the thought though, he’d dismissed it.

Warner was definitely going to see this man arrested. But he was going to be the one who got him busted personally.

In fact, he’d prepared for this possibility.

He’d read through a number of online articles through a VPN, while behind a proxy, to see what the legal ramifications were. A lot of it really had to do with illegal search and seizure, as well as the criminals being able to defend themselves.

Which ultimately just meant Warner had to do it in such a way that he preserved evidence of their wrong doing, which not violating their rights either.

In other words…

Warner stood up, leveled the revolver at the man, and marched forward.

Catching the movement out of the corner of his eye, the man stumbled sideways away from Warner and slammed into the side of the house.

“Say anything and die, move and die,” Warner growled, cocking the hammer on the revolver.

Nodding his head quickly, the young man held his hands up.

“Yo, dude, you got what—”

“Inside, now,” Warner said, flicking the revolver told the door. “How many others? They awake?”

“Just one, bro and he’s sleepin’. Just chi—”

Warner decocked the hammer on his weapon and smashed the butt of it into the man’s temple. The strength of the blow seemed a bit more than Warner was expecting, and the man crumpled to the ground in a heap.

Grabbing him by his hair, Warner dragged the man back into his own home. Stuffing him into the corner of the entryway, he closed the door, and then threw all the locks shut.

In other words, all I have to do is make sure they’re not dead, tied up, and everything is just as it is. They’ll have more than enough evidence without me having to do anything beyond that.

Snorting once, Warner felt like this would be too easy.

Pulling the large zip ties he’d brought with him out of his pocket, Warner couldn’t help but feel like his luck was going rather well.

Getting down on one knee, he quickly bound up the unconscious man and then slid him off to one side.

Moving into the next room, Warner was grabbed and flung across the room before he could react. Before he’d even realized there was someone else there.

Crashing through a lamp and slamming into a wall, he came to a sudden and painful stop, his head bouncing off the bare drywall.

Opening his eyes, Warner forced himself to lift his head up. Managing to barely crack his eyes open, he saw who’d tossed him as if he were little better than a throw pillow.

A medium-sized woman stood there in the adjoining hallway to the living room. He only knew it was a woman because she was wearing a tank-top, a pair of panties, and not much else.

Other than a well-made Halloween mask. The hair, eyes, and skin of it blended damn near perfectly at her shoulders and neck, giving her the appearance of some sort of hybrid Human-Wolf creature.

“Who the fuck are you?” growled the woman, her mask moving far too accurately with the words. “Where sh—the hell? Troy?”

Groaning, Warner sat up, the revolver still held tight in his hand. He was loath to use it if he didn’t have to. It’d end up bringing the police around when he wasn’t ready for them.

Right now, that was the last thing he wanted.

The first thing he wanted was to get to his feet and turn the mortal who’d assaulted him into pudding.

Letting out a short huff—it felt like something wasn’t quite right in his chest—Warner clambered to his feet. The woman was currently bent over what he could only assume was her partner, the man named Troy.

“What’d you do!?” shouted the woman, turning back toward him.

Getting a better look at her now, without hearing a weird clicking noise in the back of his head, Warner couldn’t see where the mask began and ended.

“What’d you do to Troy?” growled the woman, the mask’s lips making the right shapes to actually form those words.

Oh.

Shit. That’s not a mask, she’s—

The female Werewolf leapt across the room and slammed a hand into the side of Warner’s head, sending him careening toward the wall.

Blasting into it, denting the drywall, and bouncing off to one side, Warner was feeling a lot like a pinball right now.

Fuck, she’s not Human!

Scrambling forward, Warner didn’t have too many options right now. He needed to get out of here. There was nothing in his life that had prepared him for trying to get into a brawl with what was, as best as he could figure, an actual Werewolf.

“I’m going to tear your damn arms off!” rumbled the woman.

Warner didn’t have to look at her to know she was coming at him.

Using the revolver didn’t seem like the best idea in the world to him. But it certainly beat having his arms torn off.

At the same moment he had that thought, Warner saw a fireplace poker resting up against the stone framework of the empty fireplace.

Switching the revolver to his left hand, Warner grabbed up the black ugly thing and then whipped around toward his attacker.

Or at least, he tried to whip around.

Instead Warner placed his feet flat to the ground, his wrist leveled the black rod out to point toward the werewolf, and his entire center of gravity shifted as he leaned back slightly.

Rushing headlong at him, the woman didn’t seem to care about his new weapon.

Not thinking about it, Warner jabbed out quickly toward her midsection with the poker.

Catching her dead center in the sternum, it stopped the woman cold in her tracks.

Grunting, she held a hand up and pressed it to her chest, blood running freely from the open wound there.

Sliding his feet forward, Warner brought the poker around in a horizontal slash from the right to the left.

Catching the woman at the jaw, it smashed right through, snapping her head to the side.

Still moving forward, Warner let the momentum of the swing carry his weapon around. Gripping the pommel of the poker tighter, he shoved his hand out.

Hitting the woman just above the temple with the bottom of the heavy rod, he heard a satisfying clonk noise.

The Werewolf went down to one knee, wheezing hard.

Staring hard at the woman, Warner felt absolutely in control of himself. Powerful, even.

In a flash, he was delving into her soul, peeling apart the balance in her. Trying to understand if she was worthy of righteous retribution, or if she only needed to have her scales balanced.

Inside of her, he found a very ugly person. A monster.

One that had absolutely nothing to do with what she appeared to be on the outside. Being a Werewolf didn’t make her a monster, it was because she took a deliberate joy in hurting people.

In causing pain to others and watching them suffer. Forcing people into a Were change through a bite for no other reason, than to do it.

And then watching them more than likely die to the bite as it changed them.

“You shall not walk this earth any longer, monster,” Warner said, an itchy, crawling sensation moving across his back. “For your crimes, you will face swift justice, and know your Maker.”

Looking up at him, the Werewolf was still clearly in a daze. One of her eyes had a blown pupil and the other seemed to have a hard time focusing on him.

Grabbing the top of the Werewolf’s head with his left hand while still clutching the gun, Warner’s right hand rammed the poker up under her jaw and into her brain.

Spasming in his grasp, the Werewolf’s legs went stiff, her arms coming up in front of herself in a weird way. Blood sprayed out from the wound and around the dark rod as well.

Yanking the fire poker back out, Warner looked to his gloved hands. He’d have to toss them and most of his clothes. This would all be evidence if he was ever discovered.

Need a firepit.

Walking over to Troy, Warner found that the man was still unconscious.

Now we call the police with one of their phones and… leave.


Seven

 

Sitting in his living room, Warner tried to feel nonchalant about what he’d done last night.

Tried to not think about the fact that he’d slammed a fire poker through the jaw and into the brain of what was, as far as he believed, a Werewolf.

Slowly typing a response to a customer email, he had a very hard time keeping his brain focused on task. Every time he started to get somewhere with his workload, his mind backtracked to what he’d done.

At… least everything burned easy.

Nodding his head at his own thought, his eyes flicked over to the fireplace. The remains of his blood soaked clothes were long since turned to ash several times over. He’d cycled the flame twice and made sure everything had gone up.

The only thing that had been significantly harder was the boots. He’d been forced to cut the rubber soles off and destroy those separately.

Better shoes next time. Ones that I can burn. Or something.

Frowning, Warner gave his head a firm shake. He needed to get back to work. Needed to meet his quota for the day.

Otherwise, it’d look odd if anyone checked his workload against what was likely going to be on the news later.

Actually. Actually that’s… I mean… would they put… a… uh… Werewolf… on the news?

Why hasn’t it been on the news so far? Is it a cover-up?

Is there actually a government cover-up after all?

Ha. Though… I really hope we did actually land on the moon.

Chewing at his lip, Warner became lost in his thoughts once again.

So when his phone started ringing loudly, it shook him straight out of them. Practically dropping his laptop, Warner looked down at his phone.

Chiming, making bright colors, and vibrating away, was an incoming call from Althea.

Quirking a brow at that, he wasn’t sure if he should answer it or not. She knew he would technically be working right now, but not that he’d be at home.

Probably about what happened then.

Clearing his throat, Warner picked up the phone and pressed it to his ear after tapping the accept button.

“Pizza Hut,” Warner said, staring at the fireplace.

“Uhm. What?” Althea asked, sounding extremely off balance. Unable to help himself, Warner started to laugh. “War… Warner? Are you—you ass. Ass! Such a funny guy. Har har.”

“Sorry. Couldn’t help it,” Warner said, slinking down into the couch. “What’s up? Want to come over for lunch again? You off duty? I’m at home. I’m sure I could whip something up for you.”

“No. I’m not off duty. I just wanted to call and make sure you were okay,” Althea said. It sounded like she was outside somewhere.

“Yep. I’m good. Just working away. Why? What’s up?” Warner asked. “I mean, I do miss you. If that’s what you’re wanting to hear. Was that it?”

Althea cleared her throat. Then did so again. He could hear what sounded like the crunch of shoes on gravel.

Is she… walking away from someone?

“I uh… miss you, too,” Althea muttered, sounding extremely unsure of what she was actually saying. “I’m glad you’re okay. Apparently something happened at your neighbor’s house. The one we talked about. They’re being really… quiet about it, but there’s a lot of talk about something that happened. Unmarked cars. Detectives only in plain clothes. Coroner was told to get over there in an unofficial vehicle.

“Lot of… weird… stuff. But you’re okay?”

“Yeah. I’m fine. I didn’t even notice anything, now that you mention it. Seems like a normal day,” Warner said. Which was the truth. Nothing had happened that technically got his attention. “So… I miss you, you miss me… Does that mean you’re coming over when you’re off duty? I can make dinner or take you out somewhere. Whichever you prefer.”

“I… ah… yes. Yes,” Althea said, her voice firming up with the last agreement. “Yes. I’ll come over after my shift ends. I… get off around five. If I get a hard call I could be—”

“Late, I know. Don’t worry about it,” Warner said with a chuckle. “I’m sure I can keep something warm for you regardless. You just get here safe and sound. I’m sure Maya will want to wait for you, too.”

Althea chuckled at that.

“She’s a good girl. She just needs a bit more in her life, I think,” Althea said.

Like a mom? Tell me about it.

Asa fucked her up pretty bad.

Though… maybe… what Maya said was true.

“Yeah, definitely. She’s not getting what she needs,” Warner said, deciding to speak to the subject directly without saying, ‘she needs a mom’. That’d just be too direct for Warner. “Working on it, though. We’ll see. For now, all we can do is keep on moving.”

“Yeah. Exactly. Did… your ex ever show up?” Althea asked. Apparently, him trying to be indirect wasn’t as indirect as he thought. That or they were both thinking the same thing.

“Nope. And she probably won’t. Not till she thinks she’s gotten away with it or is out of the woods,” Warner said. “Kinda the MO for her.”

Althea said something in a language he didn’t really understand. He knew Althea spoke another language but he hadn’t inquired yet.

He didn’t need to be a translator though to know what she’d said had been a string of curses.

“Only on Wednesdays? If you’re up for it, that is,” Warner tried, not really sure how to respond to that.

Althea choked then started to laugh.

“Mm! Funny, funny man. Funny, funny. You only wish,” Althea said in a voice that seemed to promise and threaten something. There was a verbal call out in the background that Warner couldn’t quite hear but was clearly directed at Althea. “What? Yeah, one sec. Hey, I have to go. I’ll see you tonight, okay?”

“Yep, see you tonight. I’ll have dinner ready at thirty minutes past five, but will be ready to keep it warm just in case you’re late,” Warner said.

“Great. Thanks. Bye,” Althea said, then hung up.

So… everything is hush hush about what happened. To the point that they don’t even want the coroner to be obvious about it.

Right.

I suppose… that… takes care of my neighbor problem. Though I wonder if that creates other problems. Might put me in focus for a short while.

Couldn’t really go after Travis anyway though, and that’s the only one I’m personally involved in.

Guess we’ll find out.

Nodding his head, Warner set his phone down next to his computer and looked back to the email he’d been responding to.

“Yeah, fuck that,” Warner said with a sigh. Pulling up a window, he signed himself off as “sick” and clocked out. He’d deal with his boss about it tomorrow. There was no way he was getting anything done today.

Standing up, he dropped his laptop onto the couch cushion next to himself. Stretching one way, then the other, he felt a number of things pop and shift.

And then he felt a soreness in his sides. His sides and his lower back. Like something wasn’t right inside of himself. As if the fight with the Werewolf had damaged something after all.

Groaning, Warner pressed a hand to his side and then shook his head.

Moving off to the kitchen, he popped open the cabinet where everything and anything medical-related was kept. From cough medicine to pain meds.

Grabbing a bottle and popping the top off, he shook two out, and slammed them down with a gulp of water from the faucet.

Wincing at the pain the movement caused, he decided to get a better look at it. Putting the cap back on the bottle and putting it away, he headed off to the bathroom and stood in front of the mirror.

Lifting up his shirt, he looked at his side in the mirror.

There was a large nasty-looking black bruise there. Right above his hip.

“Shit,” Warner said, staring at it. “Fucking bitch hit me way harder than I thought she did.”

Touching it with a finger, Warner paused. Then he pushed at it a bit more firmly.

It didn’t actually hurt.

The pain he was feeling wasn’t from the bruise at all.

Turning further away, he looked more towards his back than his side.

A large purple mark with gold sparkles in it was sliding around underneath his skin. Moving from nearer his spine, toward his side, then down towards his rear, it seemed to be almost alive.

“The fuck!?” Warner said aloud, watching it as it moved.

This was definitely the pain he was feeling though. And why it felt like it wasn’t concentrated in one area. It was because it was moving.

Out of nowhere, the splotch vanished deeper inside of him, leaving nothing behind.

And with it came a wave of agony. Pain the likes of which he’d never experienced. Along with an uncontrollable urge to urinate.

That if he didn’t get to the toilet in about one second, he was going to pee himself right there.

Shuffling over to the toilet, Warner nearly leapt out of his pants and boxers, pushing both down to his ankles. Yanking up the toilet lid and seat, Warner groaned.

He leaned forward up against the wall at the same moment that he started to pee.

As if he were emptying out his guts, the pain was beyond even his worst nightmares. Pushing, Warner was determined to get it all out. Whatever it was.

Finally coming to an end, the waves of pain ceased to be. Shortly after that, he felt like his bladder was empty.

Letting out a shaking breath, Warner whimpered once.

Oh my fuck. She didn’t bite me. Didn’t scratch me.

So I’m… I’m not becoming a Werewolf.

What the fuck then?

Standing there like that, he waited a few more seconds, gathering his strength. Pushing off from the wall, Warner looked at the toilet bowl and wished he hadn’t.

The whole thing was filled with bright red blood. Blood and bits of golden sparkling residue.

“Oh fuck,” Warner mumbled. There was no denying something was wrong now.

Except he didn’t know where to go or what to do about it.

If they were hiding the existence of Werewolves to the point that they clearly didn’t want anyone to know about it, what would happen if he went to a doctor’s office and peed golden glitter and blood.

“What the fuck do I do?” Warner asked no one.

Sighing, he put his head back to the wall.

“Dad?” Maya called from the living room.

“Yep?” Warner replied.

“You alright in there?” Maya asked. 

“Yup. Everything’s good. Why? You okay out there?” Warner asked.

“Yeah, but I’m not the one who’s moaning, groaning, and cursing in the bathroom,” Maya said. “And Sex Ed tells me that if it hurts when you pee, then—”

“Oh my god! Not another word! Nope! Not hearing this, nope. Nope!” Warner yelled.

“Dad… you’re so old. I’m a teenager, ya know?” Maya said, followed by a laugh. “Though you should probably tell Althea before you take her to—”

“NO!” Warner yelled, cutting her off.

 

***

 

Walking into the courtroom, Warner felt unsure of how to feel or what to think.

Feeling completely out of sync with what was going on, he stepped to the side and looked at his lawyer.

The man who was representing him, along with several others, looked to be almost bored. Like this was nothing out of the ordinary.

Like making a sandwich.

“Do I… just sit down?” Warner asked the lawyer who was leading the case, one Mr. Barret. An aging man in his fifties with gray hair and nearly gray eyes.

“That’d be fine, Mr. James. This really won’t be much of anything. We’ll find out if the city thinks it can beat the case.

“Though it’ll be good to see where Mr. Pattin feels with his side of the lawsuit.”

Warner didn’t really understand all the ins and outs about what was going on. He knew he was suing the city for some things, and Pattin directly for other things.

His lawyers seemed to think that given the situation, circumstances, and how it had all played out, they were looking at an easy settlement in the millions.

Considering Warner had promised them a percentage of whatever they got in the case, he knew they’d be working for top dollar.

Since it was their dollar.

Nodding his head, Warner took one of the seats at the long rectangular table and looked around.

The four lawyers representing him and his case all looked rather pleased with themselves.

“I wonder if the DA will show up,” mused one of the lawyers. She’d been brought in early on and had worked the medical side of the lawsuit with Maya and her doctors.

“If he does, that’d likely just give us more ammunition later,” said a different lawyer with a snort. “I mean, it already looks like the DA’s office is just covering this one up for the police department.

“They’re making it easy for us. Jury will slam dunk this one so hard, it’ll make the Fletcher Police Department get whiplash.”

“Mm. We’ll see. It’s neither our concern nor our problem,” Mr. Barret said. “Our goal here is to get the maximum amount possible for Maya. Because what was done to her is inexcusable.

“In a Fletcher Department vehicle, on the clock, in uniform, and on a non-emergency. Didn’t even bother to see what was going on.”

Warner couldn’t argue with those facts.

It’d taken a bit of time, but his lawyers had drug out the vehicle’s transponder and its route. Beyond that, there had also been a number of cameras which placed the squad car at the scene, nearby the scene and going to the scene.

It really kinda is a slam dunk, isn’t it?

That just makes it all the more strange that they’re defending him.

There was a clack of a door opening behind Warner which made him turn around in his chair.

A man in a dark-gray suit, with a shaved head and hard brown eyes, walked into the room.

There was something decidedly odd about the man to Warner however. Beyond the deep and ugly sense of injustice coming off of the man. As if there were more, something much more malignant there.

He didn’t say anything to anyone, he just walked around the table and sat down in a chair. Folding his hands in front of himself.

Two lawyers entered the room after him, or so Warner guessed from the way they were dressed and carried themselves.

“Good afternoon,” said one of them.

“Afternoon,” replied Mr. Barret. “Have you considered our offer?”

“Yes, on behalf of the Fletcher Police Association we’re willing to come to an agreement but twenty million is simply too large a payout,” said the second lawyer.

Warner didn’t really hear much after that. He was entirely focused on the man between the lawyers.

Because there was no one else he could be, other than Travis Pattin.

The man who had single-handedly limited Maya’s life in numerous, uncountable, and as of yet, unknowable ways. A person who was directly responsible for Maya lying awake at night and sobbing to herself when she thought Warner couldn’t hear it.

“You should be dead,” Warner said, staring at Travis, before he could even think about his words.

Everyone in the room went absolutely silent and looked at Warner.

Travis seemed as stunned as everyone else, looking at Warner, and meeting his eyes.

“I thi—”

“Say nothing,” cautioned the lawyer directly to Travis’ right, speaking to his client. “We understand you’re deeply and emotionally disturbed about this situation, Mr. James. So I think we can all agree to simply… ignore the comment.”

Warner hadn’t looked away from Travis. In his head, all he could see was forcibly tearing the man’s head off with his bare hands.

How it’d make a lovely trophy to be hung off his belt. Only to be transferred to his banner and hung for everyone to see during the lulls.

Travis was staring right back at Warner.

At first the man seemed absolutely unperturbed, his eyes almost flat and dead. Slowly however, with every passing second, the man grew increasingly uneasy in his seat.

His nostrils flared once and then his skin became an ashen white afterward. Sweat began to slowly appear on Travis’ brow.

As if in response, Warner could actually taste the injustice coming out of this speck of mortal filth.

That in his years as an officer, he’d done some good things, but he’d also done a number of things that were unjust.

Mishearing witness accounts, changing the wording of documents to fit the needs of the police, disregarding statements and not taking reports which would change the course of an investigation.

Most of all though, he reeked of what he’d done to Maya.

Having maimed—because that’s what he’d done—a child that was walking on the sidewalk, and leaving her to die while acting as an officer of the law, had marked him in a deep and ugly way.

Travis could be killed, and should be killed, by anyone who actively served the scales without a hint of worry for their immortal soul.

“I… I need to go,” Travis said, jumping up out of his seat and stumbling away, knocking his chair over in the process.

Scrambling out of the room, Travis yanked it open and flew out before anyone could even respond to his statement. His two lawyers were left in the room looking absolutely at a loss for words.

Slowly, Warner turned his eyes away from the door to those very same two lawyers.

Both of them ended up meeting Warner’s eyes within a few seconds.

Each man knew that Travis was guilty. Guilty and that beyond a reasonable doubt, he should probably be thrown into a cell.

That only the DA’s choice to not pursue the case had spared the officer.

They were only doing their jobs as lawyers, however. That each and every person, under the accords of their civilization, was deserving of defense.

Warner wanted them to be unjust. Needed them to be serving the wrong side of the scales so he might chastise them. To dole out a sentence befitting their actions.

Except they weren’t servants of injustice.

In truth, each of them were doing the correct thing. They were advocating for their client regardless of their innocence or guilt.

Letting out a short breath, Warner looked down to the table, then leaned back in his chair.

As much as he wanted it to be the way he wished, it was not.

The scales are being respected, even if they are morally reprehensible. Justice must fit the crime, as well as the location.

I suppose that means I should buy a boat and become a pirate.

Warner rolled his eyes and looked back to his own lawyers.

“Can we proceed without the criminal? Or do we need him to change his underwear and come back?” Warner asked, blinking slowly.

Mr. Barret coughed softly, then looked across to the other two lawyers.

“Honestly… I think we’re done here,” Mr. Barret said. “I think the city is going to end up needing a budget cut or six when this is done. Or a very wealthy donor.”

“Great. I’ve got a dinner date with my daughter,” Warner said standing up. Then he realized he had an opportunity right here. Because with a lawsuit like this, once it passed this point, official paperwork would be put into motion to move forward.

That meant Travis’ address was sure to be around here somewhere.

“May I have my copy of the paperwork?”  Warner asked with a polite smile.

And then… we’ll visit Travis at home once the case finishes. Because I do want to win our court case after all.

Can’t be sued if he’s dead from a crowbar to the skull.

No lawsuit, no payout.

But… what about… the DA?


Eight

 

Sitting in his lawn chair, Warner turned his head to look at Maya.

It’d been four weeks since she’d gotten home now. She couldn’t go back to school yet, but they were very possibly halfway done with her casts.

“It’s really nice to be outside,” Maya said, leaning back in her own lawn chair.

Warner had carried her out, propped her up, and set her up to join him in the annual garage sale for the neighborhood.

Normally, he didn’t participate or sell anything. Normally, he’d be one of the people going through everyone else’s things, looking for items that might be interesting or needed.

He and Maya would comb over every lot they could reach and go through it. Sometimes they found interesting things, sometimes they didn’t.

“We’ll have to work at getting you outside more,” Warner offered.

Maya not being able to walk around with him this year meant they were doing the next best thing, selling some of the treasures which they’d found but no longer wanted.

They were also advertising with a big sign on the sidewalk that they’d buy unique, old, or weird items as well. Maya had a fondness for some odd things that most people would think of as junk or unnecessary.

Warner had given her a spending limit of two hundred dollars on buying items. He didn’t think she’d get anywhere near that, but having such a large budget would make it easier if she saw something she really wanted.

That and money wasn’t much of an issue anymore. Warner had gone and sold a few of the gold coins to a web-based service. The service had a number of positive reviews across multiple sites and had been in business for a while.

The money from that single offering had thrown Warner’s account balance heavily to one side.

The black.

And that wasn’t even a single percent of how many coins I have. Thanks be to you, Lisa. I hope you learned your lesson and are using that big brain and beauty of yours to a better end.

“Oh, hey Mr. Webb,” Maya said, looking toward the curb.

Warner followed his daughter’s gaze and couldn’t help but grin.

Walking up the driveway was indeed Mr. Webb. Under his arm was a briefcase. Most everyone in the neighborhood called him Jay. Only the children called him Mr. Webb.

He was a man in his middle years with short brown hair, ever encroaching male-pattern baldness, and muted gray eyes.

As far as Warner knew, the man barely said much to anyone but never shied away whenever someone had a request or needed a hand. He was a regular in the neighborhood boards.

“Hey there, little miss,” murmured the man, walking up to Maya. “Warner.”

“Jay,” Warner said, smiling and nodding his head at the man.

“I hear you’re interested in buying some things. I got here a collection of some bits and bobs I’ve picked up over the years when working the graveyard shift,” Jay said, coming over to Maya and getting down on one knee. “Mostly curios, some neat things, but everything is interesting to look at.”

Propping the briefcase on his knee, he flicked it open.

Warner had to look away or risk losing his cool.

Like someone is chopping onions nearby or something.

Gritting his teeth, Warner ran a hand over his face while looking around.

This was perhaps the eighth neighbor who’d dropped by to offer things to Maya. Maya’s accident wasn’t a secret.

Someone had taken a picture of Maya’s “want to buy your stuff” sign and posted it to the neighbor board as well.

“Oh. That’s really pretty. Where’d you get this?” Maya asked.

“That one? Hmmm,” Jay mused. “Oh, ah, yeah. That one I got from a woman claiming to be a witch. Was when I was doing some security detail work for an office building. Helped her get into her office after she’d locked the key inside.”

“It’s beautiful,” Maya murmured.

Looking over, Warner finally saw what was in the briefcase. It was a large assortment of rocks, crystals, and what looked to be coins. They were all neatly situated inside the briefcase in a foam lining.

“Thank ya. Every now and then I empty it out a bit because I’ve found new things,” Jay said. His eyes flicked over to Warner and he grinned.

“Can… I buy the whole case? I think I’d want it as a whole item,” Maya offered.

“Well… I… actually, yeah. You can. I think I’d like that. How much ya offering?” Jay asked.

“Hundred?” Maya replied.

Warner’s eyebrows went up at that. To him it felt like she was overpaying by a lot, but he wasn’t going to interfere.

“I think that’s a bit too mu—”

“A hundred it is,” Maya said, then pulled out the wad of cash Warner had given her. She immediately peeled out five twenties and then held them out to Jay. “I want the case, I feel it’s worth a hundred. If you think it’s too much, then that means the price is right for both parties.”

Jay grinned at that with a soft chuckle. “Fine. Fine.”

Closing the briefcase, he flipped the locks shut and set it down next to Maya’s chair. Then he took the money and started to lever himself up. The man looked to be getting slower as he aged and there was a definite middle growing around his waist.

“If you have more… bring them by?” Maya asked before Jay had gotten fully to his feet.

“I mean I… alright. I will,” Jay said then looked at Warner. “Warner.”

“Jay,” Warner said, nodding his head at the man.

Jay left, wandering off down the sidewalk, likely back to his own house.

Maya looked extremely pleased with herself and already had the briefcase up in her lap, looking through its contents and touching each item.

“Dad, go look at the other lots,” Maya said, not looking up. Her entire focus was on her purchase. “I’ll keep an eye on things here. No one’s gonna rob a cripple. Take your phone and call me if you find neat stuff. You can video it to me. Send pictures if it’s just a maybe.”

Sighing, Warner was about to argue, then decided against it.

“Fine,” he said, getting up and out of his seat. Picking up the cash box, he slid it down between Maya’s cast and the arm of her chair.

Walking away from his home, Warner began to idly meander along. He wasn’t really interested in looking at anything. His mind was razor focused on only a single thing.

The DA and how to get to him.

The entirety of Warner’s being was bent toward the goal of taking Jim’s life.

Unless there’s a good reason he didn’t pursue Pattin. Maybe Pattin is being investigated for something else, and putting Maya’s case on top of that could somehow make it harder?

Warner didn’t like that idea in the least, but he had to consider it. The simple reality was that there could be valid reasons why justice wasn’t pursued.

Shaking his head in anger at the very thought of it, Warner tried to focus his thoughts away from the DA.

Except then they went straight to Althea.

She’d been claiming to be extremely busy as of late. To the point that he hadn’t seen her for the better part of eight days now. Not since she’d come over for dinner the day after he’d murdered his neighbor.

Letting out a slow breath, Warner glanced at the driveway he was passing. He was roughly seven houses down now at a newer neighbor’s home. They’d only moved in over the last winter.

Sitting off to one side was what looked like a sword in a sheath. It was almost tucked under a box and would likely be missed entirely if one wasn’t looking closely.

“Howdy,” said a woman sitting in a chair in the middle of the collection of goods. She looked to be in her elder years and was rapidly heading towards the end. Her skin had the look of thin paper. Her brown eyes and gray hair looking equally washed out and fading.

“Hey,” Warner said, staring at the sword. He couldn’t take his eyes off it. For whatever reason, he felt like it was demanding he go look at it.

“You like that?” asked the woman. Leaning over, she grabbed the sheathed weapon and then held it out toward Warner. “My gran-da’ bought it when he was back in the fatherland. This was before the first war, mind you.

“Been sitting in my attic for as long as I can remember. Couldn’t tell you if it was real or fake.”

Warner took the weapon from the woman, because that’s what it was, and found himself staring at the hilt.

The leather had rotted away, the cross guard was covered in dust and dirt, and there were a few nicks in the metal.

But there was no rust on it. Even the sheath was in good condition, minus the detritus covering it.

Inside of that blade lurked something more, however. Something that demanded to be set free.

“How much?” Warner mumbled.

“Oh… for that old thing… would you give me a hundred?” asked the old woman.

Warner found that wasn’t the right price.

Not at all.

Pulling two hundred dollars from his pocket, Warner handed it to the woman, never taking his eyes from the sword.

Walking back to his house wordlessly, despite the woman calling to tell him he’d overpaid her, Warner saw and heard nothing.

Into his house, he went straight down into the basement.

Standing there in the middle of the room, Warner finally pulled the sword free of its sheath.

The long blade came out with a slight grinding noise.

“Oil the leather, clean out the sheath,” Warner murmured over the blade. “Oil and polish the blade. Where’s the balance…?”

Dropping the sheath to the ground, Warner held the weapon up and began to move his hand around, trying to balance the weapon against the side of his hand.

It was a few inches above the guard and Warner knew that wasn’t just right, it was perfect for him.

But he didn’t know why it was perfect.

Frowning, Warner slipped his left hand around the bottom of the hilt, his right hand coming up to rest beneath the guard.

His left hand tightened as his right hand loosened, and he took a step back. Holding the longsword out in front of himself and using his left hand as a lever, he whipped the sword around himself in a quick cut. The sword swished around neatly.

“I… don’t even…” Warner mumbled. This was just one of the many changes he’d noticed about himself which had taken place without him being able to explain it.

Ever since he’d killed the Werewolf with the fire poker, he’d had an irresistible urge to pick up everything like it was a sword.

Now holding a sword, he wasn’t sure that it was a good idea.

In his mind’s eye, all he could see was tearing through people with this blade. As if they were nothing more than paper targets for him to ruin.

Sighing, Warner let the blade drop down slowly. Across his back was the same itch he’d felt so often that accompanied memories, thoughts, and feelings which he knew weren’t his.

An itchy scratch that traveled across his shoulders blades and down his spine.

“Let’s clean you up,” Warner muttered, looking at the sword.

 

***

 

Leaning away from his workbench in the garage, Warner let out a short breath. Getting all the grit and grime off the blade, the sheath, and then putting a new wrap around the hilt had taken a while.

It’d also taken over his garage. He barely had enough room to get in and out of his car on either side now, and not much else.

For whatever reason, Warner had filled the empty space in his garage with a number of different tools, benches, an anvil, and a forge that doubled as an incinerator. Half of them he didn’t know how to use, right up until he needed them.

Then he utilized them as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Putting down the cloth he’d been using to finish oiling the blade, Warner inspected his work.

The longsword was now a true weapon. No longer dirtied through disinterest and a lack of use, it now held the look of something that could take a life.

Would take a life.

He’d used the revolver because it was available, the fire poker for the same reason.

This sword, however, felt more true to Warner. Like it would be the weapon he needed to dispense justice.

Though the pistol and the revolver would also remain with him. He’d taken the precaution of filing off the serial numbers from both weapons and purchasing ammo for them.

They’d also been given a cleaning this time.

Getting off the stool he’d been sitting on, Warner pushed his hands into his lower back and stretched it out.

Then he picked up his sword and rested it against his shoulder. It felt comfortable there.

Once more, Warner got the impression of something inside the blade. Something that wanted to be let out and set free.

In his mind, he got the impression of it wanting to be used to spill the blood of the unclean of the world. To put the tip to the forces of evil and have them fear and despair for their lives.

“Give it some time,” Warner murmured. “We’ll go on patrol tonight. See what we can find and do. Who knows, maybe we’ll find something interesting.”

Nodding his head, Warner prepared himself for a night out. Looking for someone to chastise.

Everything was ready for it. New clothes, new boots, a way to dispose of evidence, and his new blade.

Picking up his phone with his free hand, Warner unlocked it and tapped over to his message section.

Althea hadn’t responded to his last message two days ago.

For whatever reason, he got the impression she might be avoiding him.

“Dad?” Maya called from inside the house.

Putting the sword down, popping his phone into his pocket, and removing his leather apron, Warner went back into his home.

“Yeah?” Warner asked, walking over to Maya’s room. Stepping into the doorway, he leaned up against the frame and folded his arms across his chest.

“You going to call Althea tonight?” Maya asked.

“I mean… no? If she wanted me to call her, wouldn’t she respond to the text I sent?” Warner asked.

“Not if she missed it. Or she got hurt,” Maya countered. “I mean, did you see how many texts and calls I had on my phone before I got back to it?

“She lives alone. Her parents are still back in the Philippines. It isn’t like she has many people out here she can rely on.”

“Shouldn’t you be getting ready for bed?” Warner asked.

Maya was where he’d left her of course, but her hair was still up, her TV was on, the laptop was open as it sat next to her, and school papers were spread out all around her.

“I mean, yeah? But not yet, we’re talking about you right now,” Maya said, smiling at him. “You should call Althea.”

“I’m not so sure that my personal life is really—”

“Yes, it is,” Maya said. “Because… because… you need someone. Someone to keep you grounded and just… grounded.”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Warner really didn’t know what to say. Maya had been acting decidedly different since her near brush with death.

“Something I should know about?” Warner asked.

“I mean… no? Ha-ha. Everything’s fine,” Maya said, shaking her head.

“Uh huh. Wanna talk about it, or did you want to wait till later when you can’t handle it anymore,” Warner said with a smirk. He might be clueless on many things, but he knew his daughter. “Then fall apart in a blubbery mess and tell me.”

“I—” Maya’s voice seemed to shut off, her throat constricting. It looked like she was holding her breath. “I died.”

“Did you now? I’m pretty sure you’re alive,” Warner said. “Or this is one crazy shared afterlife because I’m pretty sure I didn’t die.”

“I died,” Maya repeated. “I don’t know… when… I died. But I know I died. Because I went somewhere else. Somewhere I don’t think I should have been.”

Saying nothing, Warner waited. To him, it looked like she was trying to find the words. He would wait till she finished before he said anything. 

“It wasn’t… hell or heaven or… it… it was an empty… room. Empty,” Maya said, her eyes slowly lowering to the bed. “Empty. For a long time. There was only one desk. One chair. Everything was written in a language I couldn’t read but it felt… felt familiar.

“Like I should be able to read it.  The computer was reading out information that—well it looked a lot like web page code. Or programming stuff.”

Maya picked up her laptop and turned it toward him.

“It looked like that. But not that,” Maya said, pointing to the screen. To Warner, it just looked like a mess of letters, characters, and some words.

“And it was… wrong. There was something terribly wrong. It shouldn’t be empty,” Maya muttered. “Shouldn’t be. And when I looked at the screen, and I mean really looked at it, I saw it was about you. I could suddenly read it.”

Chewing at his lip, Warner really had no idea what to say, even if he wasn’t waiting for her to finish.

“It said you died alone. Died alone and I wasn’t there,” Maya said, shaking her head. “I was… away. Somewhere. And you died alone. So… you can’t die alone.

“You need… need someone there. Someone who will watch out for you and keep you grounded.”

There’s more there that she’s not saying.

Like how I died.

Is that what’s bothering her?

“Okay,” Warner said. “And how’d I die then?”

“I… you…” Maya shuddered, shaking her head. “You were killed by the police. Well, they shot you. You died in the hospital but… they shot you and that killed you. Just later.”

I… see. Well… given what my hobby has become lately, I could definitely see myself being gunned down by the cops.

Hm. Not really sure how to take that though.

I mean… I still need to kill Goff and Pattin. That has to happen. No matter what.

Even if I kill them, Maya would still get all the money and be well-off.

Wouldn’t she?

Even if I died, she’d be fine.

In fact, if she wasn’t here when I died, that means it’s probably a while from now. Not any time soon.

We’ll just… kill Pattin and Goff and stop.

“So, I need you to call Althea,” Maya said. “Because she wasn’t in your life. That life. Before all this. And if she’s in this life, your life now… maybe what happens won’t happen.”

“Right. I’ll… go call Althea if you put everything away and go to bed,” Warner said.

“Okay, yeah. I’ll do it right now,” Maya said, starting to pack it all in quickly.

Nodding his head, Warner grabbed the doorknob and started closing it. “Goodnight, then.”

“Go call Althea,” Maya said, sorting her papers into a stack.

Warner got the door closed and then took several steps away from it.

Not wanting to, but having told her he would, Warner pulled his phone out of his pocket.

Unlocking it, he tapped through the screens to get to Althea’s number, and then pressed the call function.

Putting the phone to his ear, he started walking out toward his kitchen.

Ringing twice, the line picked up quickly.

“Hello?” Althea asked on the other end.

“Heya,” Warner replied, suddenly feeling incredibly awkward.

“Warner? Oh! I’m so glad you called,” Althea said. She sounded rather happy to hear from him. “My phone got destroyed in a foot chase and they couldn’t recover anything. I never backed up my data so I lost… everything. I didn’t memorize your number and… well… couldn’t call or text because I didn’t know it.

“And the damn provider locked me out of my phone’s information because it’s a government account. Damn tarantado!”

“Uh… right,” Warner said, unsure how to respond to that. “That’d explain why you didn’t respond to my text then.”

“Yeah, sorry. I saw it but didn’t get a chance. I’ve been working almost every day since then and I’m barely home. I was going to stop by tomorrow,” Althea said. “We’ve been really busy lately.”

“Well, you’re always welcome to swing by,” Warner said.

“Great. I’ll come by tomorrow for lunch. My shift ends a bit late tonight and honestly… I’m beat,” Althea said.

From her tone, it really seemed like she was happy to hear from him.

“Awesome. Lunch, tomorrow,” Warner said.

“Okay. Yeah. Tomorrow. Lunch,” Althea replied. “I… miss you, Warner.”

“Miss you, too,” Warner mumbled, feeling like a really awkward teenager. “Be safe out there, okay?”

“Yeah. I will. Easy patrol tonight,” Althea said. “It’s the calls that make it tough sometimes.”

“Got it. Yeah. Okay,” Warner said.

“Yeah. Okay,” replied Althea. She sounded just as awkward as he did. “I’ll… see you tomorrow. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” Warner said.

Standing there, he didn’t hang up. For whatever reason he couldn’t.

“I’m glad you called,” she said finally and then hung up.

So… that’s good. She wasn’t avoiding me at all.

That makes everything feel better.

Tonight’s becoming a great night.


Nine

 

Walking along the street, Warner had his hands in his pockets. His trench coat hung low, almost to his boots. Which was exactly what he wanted. It did a wonderful job of hiding the sword at his side.

Warner felt incredibly strange. A walking arsenal which made him feel like a glowing beacon to be checked by any random wandering police officer.

He had a revolver in a holster on one hip, a pistol in a chest holster, and the sword just below it at his waist.

Not to mention the zip ties, trash bags, extra ammunition, and a small can of lighter fluid.

Need to figure out a better way to carry all this. This works, but it just feels weird.

What if… what if we got an apartment in the area?

A couple of apartments? Places I could work out of, stash things or bodies, and go from there?

Nodding his head at his own thoughts, Warner kept walking along the street. He’d been walking around hoping to catch a whiff of someone he could run down, but so far, no one had stood out to him.

It was also just barely hitting eleven o’clock at night. There was the distinct possibility that some more villainous and unrighteous individuals might soon start hitting the streets.

Up ahead, Warner could see the sign for the bar where he’d found Lisa. The image of a horn with wings proclaimed nothing of what it was to anyone who looked up.

Only the word “bar” under it gave any indication of what it was.

Standing there, staring up at the sign, Warner didn’t know how he could possibly go inside the way he was dressed.

Wouldn’t work. I’d get singled out so fast, it wouldn’t even be funny.

Snorting, Warner gave his head a shake and kept walking. Right past the bar and down the sidewalk.

For whatever reason, he’d had a weird desire to return to the bar. To look around and see if Lisa would show up.

Yeah, return to the scene of the crime.

Brilliant move. That’d work out real well.

Closing his eyes, Warner took a step to the side and leaned up against a wall. He was frustrated and felt like he was pointlessly wandering.

Waiting for something to happen to him.

Which nothing was.

Nodding at his thoughts, he realized he needed to change it up somehow. Needed to be able to know where things were happening so he could get into it and fix things.

A police scanner would help for active crimes but… that’s about it.

Beyond that… we should start checking things like sex registries. I’m sure there’s a number of people who could use chastisement by that alone.

Or maybe it’s really as simple as going from bar to bar and picking people out there.

That or… or… I get a job where I meet a lot of people in person. While having access to their information.

What I really need is an open-minded police officer.

Warner’s thoughts went straight to Althea, but stopped right there. He couldn’t even begin to imagine trying to bring her into what he was doing.

She was as strongly opposed to injustice as he was, but he also got the impression she probably wouldn’t be very happy with his activities.

In fact, it was quite likely she’d try to arrest him.

Maybe… a different police officer then. Someone who’s willing to bend the rules a bit for money?

That’d get me access to quite a bit. Then I could—

A distant police siren wailed, catching Warner’s attention. He could see the vehicle up ahead making a slow left hand turn onto a one-way street.

He couldn’t explain why he felt an urge to follow the cop car, but that was exactly what he wanted to do right now.

To follow it and see what happened. There was no rhyme or reason to it, other than that he’d been thinking about cops and one just happened to show up.

As of late, Warner was starting to believe in divine providence. That things sometimes happened for a reason, or deliberately to help turn events to a natural order.

Though he had no proof of that.

Moving at a jog, Warner felt like an idiot. He was trying to hold his trench coat closed as he walked to keep anyone from seeing his hardware.

Passing by a small street which was likely used to load and unload, Warner came to a sliding halt. The injustice coming out of it was heavy and thick. Like a siren calling him by name. Warner pivoted and started trotting down the street.

He had no idea what he was looking for, but he’d know it as soon as he saw it.

Keeping his head on a swivel and his eyes moving, he went forward.

Slowly the air around him got colder and colder. Until it felt like the very air was made out of ice. Narrowing his eyes on a distortion in front of him, Warner felt like he could finally tell what’d drawn him here.

Looming ahead of him over a few bags of garbage, was a seven-foot-tall individual in a dark coat with a full hood.

Warner felt nothing but absolute certainty that this was his target.

Reaching to his side, he pulled free the longsword and brought it up in a two-handed grip.

Coming to a sliding stop, he got his feet planted firmly beneath him.

Gravel to the sides, will need to keep wary of that. Water in the middle.

Angle and shift to the right if I have to, then backwards deeper into the street.

Focusing on the man who was slowly turning toward Warner, he could feel an unearthly haze hanging around him. The wrongness emanating from the mortal was on the same magnitude as the young man whose brains he’d blown out.

Though this was considerably colder and more wretched.

A murderer who killed for the joy of it. The pleasure of it.

They existed simply to torture, hurt, and murder others without any worry or care for them. The entirety of their existence was made up of such moments.

The scales must be balanced!

“Submit for your chastisement or suffer needlessly,” Warner hissed, his words coming from the other thoughts. The thoughts that were becoming more and more his own.

The face of the man lurking inside that hood was now directly pointed at Warner.

But there was no face there.

A twisting mass of black and green swirls of smoke was all that Warner could see.

What the fu—

The man in the coat flung his arm out at Warner.

Perceiving the attack long before it happened—watching the way the man’s entire body had bunched up, shifted, and dropped his arm back to strike—Warner simply dodged back.

Lashing out with his sword, using his rear hand to help lever the blade up, Warner slammed the edge of the blade into the would-be-man’s elbow joint.

The blade passed right through where the elbow should have been. Cutting the arm of the coat free, the cloth flapped to the ground.

He had hit nothing but fabric.

Where the arm should have been was more black and green smoke and mist.

Not a mortal.

Not living.

Letting out a short breath, Warner squared himself up with his opponent and considered what to do. He’d already dealt with a Werewolf, but something like this seemed a bit too much for him.

As far as he could tell, he couldn’t even hurt it.

Time to go then. Someone else can—

A soft moan got his attention and Warner’s eyes flicked down and to the side.

There amongst the trash was a young woman, curled up in the fetal position, facing away from him. He could see her breathing and knew she was clearly still alive.

Can’t run. Can’t leave her.

Damn.

Letting out a breath, Warner contemplated his options. The overwhelming sense of absolutely wrong and injustice washing over him was like being forced to wade into the ocean during a storm. The waves were constantly battering at him and casting him backward.

Gritting his teeth, Warner decided that for the moment, the best he could do was to try and lead this thing away from the woman.

Gliding his feet across the ground, Warner began to move toward the right, circling deeper into the back of the street.

At the same time, the strange itching feeling that often accompanied his outings began to spread across his back and shoulders.

It was much stronger this time, and began to crawl up and down his spine well.

Additionally, it felt like someone was pouring adrenaline into his brain. His muscles started to twitch, his body felt much lighter, and it was as if his entire being was ready to shoot off.

Inching his way ever toward the right, Warner could see a slow golden haze creeping in at the sides of his vision.

The floating nightmare in the coat regarded Warner very differently now. One arm was partially raised in front of itself as if to shield its visage from Warner.

Encroaching on his field of view, the golden lights kept coming on, slowly blinding Warner.

Damnit. Not now. Please, not now.

I really don’t need the hallucinations right now.

Coming to a point where he had to make a choice, Warner was paralyzed with momentary indecision. In the next several seconds, he wasn’t going to be able to see at all.

Taking the choice from him, the coat lashed out at Warner with the arm that was still covered.

Stepping to the left, Warner slashed upward in a defensive strike that would block, and deflect the thing’s arm.

This time, his sword came around in a flaming golden hue. The blade itself sparkling with the bright light which seemed to be taking over everything.

Connecting with the arm of the creature, it sheared the limb completely off.

Shrieking inhumanly, the monster stumbled backward. The coat flapping open and to the sides, revealing the whole thing to be little more than black and green smoke and shadows.

Burning upward across its arm the golden flame hungrily lapped at the smoke. Converting it into little more than golden motes as it went.

As the strike connected, a large portion of the light that’d been stealing away Warner’s sight vanished.

Bringing his sword back into position, holding the blade parallel to the ground, he lunged outward.

The tip went directly into the creature’s false head, a golden beam shooting straight out from Warner’s hands and into the sword. Down the metal it went and into the monster.

Instantly, the whole thing exploded in an angry golden light show. Like someone had set off a dozen sparklers with only one color in them.

Drained, feeling like he’d been doing nothing but lifting weights all day, Warner barely managed to sheathe his sword before he fell to his knees.

Slowly, he bent forward, bracing his hands on the ground.

And promptly threw up a massive amount of blood and golden glittery liquid.

Pooling on the ground, Warner was horrifically unnerved by the sight of so much bright red blood coming up.

Finally, after feeling like he’d retched up more blood than he could afford to lose, he felt empty.

“Oh heavens,” Warner murmured. Everything hurt, ached, or felt misused.

Wobbling slightly, he got to his feet. Everything was where it should be on his person. No one had come down the street.

All that was here was the young woman in the trash.

Groaning, Warner stumbled over to her and rolled her onto her back.

A pair of pale gray eyes wandered up to his, then slowly rolled back into her head as her eyes began to close. Her pale blonde hair was messily splayed across her face and was clearly coated in something.

Reaching down, Warner lightly brushed her hair away and realized it was ice.

She was freezing and covered in a thin layer of ice.

“The hell am I supposed to do with you,” Warner grumbled. Sighing, he got down to one knee and then looked around the woman to see if she had a purse nearby.

Spotting a little brown handbag, Warner grabbed it and flipped it open. Looking inside, he found a driver’s license and fished it out.

“Tarja Laine,” Warner muttered. “Well, Miss Laine, I have no idea what to do with you. And I’m sure as hell not carrying you out of here.”

Not even thinking about that. Not with a sword on my hip and two guns, when I know one gun was used in a murder, and the other one likely was.

Yeah, no.

Putting the woman’s license back into her purse, Warner looked around at the surrounding area.

Not far away, he could see the back of The Winged Horn Bar.

Huh. Well… that’d work… wouldn’t it? Maybe? I could… okay.

That’s the best we can do.

Grabbing Tarja by the shoulders, Warner began bodily dragging her over to the dumpster behind The Winged Horn.

As he made his way there, he kept checking his surroundings. He really didn’t need someone to find him messing around with an unconscious woman out behind a bar.

Yeah. That’d go over real well. The only thing that’d make that better was Althea finding me.

Ha.

What kind of amazing luck would that be, huh? Real special kind of luck right there.

Getting Tarja over to the dumpster, Warner gave it a look-see inside. It was full of things no one would ever want to touch.

That’s out.

Looking at the ground around the door at the back of the bar, he saw a number of cigarette butts that were crushed and thrown around the area.

Someone takes their breaks out here often.

Warner realized that was likely as good as it was going to get given the situation and circumstances.

“Okay. So, this is goodbye,” Warner said patting Tarja gently on the head. “I’ll come back in a bit after I dump my stuff off and make sure you’re okay. Chances are, though, someone will come out here on break first.”

Groaning, the woman’s eyes opened partially and she looked at him.

Looked at him in a way that made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.

“Wa-War-Warner,” slurred the woman. Then her eyes closed and she slumped to the side, coming to rest against the side of The Winged Horn.

I… what?

Biting at his lips, Warner really didn’t know how to handle the fact that she’d said his name.

Or that he’d just battled with what felt like a hallucinatory man made of smoke.

One that had burned up in a glitter fire after he’d stabbed it with a longsword.

On a street that was as cold as a deep freezer.

Least of all, the golden vomit he’d left behind.

The world was catching up to him right now in a bad way that he didn’t really know how to process.

Go… go put the weapons and things away… come back and get her. I guess.

Maybe?

Ugh.

Standing up, Warner started marching away from the scene. He didn’t want to be here, just in case whoever was smoking out here came back.

Shaking his head, Warner hustled back to his car.

That he’d parked.

Seven blocks away.

 

***

 

Getting back to the bar, Warner felt uncomfortably naked. Without his guns, without the sword, he felt like he wasn’t wearing anything at all.

Especially given what he’d seen as of late.

What he’d fought.

Stepping out behind The Winged Horn, Warner didn’t find Tarja. She was gone. There was no sign of her at all. Her handbag was also gone.

Shit.

Fuck.

Shit-fuck.

Cursing his luck, Warner went back to the front of the bar and stood there. It was much closer to one am right now. Wandering into a bar at this hour really never promised anything good from the outcome.

Not to mention, it would only establish him as being firmly in the area.

But he needed to find out if anyone knew about the girl.

I’ll just go in, have a drink. See if anyone’s talking about it.

Get in, get out, get gone.

We can do this.

Screwing his courage to the sticking place, Warner walked into The Winged Horn. Feeling far more frightened than he had when he faced the floating coat monster.

Walking through the door, Warner was presented with the leftovers of the bar rush. With last call less than an hour away, there wouldn’t be a whole lot of people streaming in through the doors.

Especially considering it felt more like a slightly higher-end sports bar than a dive bar.

Walking up to the counter, Warner found a random pretty twenty-year-old woman that worked the bartops all over.

Short brown hair that fell no lower than her jaw, warm brown eyes, and a tank top which really emphasized that’d she’d gotten a partial win in the genetic lottery.

“Beer please,” Warner said, pulling out a ten and setting it down on the bartop.

“Sure. ID?” asked the bar girl, giving him a smile.

Pulling out his wallet, Warner slipped the license out of its cover and held it out to the woman.

He was mildly amused. He hadn’t been carded in forever.

“Well, Warner, what’ll it be?” she asked, her eyes moving back up to his face, the smile still on her face.

“Whatever’s easy and on tap would be great,” Warner amended when he realized he actually hadn’t specified earlier.

“Sure thing. Though… you know, for you, I could be easy and on tap,” said the bar girl, giving him a much wider smile now as she grabbed a glass from below.

Buh… right.

Warner didn’t respond and just stood there waiting for the beer. He hadn’t looked around the bar much as he hadn’t wanted to look too obvious.

“Haven’t seen you here before, Warner,” said the woman as she poured the beer. “I’m Laurie.”

“Hey, Laurie. And no. Haven’t been—actually I have been here once before. Just stopping in for a drink on the way home,” Warner lied. It was a common enough thing he’d done when he was significantly younger, regardless of the hour, so he imagined he wasn’t the only one to say something like that.

“Good thing you stopped by. Now I can get a ride home and we can figure out where to take it from there,” said the woman. “I’m sure I have something to… wet your whistle.”

Feeling far more awkward now after the second attempt from Laurie, Warner really didn’t know what to say. As far as he knew, he was good looking up to a point but he really hadn’t done much with himself since Asa.

That’s not entirely true. I guess.

I’m kind of dating Althea.

Kind of.

“Flattered,” Warner said finally, as the young woman set the beer down in front of him. “Very flattered. Uh… I want to explore that offer. Desperately. But… I can’t. Sorry.”

Warner said with a shrug of his shoulders and a smile.

“Oh? Oh. Well, that’s at least a straight answer. I’ll try again another time, I can be persistent. You do have to come back though, Warner,” said the bartender. She gave him a smile and then left him there, walking around to the other side of the bar.

Letting out a shaky breath, Warner leaned up to the bar and took a very long pull from his beer.

Something soft laid down in the middle of his back before someone eased up next to him at the bar.

“Well, hello there,” said a voice Warner knew. “I’ll be honest. I never thought you’d actually come back here.”

Raising his head up, Warner looked at who had joined him.

It was Lisa Goodson.

“I’m sorry, do I know you?” Warner asked.

Wearing a dark blue dress and matching dark jacket that was far more modest than the last thing he’d seen her in, she looked like a woman who’d come back from a day at work in an actual office.

“Yes, you do,” Lisa said, smiling at him. “You never really disguised your voice, you know. I mean… come on. Really?”

Warner wasn’t exactly a criminal mastermind. He really hadn’t done anything to change his voice when he’d robbed her.

“That and there really wasn’t anywhere else you could have seen me, other than here,” Lisa murmured. “But you know what? It’s alright. I’ve forgiven you.”

Blinking slowly, Warner kept playing at it as if he had no idea what she was talking about.

“Well, not entirely,” Lisa said with a laugh, her eyes flashing. Her hand was in her jacket pocket. “Come with me. Back to my place again.”

There was a click like a hammer being pulled back on a gun.

“Sure,” Warner murmured. “Your place.”


Ten

 

Looking away from Lisa, Warner found someone else he hadn’t expected to see.

The woman he’d named accurately as Dianne. She was standing on the other side of the bar, staring at him.

“You came back,” she said, her eyes once more digging into him.

Warner opened his mouth, really unsure how to proceed. As far as he knew, there was a gun aimed at his stomach by a wronged woman.

“You did offer a drink,” Warner said, trying to stall for time.

As far as he knew, Lisa wouldn’t pull the trigger. She’d lived her entire life trying to get ahead, lay low, and get out of the way.

Killing him here and now would definitely run counter to that.

Dianne’s eyes moved to Lisa, who was sitting next to him.

Following the look, Warner saw the consternation and annoyance flicker across Lisa’s face.

Then she slid up next to Warner and wrapped her arm around his middle. Putting on a smile that could melt solder off a circuit board, she leaned her head toward Warner.

“We were just going to head out actually. Could he take you up on that one later?” Lisa asked.

Dianne didn’t break eye contact with Lisa.

She didn’t blink, didn’t look away, didn’t move.

There was a strange sort of tension in the air building around the two women.

“You’ve found grace, how’d you manage that?” Dianne asked suddenly.

Lisa’s arm tightened up around Warner, her fingers sinking into his shoulder.

Warner barely managed to control his own response. Inside his head though, every single alarm bell he could have was ringing.

Even his ability to sense injustice recoiled away from Dianne as if she were anathema.

She knows?! How does she know I balanced Lisa’s scales?!

This was beyond a mistake. I think I’d rather go with Lisa.

Actually, yes. We can fight Lisa and win. We just need to make sure she can’t kill us.

Dianne is something altogether different.

“Ah, don’t pay her any mind,” Warner said, putting his arm around Lisa’s hips. “Another time, Dianne.”

Pulling lightly on Lisa, Warner began pulling her away from Dianne and the bar.

“Wait, stay. I’ll buy you both a drink,” Dianne called to them.

Holding onto Lisa like she was a shield, Warner dragged her out onto the street.

“Hey, take it easy,” muttered Lisa as they hit the sidewalk.

“Seriously? Be quiet, we’re getting out of here before she decides to chase us or something,” Warner said. He really didn’t want to be there at all. “Did you park in the same spot?”

“I…? What? It really—yeah, I did,” Lisa said, pushing her elbow lightly into his side. “Get off me.”

Warner ignored her. Instead, he reached down into her coat pocket while she was wrestling with him. Wrapping his hand around hers, he did indeed find a gun there.

Taking hold of her hand, the gun, he pushed his finger into the trigger loop. Right next to hers. Then he pulled on the gun, tucking it up under her own rib cage.

“We’re going back to your place after all,” Warner said.

“Ow, that hurts. You’re pushing too hard,” Lisa complained. She wasn’t fighting him anymore. She was leaning into him and working to angle the gun away.

“Seriously? Shut up,” Warner said, glancing back at the bar.

Dianne was standing at the door, watching him leave.

Fuck me.

Never coming back again.

I hope the woman got picked up by an ambulance and made it out safely. Not my problem anymore.

Lisa grunted, gave up on the gun, and just leaned into him completely.

 

***

 

“Just make yourself at home, I guess,” Lisa growled walking into her apartment. “Not as if you don’t just do what you want with me anyways.”

“You’re the one who came after me. I left you alone. Remember? I even put your car in a nice, safe place,” Warner said following her in and shutting the door behind them.

“Yeah, yeah, real gentleman. Didn’t rape me, murder me, or completely rob me blind,” Lisa complained, dropping down into her couch. Putting one leg over the other, she folded her arms and glared at him angrily. “Going to rectify that now that I know what you look like? Rape me, murder me, and dump me in a ditch inside my car?”

“No. We’re going to chat about this gun, figure out if you need a chastisement, and then I’m leaving. Probably going to take your car again though,” Warner said with a shrug of his shoulders. “I’ll leave you cab fare again.”

“I always had the gun,” Lisa said with an angry shake of her head. “I’m a good shot with it, too. Never… used it though on anyone. Just targets.”

Warner knew she was telling the truth.

There wasn’t a whiff of injustice on her. Not even a hint of it. Since he’d left her, apparently she’d been living an existence that was healthy.

“You haven’t done anything wrong,” Warner said, standing behind a loveseat across from Lisa.

“I… no. No, I haven’t,” Lisa agreed, still glaring at him. “I tried… once. But I thought you’d show up again, so I backed out. Went home.”

“You look like you were at work,” Warner said, gesturing at her clothes.

“What? Oh,” Lisa said, glancing down at herself. “Yes, well, I had to get a job.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear that,” Warner said. She’d moved pretty fast if she already had a job. He was curious what work she was doing however. “What kind of job?”

“Nothing illegal if that’s what you’re asking,” Lisa said, lifting her chin up slightly. “I’m actually a real estate agent. It’s what I was originally. I just went back in. 

Warner clicked his tongue at that.

Of course, she is. She can probably talk any man into anything.

“Right, well, I’m going to get out of here. I’ll dump it at the same spot as last time, actually. That seemed pretty safe there,” Warner said.

“Could you just… take a cab instead? I have work in the morning. I have to meet a client practically at dawn to go over some contract details,” Lisa said, the annoyance melting away from her face to be replaced with concern. “I’m so close to closing this deal.”

Warner took in a slow breath, then shrugged.

He didn’t want to actually inconvenience her. She wasn’t in need of correction.

“Fine,” Warner said then pulled her gun out of his pocket. Leaning forward, he set it down on the loveseat in front of himself. “Take it easy, Lisa. Good luck in your life.”

Exiting quickly, Warner made sure to lock the door before he pulled it shut. Then he was down the elevator and out the door in a flash.

Pulling his phone out, he started to tap in a search to look up local cab companies that could come get him. As well as somewhere nearby where he could wait.

If he got lucky, he could be home before sunrise and get a couple hours of sleep.

“Thank you. For tonight.”

Not responding to the voice, Warner didn’t look up from his phone. Instead he turned away from whoever it was and whoever they were talking to.

It’d be awkward to stand around someone as they said goodbye to their date.

“Wait, where are you going?”

Blinking, Warner finally looked up from his phone.

The woman he’d left out behind the bar was the speaker.

There was a large bandage at the corner of her temple but otherwise she seemed healthy and whole.

Once more, Warner didn’t know how to respond or what to do. Tonight seemed to be a night full of surprises and unexpected events.

“I know who you are. You’re Warner James. You saved me from the Spirit of Malevolence. And you know my name as well. Though I go by Daria, not Tarja,” said Daria.

Warner literally started to chew at his tongue to keep himself from responding. 

“My car’s right there,” Daria said, gesturing to one side. “You don’t need a taxi. And no… I can’t read your mind. I can see the future.

“Well, some of it. And not very far. Especially now since… since I was supposed to die back there. That was my end. I could see it the moment it attacked me. I didn’t think I was going to wake up.”

“What?” Warner asked unable to stop himself.

“My death? I know, it’s kinda rough, right?” Daria said with a soft and strange chuckle. “I’d seen flashes of it before but I’d never really known what it was. And then there it was, woosh, in my face.

“Pulled me right off the sidewalk like it was nothing. But now it’s all just… strange. I normally see a whole lot of things but right now all I see is… you. It’s all you.

“All I can see is Warner James, his sword, and his retribution for the world. I’m supposed to be dead so my visions are… very odd now.”

Okay. She’s… crazy. Let’s just… avoid her and go home.

Get a taxi and pretend she doesn’t exist.

“If you call a taxi they’ll make you wait for two hours,” Daria said. “You won’t make it home before Maya wakes up.”

That got his attention.

Looking at Daria more closely, Warner immediately contemplated what to do with her. No matter which way he thought about it though, he couldn’t even begin to consider harming her.

There was no trace of injustice on her. She’d lived a righteous life up to this point. If anything her scent was more than a little appealing to him.

“Will you come with me, Warner?” Daria asked. “I can get you back to your car or just your house real quick. We can talk on the way.”

“Not much to talk about,” Warner murmured.

“Sure there is!” Daria disagreed. “I’m going to help you. You need help. And… and we’re going to go save other people from themselves, and others. Just like you saved me.”

“You don’t—”

“Yes. I do,” Daria said before he could finish. “And don’t bother arguing about it, Warner James. I can see every outcome regarding this. I know how this ends.

“And move to the side, just like, three feet to your left.”

“I—what? Three feet?” asked Warner. He was feeling annoyed and confused at the same time.

“Yep, just… quick little step. Hurry up now,” Daria said.

Holding up his hands, Warner took a large step to the left.

“This is really—”

A large amount of liquid bird poop hit the ground where Warner had been standing only moments previously.

Huh.

I… huh. Huh.

Alright… well… 

“Three,” Daria said even as Warner contemplated holding his hand behind his back and making her tell him what number.

“Two, four, six,” Daria said, as if she were seeing something entirely different. “Wait, sorry, you’re not doing it yet. Sorry, getting used to only seeing you all the time. It’s all quite new to me. And exciting if I’m being honest. Okay, I’m ready.”

Letting his hand drop from behind his back, Warner could only come to the conclusion that she really could see the future. There wasn’t any other possibility as far as he could come up with.

Fine. Let’s get this over with. She shouldn’t be driving with a head injury so—

“No, it’s okay. I know the address, I don’t mind driving. It’s just a scratch,” Daria said with a wide smile, reaching up to touch the bandage at her temple. Showing off perfectly straight, white teeth and suddenly reminding Warner that she was very pretty.

“Daria,” Warner said acting on a sudden thought. “You can’t keep responding to a conversation we haven’t had yet.”

“Right. Yes. Right. Sorry. It’s just… it’s just I can see it before you say it and it’s a bit jumbled and—yes. Yes. Sorry,” Daria said, sticking her tongue out and to one side. “I’ll get it figured out. It’s like when I started seeing the future when I was a kid. Took me a while to get used to it.

“Though it’s kinda strange and exciting to not see my own future for once. It always felt like I’d read the wiki on a movie before I’d ever seen anything about it but the title.”

Deciding there was no point in responding to that given how insane it sounded, Warner instead walked over to Daria’s passenger side door.

“Okay! Here we go! Man, I hope Maya likes me. She really likes Althea so it’ll be tough, but I can win,” Daria said moving quickly to the driver’s side. “I mean, I know I can. It’s kinda disturbing how often we end up in a harem though. The number of times I win and lose don’t even come close to the number of times I’m just… one of the wives.”

“What?” Warner asked, suddenly very aware of what she’d said.

“Oh! Uh… never mind. One of those false conversations,” Daria said with a slightly panic-edged laugh. “You asked about past lives.”

“Past lives?” Warner asked. The idea of having a past life tripped his mind up like he’d been smashed in the forehead by a hammer.

“That was the conversation that could have happened,” Daria said, pulling her door open.

Warner frowned, really wanting to know more about that. He was feeling decidedly like two different people trapped in one body anymore.

A past life made a lot of sense to him. Almost too much sense.

Getting into the car, Warner sat down and pulled the seatbelt around quickly.

“You don’t need that,” Daria said waving a hand at him. “We don’t get in any accidents on this route and there’s no cops. We just lose a little time but we can talk more about us!”

“I mean… if you already saw the conversation, do we have to have it?” Warner asked, turning to look at this crazy person as she got her car started.

“I mean, yes? Because you still need to have the conversation,” Daria said, pulling the car around in a tight U-turn after revving the engine. “And you need to know all about me. My best chances are when you know almost too much, but not enough to know to get out.

“Ya know?”

“I apparently don’t,” Warner said, turning to face straight ahead.

It wasn’t the weirdest thing he’d seen or done tonight.

“Exactly, now you’re getting it. Though I’m still confused when I fall in love with you, it doesn’t really make sense yet,” Daria said running a red light and sliding right through a number of passing cars.

Warner sucked in a quick breath and grabbed the hand rail at his side and the center console as they went through the intersection.

“I mean, you’re very handsome. You’re intelligent, and you’ve got this… kindhearted father thing that I’m kinda into all of a sudden,” Daria muttered. “But that can’t be it. Can it?”

“Oh my shit, oh my fuck, this is… can we not!?” Warner asked loudly.

“Not what? Oh, the drive? Really, it’s fine. I can literally see everything in front of us right now. Our future is like this dotted line,” Daria said, bouncing up onto a curb, smashing over a traffic cone, and sending people diving to one side. “And right now, it’s a solid line we’re running on. I lose the thread right around the time you introduce me to Maya in the morning. Gets a little fuzzy.

“Sometimes I’m in your bathrobe, sometimes I’m not. I can’t tell if we had sex, but I definitely took a shower and so did you.”

Warner let out a whoosh of breath, then ducked down, put his head down low, and refused to pull his head back up.

“I mean, that’s exciting. I can actually finally have sex. I’ve had my v-card forever. And I won’t even know how it’ll go till we’re done!” Daria said and clapped her hands together quickly. Then she grabbed the wheel and jerked them to the left. “That was always the problem you know. I knew what the sex would be like, good, bad, or just okay, before I even had it. Took a lot of the mystery out.”

If you weren’t crazy maybe I’d date you, you nut job.

Daria turned her head and looked down at him with a wide smile. Then she let out a laugh that started low and went up in pitch.

“Wow, my chances just jumped up so high all of a sudden,” Daria said, then reached out with one hand and patted him on the back. “Maybe that’s how it happens. Just constantly looking forward and seeing how I feel, makes it so?

“No idea. I’m sure there’s some type of paradox I’m violating. Those can really hurt by the way.

“There was this one time when I was a kid that I didn’t want to break my arm. But I could see I was going to break my arm. I was so focused on not breaking my arm, that I didn’t notice there were no other outcomes. Not one.

“So, I did all I could to avoid breaking my arm. I effectively removed the reason that I’d break my arm. Because I wasn’t going to break it anymore, I couldn’t see it in the future. I couldn’t see it in the future so I didn’t know to stop it from happening.

“Of course, it went wrong. I didn’t just break one arm, but broke my arm and was out the three hundred bucks for the stupid window.”

“Paradoxes,” Warner mumbled.

“Yep! Like I said, they hurt. So long as I don’t try to do anything too obviously against a single outcome, I can skirt it. Instead of breaking my arm, maybe I could have just sprained it. I can’t change the event, but skew the outcome.”

“I don’t understand,” Warner said, and he really didn’t. It made no sense to him.

“Hum hum. How to explain,” Daria said, pulling the wheel hard to the right. Warner could hear the tires squealing as they took a turn. “Oh, it doesn’t matter. Any of the ways I could explain it don’t make sense to you.

“Just know that there are some things that I can’t stop, but I can change them a little. Fate is a bit more give and take than you’d expect, but isn’t at the same time.

“It’s certainly more malleable than time. Time is as set in stone as it could be. Dealing with future fate paradoxes has taught me that.”

Warner nodded, looked down to the floorboard, and then closed his eyes.

I hope it’s over soon.

“Oh, that’s a cop. We’ll skip your car till later today,” Daria muttered.
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Taking a sharp turn, Daria bounced them up onto something else and then hit the brakes.

“And we’re here! See? Safe and sound, no cops, no cameras, no one with a clue,” Daria said. “Sorry about the car though. We can go get that later today. We should go get a few hours’ sleep for now until then.”

“That a vision?” Warner asked, slowly lifting his head up from his knees. Looking around, he found they really were in his driveway.

“Well, it’s a little vague and shifting right now,” Daria murmured. “Mostly because we’re talking about it. Because we’re talking about it, a lot of things change and alter themselves pretty quick.

“There’s a few outcomes from going in the house where we have sex, a few where we eat breakfast and don’t sleep, but the overwhelming majority is both of us sleeping in your bed, no sex.”

Blinking twice, Warner looked at the crazy lady in the driver’s seat.

“Oh, there went the sex outcomes. Pity. There was this one where you were really into it and you said some fabulously dirty things at me,” Daria said seriously while maintaining eye contact with him. “Uh, I guess, to me, not at me.”

Shaking his head once, Warner just opened the door and got out of the car. There was no reason to respond to that. He’d come to the conclusion that Daria was a multiplier.

Whatever he put into her came back twice as much or doubly as strong.

She’ll overwhelm me completely if I’m not careful about it. Especially since it really does seem like she can see the future.

I wonder how far it goes though. Could she tell me where to go on patrol?

To find someone who needs chastisement?

Shutting the door, Warner started around to the front door of his house. The garage door opener was in his car.

“I think… I think I’m ready to sleep,” Daria said from behind him. “My head still hurts and the adrenaline is wearing off.”

Warner nodded at that. He hadn’t got his head bashed in by a floating jacket made of evil smoke but he definitely felt the same.

Getting the door open as quietly as he could, Warner entered and started emptying his pockets into the tray near the door just for such things.

Daria set her purse down next to the tray and put her keys into the tray.

Not bothering to argue with that, Warner went to his bedroom, stripped down to his boxers and slumped into his bed. He was far too tired to care.

He had aches throughout his body which reminded him of when he’d urinated blood.

But worse.

“Ugh, so tired,” Daria grumbled, collapsing into Warner’s bed. She pulled the covers up to her chin and went still.

I… whatever. I don’t care.

Warner fell asleep immediately.

 

***

 

Waking up to his alarm chirping away at his bedside, Warner groaned.

It was too damn early.

“Maya’s already awake, she’ll call you in about fifteen minutes. She knows when your alarm goes off,” muttered Daria next to him in the bed. She had her back to him and was facing away from him.

Huh? Uh… oh. Yeah.

The psychic.

Maya. Right.

Breakfast.

“Bacon, sausage, milk, thank you,” Daria murmured. “Don’t worry about the burn, it’ll still taste good.”

Rolling out of his bed, Warner pressed his hands to his face.

“You see anything else?” Warner asked, rubbing at his face.

“No. Just a few bits and ends,” said Daria, her voice drifting off. “A few sexy outcomes, not many. I’ll get more visions later, I’m sure.”

Daria let out a soft sigh and went still in the bed again.

As oddly as he’d felt about her early this morning, he realized a lot of those uneasy feelings were gone now.

In the light of morning, he’d slept next to her, she hadn’t invaded his space, betrayed him, or done anything.

She’d just slept there, doing exactly what she’d said she would.

Transparent as could be.

Levering himself up, he went to the kitchen and started making breakfast for Maya and Daria.

Althea’s coming over for lunch later. This’ll be tight getting my car back, I bet.

That and all my gear is in it.

Losing himself in the task, Warner worked quietly. It was a good distraction from the traveling pain that was moving around his back and sides.

Puking up that blood wasn’t good at all. Was it?

Something’s really wrong with me. Something’s really, really wrong. That’s not normal at any level.

And the blood-pee. That’s…not good either.

I’ll make a doctor’s appointment and see what they say.

Pulling his phone out of his pocket, Warner began typing in a note and a reminder to set up a doctor’s appointment.

“Dad?” Maya called right as he was finishing up.

“Making breakfast,” Warner called back. “You ready to get up?”

“Yeah. Move me to the living room? Need to fix the pan, too,” Maya said.

‘Fixing the pan’ was how they talked about emptying her bedpan.

“Okay,” Warner said, putting his phone back into his pocket and turning back to the food.

Much to his surprise, the bacon had managed to burn slightly.

“Hi, I’m Daria.”

The voice made Warner’s brain freeze over even as he worked at salvaging breakfast.

“Uh, hi,” Maya said. “I… uh… hi. I’m Maya.”

“Here, I’ll get you to the living room. Your dad’s just finishing up breakfast,” Daria said. “And I’ll take care of the pan, too. I also brought you a…well…here.”

“Oh! Oh. Thanks! I… thank you,” Maya said, sounding very surprised.

“No worries. Here, put your arm around me,” said Daria.

There was a light clatter followed by the thump of footsteps into the living room.

Frustrated with himself at losing track of the fact that Daria was in the house, Warner quickly plated up the food.

Turning around, he went back to the coffee machine to finish making a cup.

A clack behind him was the only warning he had of Daria zooming through the kitchen, grabbing Maya’s plate and taking it out to her.

“Here you are, dear. And some orange juice as well. Need anything else?” Daria asked while Warner stood there floundering.

“Uhm, no. Thanks… Daria,” Maya said, sounding genuinely shocked now.

“Of course. I’m going to go talk with your father for a bit. I’ll check in on you later,” Daria said, before coming back into the kitchen. Shutting the door, she smiled at him and then walked over to the plate he’d put together for her.

“Oh, that’s a bit less burned than I’d seen. Thanks!” Daria said, picking up the slightly blackened bacon.

Shit. She did tell me not to worry about burning it.

This is just… too strange to deal with.

“So, I saw another vision as I was dozing off. I felt I should come talk to you about it,” Daria said, smiling at him. “If you’re going to kill Jimmy Goff, you’ll have to do it tonight.

“Something’s going to happen tomorrow that’s going to pull him away for a very long time. I have no idea what it is, but I just know that your window to finish him up is tonight. And only tonight.

“We’ll need to go get your car shortly. Though don’t take the sword. Just the guns.”

Warner opened his mouth and then promptly closed it.

He’d just been given a far more definitive answer on Daria, her role, and his future.

A sidekick then.

“You and me till the end, Warner James,” Daria said taking a bite of the very crunchy bacon. “Since my end was supposed to happen last night after all and I can’t see anything but you.”

 

***

 

Breakfast went uneventfully. Then lunch with Althea did as well, even if it was short. Thankfully, Daria had left by the time Althea arrived.

Althea managed to stick around for an hour before she started to fall asleep in her seat. Shortly after that, Warner had walked her back out to her car, got a kiss on the cheek, and she was on her way.

Her precinct was understaffed due to a recent round of budget cuts.

And that’s just how it always goes with government services.

Everyone needs more of them, but no one wants to fund them.

Warner was sitting in his car not far from Jim’s home. Only a full street away really.

As a public figure, Jim Goff was pretty easy to dig up information on with a few discrete searches done with the appropriate precautions. 

Daria hadn’t been able to offer him much, other than that he needed to make this happen today or it wouldn’t happen at all. She didn’t know why, but she knew it was more or less a dead end on his quest for revenge with the District Attorney.

So I have to end him today.

Reaching toward the pistol in his pocket, he felt the weight of it there.

A reassuring weight, but also a deathly promise if he got caught with it on his person. There was no doubt in his mind that the weapon had been used in nefarious acts before he’d ever gotten a hold of it.

Is this the right thing to do though? We’re assuming the DA is a foul person who isn’t going after Travis for bad reasons.

We need to be sure of that first and foremost.

Glancing to the clock in his car, he realized it was nearly time to start moving to his location. Jim technically got off work about five minutes ago. His office was fifteen minutes away but there was no telling if he’d stop somewhere else on the way home.

Nodding at his own thoughts, Warner got out of his car. He needed to be close enough to get a whiff of and a look at Jim. But not so close that the man saw him or someone else identified him.

Shutting the car door, he managed to come up with only one course of action and plan that’d get him through this easily enough.

Pulling up the collar of his coat Warner, looked at himself in the reflection. He was wearing an ugly ski mask which was bunched up to look like a cap, a coat that he’d found stuffed at the bottom of an old trash bag in the garage, and clothes that looked overly worn.

A perfect bum.

Walking away from his car, he stuffed his hands into his pockets and hunched his shoulders. Looking at the ground, walking to the edge of the curb, and staying as far away from everyone as possible, Warner did his best to channel a “homeless man” feeling.

Moving slowly, he more or less already had a plan he was going to try. Attached to Jim’s building was a parking garage for residents only. There was no guarantee Jim would park here, but it was really the only lead Warner had right now.

When Warner had cruised past it the first time, he’d noticed a fire-exit ladder that wasn’t working quite right. It hung down just enough that if someone had something to jump from, they’d be able to climb into the building.

That entry was behind a chain link fence without any razor wire over the top or any other security. In fact, it was set in a small alleyway type of culvert which meant unless someone was walking by him right as he went over, he most likely wouldn’t be seen.

His goal was simple, get inside, wait near the entry, and see if he could spot Jim on the way in.

Such a terrible plan. Terrible and awful plan.

But I don’t have more time to plan and… and I believe Daria. She said it was tonight or probably never at all.

Warner was terrified this would all go sideways on him.

Reaching his planned entry point, Warner saw that this was the best chance he was going to get. No one was around, no cars were passing by, and there weren’t many people in either direction.

Pivoting and going into a jog, Warner got down low in a crouch and leapt for all he was worth for the top of the fence.

Reaching up about three fourths of the way, he quickly clambered up the rest of the way.

Throwing his leg over the top, Warner dropped down over the side.

As far as athletics went, it was more of falling to the ground than dropping lightly.

Hitting the ground, Warner felt the impact in his ankles and knees despite bending with the drop. Stumbling forward, he tried to keep moving toward the fire escape.  He needed to get out of this alley which led into what would likely be a fire escape area at the back of the parking garage, and into the garage itself as quickly as he could.

Unfortunately, his lack of planning was now coming to bite him in the ass almost instantly.

The ladder was considerably higher than he expected, and there was nothing nearby that he could use to raise himself up.

Even if it was clearly not at the height it should be, it was well beyond his grasp from the ground.

Shaking his head, Warner glared up at the ladder dangling above him.

“Just… just gonna jump,” Warner muttered to himself. “And I’ll make it.”

Believing in that statement far more than he should, as if it would actually happen, Warner jumped.

And missed spectacularly. Not even coming close.

“Fuck,” Warner hissed, kicking at the dirt and stomping around in a small circle. “Fuck!”

His mind began winding up faster and faster over the idea he was going to miss out on taking a shot on Jim. On the man who wasn’t pursuing a known felon hiding behind a badge.

That the blue line existed and was being protected.

Growling, Warner glared at the fence not far away, considering getting back to his car and trying to get to Jim tomorrow morning.

An insane itch spread out across his back and Warner didn’t feel the pain in his joints anymore. The strange ache across his back and spine vanished.

Crouching down low, Warner stood up and leapt for the ladder above him again.

Grabbing a rung five up from the bottom, he hung on for dear life, not really understanding how he’d managed the jump.

With a loud clang and clatter, the ladder shot down toward the ground. Stopping just a foot above the ground, the fire ladder continued to shudder and made an ominous pinging noise.

Scrambling up the ladder quickly, Warner got to the deck and then scurried into the parking garage.

Yanking his scruffy ski mask down over his face, Warner stopped a few feet within the garage. Glancing around, he found that it looked exactly as he expected.

Except it was extremely well lit, looked full of very expensive cars, and Warner clearly didn’t belong here. Not in his regular clothes, and certainly not how he was dressed right now.

Thankfully, Warner didn’t see any security cameras.

Not a single one.

Right, okay… so… we continue on.

Okay.

Pulling his pistol out of his pocket, Warner moved over to the elevator bay nearby. There was a map posted on the outside of it.

He saw what he wanted there. The second floor did indeed overlook the entry area, and that was to his left side.

Checking the map for a few more seconds, he felt confident. Moving away from the elevator bay area, Warner got to the wall.

Keeping to the far side of the garage, squeezing between and around the front of cars, he kept moving towards that overlook.

Reaching the spot he wanted, Warner found a shady corner where he could watch the entry. He could just barely see the entry booth below him.

Standing there, cloaked in the shadows, a gun in hand, Warner wasn’t really sure if he was doing the right thing.

I’m going to… assassinate a public figure if they’re committing injustice.

In public.

Because if he’s going to let someone go who’s so obviously guilty, he’s done it before. He’ll do it again in the future for other Mayas.

Other Warners.

A fantastically pristine white car which likely cost more than what Warner made in ten years rolled up to the booth. Warner had seen a number of photos with Jim getting in or out of this ridiculous SUV all over the internet.

Sometimes the web does all the work for you.

Staring hard at the driver’s side window, Warner watched and waited.

Everything came to this.

When the window rolled down, Warner didn’t get the answer he wanted.

Not really, at least.

He actually wanted to be wrong. To know that Jim wasn’t working for the wrong side of the scales and had extenuating circumstances.

What Warner got was so much injustice wafting out from that SUV that it was like passing by a garbage dump on the hottest day of the summer at noon.

“Blessed heavens,” Warner muttered, watching Jim Goff talk to the booth guard with a warm and friendly smile.

“Okay… okay. We… do this then,” Warner said to no one.

Getting cleared to enter, Jim drove into the parking garage, vanishing from view.

Warner knew where the man was though. He could sense it as if Jim were screaming at the top of his lungs. Even through concrete, through a SUV, and a height difference, Warner could sense the man.

Frowning, Warner crouched down low and waited. Jim would have to park before Warner could reach him.

Actually, let’s just go to the exit. Saw it on the map.

There’s only one way out of the garage.

Ghosting away from his position, he set off for the first floor exit that led into the attached residential building.

He’d only get one chance at this and chances were it was going to go bad, fast.

Crouching down next to a black truck parked near the corridor that led out, Warner waited there.

Holding the pistol tightly, Warner kept his breathing in check.

And waited.

Sitting there, he felt like hours passed. That aeons came and went.

Jim appeared then, shattering Warner’s thoughts entirely. Plunging him straight into a quagmire of non-thoughts.

Letting out a slow breath, Warner stepped out from behind the black truck. Lifting the pistol up, he leveled it at Jim’s head.

In the instant that he lined up the sights, Jim became something entirely different.

His eyes became pitch black, a dark aura of malevolent energy spread out all around him, and his fingernails elongated and practically became claws.

“Fear me, Hum—”

Warner pulled the trigger twice.

Jim’s head twitched, his eyes going in different directions as blood began spraying from the two holes in his forehead.

Lowering the pistol down slightly, Warner pulled the trigger several more times.

Jim’s body hit the ground and went limp. Blood spraying out of the bullet holes in his head, and his shirt now stained a dark color where he’d been shot in the chest.

Walking up to Jim, Warner angled the pistol at the man’s head and pulled the trigger twice more.

The feeling of balancing the scales so magnificently coursed through Warner like a flood water going right over the top of a dam.

Panting, feeling incredible, Warner almost missed it when someone screamed.

Standing not far away was a woman in a business suit. Warner hadn’t even seen her standing there.

Shrieking, the woman began running away.

Fuck! Time to go!

Bolting through the corridor, Warner ran into the residential building. Slamming through the doors as if they were more like a game show barrier, he burst into the lobby.

No one was there, but he didn’t want to go out the front door. He needed to get out of the public eye.

Moving to the fire-exit door, Warner shoved it open and found himself in an alley.

Not a lot of time, need to get out of here. Then out of the area.

Sprinting out of the building, Warner fled into the back alley.
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Turning the corner, Warner entered the long alley that would take him back to the surface streets.

I need to get out of here. Need to ditch the mask and the gun. Can come back and get it later.

He really didn’t like the idea of ditching the gun. It’d be hard to get replacement weapons that weren’t traceable back to him.

Actually, we can just go try and get mugged later. I’m sure we can find someone who owns a gun we can steal. Then we can—

Up ahead, standing at the corner of a building, was a man. He was leaning up against the brickwork, but he was looking down another side alley.

Given the way the buildings were in this area, and how thick the concrete was around the parking lot, Warner sincerely doubted the man had heard the gunshot.

We can just move by him and—

The injustice coming off this man was thick and heavy.

He was a killer of men, women, and children alike. But not directly. Not with his own hands or through his direct actions.

He’d indirectly killed at least ten people already.

Street dealing was his crime. Dealing product that wasn’t safe to begin with, but had been cut with things that were far more likely to kill the user than normal.

And he knew it and didn’t care.

To him, his customers and clients were little better than walking wallets. If one died, he’d just have to get a new one.

Indirectly killing customers bothered him not at all.

Before Warner could consider his actions, he lifted the pistol up and fired twice into the back of the drug dealer’s head.

Turning the corner as the man dropped to the ground, Warner came face to face with a police officer.

Apparently the drug dealer had been talking to them.

Talking to Althea.

Lifting his weapon up, Warner pointed it at Althea’s head.

Much like the witness in the apartment building, he knew he couldn’t pull the trigger on Althea.

She was an agent of justice and actively pursued it. There were hints of injustice on her, but they were small and inconsequential things.

Letting a known thief go to turn him as a resource. Helping a junkie get out of a possession charge to find out who their dealer was.

Things that were done to help the end which would justify the means.

Althea had nothing to fear from him, but she didn’t know that.

“Easy,” she said, her right hand hovering near her holster. “Easy. Easy.”

Her voice was smooth, calm.

Clear.

You’re a beautiful and intelligent woman Althea. I really hope this isn’t the end for me.

Warner knew in that instant that there was no way he could do anything to her. At all.

It was just something he couldn’t do. If she drew her weapon, he’d just stand there – even as she pulled the trigger and ended his life. 

And none of that reasoning had anything to do with how he felt for her.

“No reason to do anything more than this,” Althea said, her eyes locked to his masked face. “None at all. Just put the weapon down and we can make this right.”

Warner shook his head. He didn’t trust himself to say anything. Most especially because he couldn’t disguise his voice very well at all.

Instead, Warner started to slowly circle around Althea, then moved in much closer to her, faster than she likely expected.

Reaching out with a hand that was swifter than Althea could comprehend, he removed her weapon from its holster.

He’d pulled so hard and so fast on the weapon and its holster, Althea had been forced forward several steps.

Swallowing hard, she stood where she’d been pulled to, unmoving. Slowly she lifted her hands up partially in front of herself.

“Easy now,” she murmured. She still looked like a woman in control of herself and the situation, but Warner could see the fear in her eyes.

He kept his gun trained on her, even though she didn’t know it was an empty threat, and tucked her own weapon into a pocket. Reaching out, he took hold of the mic at her shoulder and then removed it from the loop. Letting it fall down to the full length it could extend to, it hung down at her ankle.

Now that he’d properly disarmed her and removed her ability to call for help, he felt like he could escape.

Holding the sight aperture up so it lined up with her forehead, Warner began to slowly back away from her. Moving down the alley and further away with every step.

Reaching a point where he could turn and flee into a small loading area of another building, he stopped. 

Pulling Althea’s weapon from his pocket, he tucked his own away for a second. Keeping eye contact with her, he pushed the magazine release. Warner removed it from the weapon, and then pulled the slide and extracted the round in the chamber. Taking the magazine, single round, and gun, he set them all on the ground.

Pulling his own weapon back out, he checked Althea for another second, then ran away.

I’m so sorry, Althea!

You’ll never find out about this one. Ever.

If I can make it up to you, I promise I will and—

A massive thump nearly knocked Warner right off his feet.

The fuck? Is it an earthquake!?

A rumbling boom followed the sound and completely blew out Warner’s hearing.

Dust, debris, and bits of things he couldn’t identify began to sprinkle down from above him. Looking up, he couldn’t see much immediately around him but he got the impression something had just happened.

Running down the loading area, he saw a fence up ahead. If he could get into that area, he could ditch most of his identifying clothes or just hide.

Not even considering the fact that the fence was twelve foot tall, Warner went right toward it. Getting down low with one step, he leapt upward with the next.

Warner flew upward feeling like he had a jet attached to his back. So high in fact, that he cleared the fence by ten feet entirely and landed much further away than he’d expected.

Glancing around, he found he was in what appeared to be a garbage pickup site.

Yanking off the ski mask after making sure there were no cameras he could see, he tossed it into a nearby dumpster.

Shaking his head, he began to swiftly break down his pistol. Removing the magazine, retrieving the round in the barrel, and then detaching the slide, Warner felt gratified that he’d practiced this.

Removing the barrel from the slide, he put that in his pocket. Dropping the remains of the slide into one dumpster, he then went to another one. There he dropped the frame of the gun.

In a nearby trash can, he quickly emptied all the rounds from the magazine.

He finished by pushing the magazine into the last trash can in the line.

The only part he kept was the barrel, which he planned on dumping down the storm drain as soon as possible.

Pulling the disgusting coat he was wearing off, he chucked it into one of the dumpsters, followed by his gloves.

Looking down at himself, he saw he looked much more presentable in the hoodie he’d worn under the jacket.

Wandering out toward the street, acting as if nothing were wrong at all, Warner finally realized he’d not thought about what he’d just heard.

Or more specifically, what he’d felt.

Moving in every direction were people.

Running or sprinting, people on foot were literally fleeing in one direction. Abandoning cars in the middle of the road itself.

Looking down the street to where everyone was fleeing from, Warner saw a plume of black smoke rising up into the air.

At the base of that monstrous pillar of horror was what looked like the broken remains of a building. A skeleton of shattered brick, stone, and steel that was also on fire.

Did… it explode? Was that what I felt?

He could distantly hear sirens heading his way.

He couldn’t tell whether they were coming for him or the ruin of a building, but he wasn’t going to stick around to find out.

Turning on his heel, Warner began running away with the crowd. He’d circle wide around, get back to his car and then get out of here.

He needed to get home and make himself known to be home during this period.

The fuck happened?

Is that why I wouldn’t be able to get a hold of Jim after today? Would he have left the area to work on that bombing?

Damn.

I’ll ask Daria.

 

***

 

No sooner than he’d walked in the door of his home, his phone started going off in his pocket.

“Hey,” Daria said, before he could even say anything. “Maya’s asleep, she doesn’t know what happened. Go into your living room, turn the TV on, mute it, then go make pasta.”

“Uh,” Warner said, standing in his entryway.

“Trust in me,” Daria said. “I wouldn’t steer you wrong. TV, mute, pasta, red sauce. Get the parm in the fridge. Bottom shelf in the back.”

“Right, okay,” Warner muttered. He’d actually trusted in Daria and she hadn’t been wrong so far. She’d provided him with direction when he sorely needed it most. “Was th—”

“Yeah, it was a bomb. They blew up the Federal Paranormal building,” Daria said. “Don’t worry about it. Doesn’t really concern you or me.

“Althea might get recruited to PID though. We’ll see. You holding that gun on her really spooked her.”

Frowning, Warner pressed the phone to his head and trapped it against his shoulder. Walking into his living room, he turned on the TV and muted it. Then he went into his kitchen and started doing what Daria had told him to.

Kinda nice when she can tell me what’s going on. I should take her out to—

“Thanks, I appreciate it,” Daria said. “Of course, you can take me to dinner. Can we go on Wednesday though? You’re far more romantic on that date than any of the others.”

“Daria,” Warner said, grabbing the parmesan cheese. It was exactly where she’d said it would be.

“Sorry, sorry. I’ll… yes. I’ll let you talk before I reply. Sorry,” she said. “It’s just… it’s all so new and exciting. I see it almost as it happens and it’s surprising. I used to see so far out that everything was boring before it happened.”

“Uh huh,” Warner said grumpily. He was smiling, however.

He was rapidly figuring out Daria. She was an excited young woman who was dealing with problems he didn’t quite understand.

But as a person, she was very easy to comprehend.

“Wednesday, then. Where we going?” Warner asked. He might as well let her tell him since she’d be able to pick out the best location. Grabbing a box of pasta from his pantry, he got out his “pasta pot” as he called it as well.

“Oh. That’s tough. There’s a Greek restaurant that you get really flirty at but you don’t make a move on me. But if we do this pizza joint, you’re way more likely to make a pass, but you’re not flirty at all,” Daria said, sounding torn. “Uhm, would you rather be flirty with me or make a pass at me?”

Snorting at that, Warner wasn’t sure how to respond.

He felt like he was still surfing along on cloud nine. He’d eliminated someone who’d been directly responsible for the injustice inflicted upon his daughter, put down a criminal, and escaped without anyone the wiser.

Right now, he felt like the avenging god of retribution made manifest and given flesh.

Balancing the scales, one action at a time.

Confidence, determination, and courage were his current mind space.

“Let’s go with flirty,” Warner said, filling the pot. “I can make a pass at you later, after we figure things out. You’ve already told me a few times that we end up together.”

“Yep! Often. A lot. There are more futures where we end up having children together than us not having a relationship at all,” Daria said. “I can’t see too much of Maya, but I get the impression she approves of me. Though there’s some static in my futures as well. There’s some really large events that we’re going to hit that could push me right out, or right to the front. Can’t tell yet.”

“You kinda ruin the surprise, you know that?” Warner asked, cranking the heat on the pot to high.

“Sorry! I promise you that in a lot of these futures, you’re very happy. Especially since I know exactly what to do to get the best outcome from whatever we do,” Daria said. “Oh, I should go. You need to answer that.”

There was a click as the line went dead.

“She’s so fucking strange,” Warner murmured pulling his phone off his shoulder. “But she’s al—”

His phone started to ring in his hand.

Althea was calling.

Hm.

Tapping the accept button, he held it up to his ear.

“Well hello, Officer Frias. Are you coming to arrest me?” Warner asked. “Because if you are, could you do it after I finish making spaghetti? Kinda hungry.”

“I…can I come over? I could really use a meal right now and that sounds amazing,” Althea murmured. “My dad used to make it on rainy days.”

Warner shook his head, once more realizing that Daria really was looking out for him.

His phone vibrated once as something hit his inbox.

“Yeah, of course. Come on over,” Warner said. “Maya’s already asleep, so it’ll just be me and you. You alright?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I am. Just… things,” Althea said. “Do you have parmesan or should I get some?”

Smiling, Warner picked up the parmesan.

“Nope, I’ve got some right here,” he said. Only in that moment, did he realize he hadn’t bought this. In fact, it wasn’t even a brand he knew of.

Daria?

“Perfect. I’ll… I’ll be right over,” Althea said. “I’ll see you soon, Warner.”

“Right, see you soon,” Warner said.

Tapping the disconnect button, he looked at his phone.

It was a message from Daria.

“Not a problem! Happy to help. I picked up the parmesan today and put it in your fridge. I came over to help Maya out with some lady concerns. It’s hard for her right now.

“Oh, and use a condom with Althea. Her birth control isn’t working well right now and I don’t mind raising the daughter you have with her, but I’d really like ours to be first.

“Let her get on top first, then change positions.”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Warner clicked his tongue and re-read the message to make sure he didn’t misunderstand it.

“Okay. Got it. You mention condoms, but I don’t have any. Really didn’t need them any—”

Before he could finish the message, Daria had sent a follow up.

“I bought you a few boxes. Bedside table. They’re for the others. I won’t need them at all because we can just do it without control. I’ll know if we can have a go without a problem.

“And no, I’m not jealous. I already cried about it the other day when I realized I wouldn’t be the only woman in your bed. Worked it out pretty quick after that. Now it’s just a question of when we have our first time and when we fall in love.”

Rather than respond, Warner put his hands on his hips and stared at the phone angrily.

Another message flashed across the screen.

“Sorry, I’ll wait next time. You don’t have to be so mad. I’ll get better I promise.”

“Really? I don’t believe that for a minute.”

Another message.

“I really will! I promise.”

“You’re responding to me talking to no one. That’s not getting better. I’m not even typing my message, you fruit loop.”

His phone was suspiciously non-responsive for a few seconds.

Then it vibrated again.

“Sorry. You’re right. Sorry. And I could be your fruit loop if you like?”

“Awful. You’re awful. You’re going to be like this the entire time, aren’t you?”

Standing there, Warner just waited. He knew she’d respond. Then his phone flashed, and a new message appeared.

“I mean… yes? You get used to it. You kinda like it after a while. A lot, actually. I take really good care of you. You’ll see. Now put your phone in the drawer and hide it. Althea gets a little nosey later. It’s a cop thing. She won’t find your phone there.”

“Right. Fine. Thanks… Daria,” Warner muttered.

And again, his phone popped up with a new message.

“Of course! Love you eventually at some point. I have to take care of you now and make sure I get it all correct right now.”

Picking up his phone, he opened the drawer in front of himself.

“Uh… this one?” he asked no one.

His phone vibrated again.

“Yep. That one. Bye!”

Shaking his head, he dropped the phone into the drawer and closed it.

“My life got really, really weird all of a sudden,” Warner muttered.

He heard the phone vibrate in the drawer in response.

“I’m not answering that Daria. I already put it in the drawer. It can wait till morning,” Warner said, then dumped the pasta noodles into the pot.

His phone vibrated again in response.

“Seriously, knock it off. Go solve a puzzle or something,” Warner said. “Or figure out how we can win the lottery.”

Very… very strange.

A psychic that tells me I’m going to get laid tonight after pulling a gun on the same woman I’m bedding.

And to use a condom because her birth control isn’t working.

I don’t even know how to process this, let alone deal with it.

Wait… she can’t read my mind. Can she?

Daria, I want you to come over right now so I can sleep with you.

Staring at the drawer his phone was in, he waited.

There was no response.

“Daria, come over, let’s have a wild and passionate night together,” Warner said aloud and meant it. If she showed up, he’d dedicate everything to her here and now. Meant it, believed it, and swore it to himself.

Reaching over, he pulled open the drawer and unlocked his phone and went to the messages. There were three already there even as another one just popped through.

“Your life isn’t that weird. Try my life. I knew everything before it happened.”

“Oh, yes. That’s a good point. It can wait till morning. Sorry.”

“Oh! Really? But I’ll show up right before Althea does and then it all goes wrong from there. No matter how many times I offer a three-way with her or in whatever way I can.

“Though… I do end up with you all to myself in the end after everything. Maybe I should show up after all. Feels like you’re testing me though.”

“Sorry,” Warner said quickly. “Just… stay home. Sorry. You’re right. Sorry, Daria.”

Don’t… don’t provoke the psychic.


Thirteen

 

Pouring the pancake batter into the pan, Warner hummed softly to himself.

Althea had come over last night and just like Daria had predicted, they’d had sex.

Several times.

She hadn’t talked much about what’d caused the change, or what’d happened, she’d just been very needy of his attention.

Among other things.

Though Warner did feel somewhat guilty. The trigger for all of this was likely when he had held her at gunpoint.

“Dad?” Maya called from her bedroom.

Shit.

Looking at the pancake even as it started to heat up, he figured he had about three minutes. The sausage and bacon would likely be ready at the same time, but he lowered their burners just a fraction to be sure.

Moving quickly, he hoped to get to Maya before she could call out again. The last thing he needed was her waking Althea.

Who was still sound asleep in Warner’s bed.

Opening Maya’s door, he stepped into her room.

His daughter was lying in her bed, right where he’d put her the night before, a grimace on her face.

“Uhm, is… Daria here?” Maya asked.

“No,” Warner said, shaking his head. “Why? What’s up?”

“Nothing. Never mind,” Maya said. “You making breakfast?”

Why would she want Daria? Huh.

His phone vibrated in his pocket.

Pulling it out, he glanced at the screen.

“Yep. Pancakes, sausage, bacon, omelets. Anything you want in particular?” Warner asked. It was a message from Daria.

You know. It’s kind of nice that you’re a psychic. But I begin to wonder about the timing of your messages and visions.

“No. That all sounds great,” Maya said.

Tapping the message, he opened it up.

“She’s on her period. It’s a little embarrassing for her to have you handle that. When you take care of it, don’t even remark on it. Just… handle it. Just make sure she sees you noticing it, and that it’s nothing,” read the message from Daria.

Then a second popped through.

“Nice job on Althea. She’s so hard on the hook that my job later on has gotten a lot easier.”

Pushing his phone back into his pocket, Warner gave Maya a smile.

“I’ll be honest with you kiddo. I know what’s going on,” Warner said, deciding to be honest about the situation. “It’s not a big deal. You need a new one or just for me to throw the old one out?”

Maya took in a short breath, then let it out.

“Both?” she asked, one hand indicating the bedpan nearby.

“Okay. The new ones are in the bathroom, I think,” Warner murmured. Going into her bathroom, he found a tampon, brought it out and laid it on her bedside table. Then he picked up her bedpan and emptied it out.

Not sticking around after emptying the bedpan, he exited her room and closed the door.

And almost ran Althea over as he turned the corner.

The policewoman was standing there, wearing her street clothes. She looked as if she’d brushed her hair and freshened up a bit before exiting his bedroom.

Though he didn’t miss the fact that she’d been watching what was going on in Maya’s room.

Raising his eyebrows at that, Warner gave her a shooing motion toward the kitchen.

Wordlessly, Althea moved in the indicated direction.

Stepping around Althea, Warner moved over to the pan and flipped the pancake over. It was a perfect golden brown.

Whew. Thought I’d fucked that one up.

“I don’t think my dad ever gave me ladies’ products,” Althea said from behind him.

“Well, considering I’m also her mother for the time being, I don’t have the luxury of letting someone else handle the job,” Warner said with a chuckle. “Care for breakfast? It’ll just be you and me until Maya tells me she’s ready. She might just want to eat in her room though.”

“I—sure. That’d be great,” Althea said.

Nodding his head, Warner grabbed a plate from the stack of three nearby and began loading it with bacon and sausage first. Then he carved out a fourth of the massive omelet sitting in its pan on the warm stove. Followed by the two fresh pancakes.

“Need any butter or syrup? Ketchup?” Warner asked.

“No, thank you. Uhm. Should we… talk about last night or—”

Althea’s voice trailed off into nothing.

“Not a lot to talk about, is there?” Warner asked, finishing up her plate with a fork and a knife. “We’re in a relationship. We’re dating. We had sex. We used protection.”

Warner came over and set the plate down in front of her.

“And what would you like to drink? I’ve got orange juice, milk, coffee, and water,” Warner said, grinning at her.

Althea was staring up at him almost like a deer in headlights.

“Coffee, please,” she murmured.

“Got it. Cream and sugar?” he asked, turning to his coffee maker.

“Yes, please,” Althea said. Her voice was still quite soft. Unsure.

“Unless there was something you wanted to talk about?” Warner asked, dropping two cubes of sugar into a coffee mug and adding a bit of creamer to the bottom. Then he placed it under the coffee maker and hit the button.

“I mean… I thought we would? But it sounds like… sounds like we don’t need to,” Althea said.

“If it doesn’t bother you, it doesn’t bother me,” Warner said and was feeling rather honest about that. He’d been happy to sleep with her.

It’d been a massive relief to his needs as well.

And the fact was that he cared about her. They really were essentially dating before this point.

Loading his own plate quickly, he picked up his half-empty coffee cup and set it down at his own spot across from Althea.

Moving to the pan, he poured in the last of the pancake mix, enough for two more, and then walked over to the coffee machine and grabbed her cup.

He’d gotten rather good at cooking since his divorce. Especially juggling timers for everything.

Having everything come together at the same time hit a checkbox in his head rather hard.

Althea picked up her fork and started to lightly pick at her food. She was playing with it more than anything else as he set the cup down next to her plate.

“It bothers me because we—I… shouldn’t have? I think?” Althea said.

“I’m not sure about that, I mean, who can tell us what we did was wrong? My parents aren’t around anymore and we’re both adults. I even have a kid,” Warner said with a chuckle, sitting down in his chair. He only had about two minutes before he had to flip Maya’s pancakes, so he went straight for his bacon.

It would get cold the fastest.

“I… I mean. Yeah,” Althea said, her brows pressing together. Even a day after having thrown her around in a bed, and being thrown around by her, she looked lovely to him. “You’re right. And we’ve been dating.”

“Uh huh. I mean, you wouldn’t have suggested it, if you hadn’t already been thinking about it,” Warner said with a grin. “Maya said you had ‘white-boy fever and wanted a man who was a daddy’. She was apparently right and I was wrong.”

Althea’s eyebrows rocketed up toward her hairline and her entire face blushed a deep red.

“She… what?” Althea croaked.

Laughing, Warner stuffed a piece of bacon into his mouth and went over to the stove. Flipping the pancakes over, he came right back.

“She said you had white-boy fever,” Warner said sitting down again. “Given last night, she was right.”

Coughing once into her hand, Althea was still incredibly red-faced.

“To be fair, she was also the one who pushed me to ask you out,” Warner admitted.

Slowly lowering her hand, Althea had never pulled her eyes away from his own.

“I guess there really isn’t anything to discuss then,” she said. Using her fork, she quickly bisected a sausage and then put half into her mouth.

Warner had a hard time not thinking about what she’d done with that mouth the night before and had to look down at his plate.

“Well, maybe one or two things,” Warner said. “How often are you coming over, should you bring some clothes and a toothbrush over, things like that?”

Glancing up at Althea, he smiled at her.

“Ah. Yes. That’d—I suppose I should,” Althea said.

“Or you could move in. I have a spare room or two if that’d be easier,” Warner offered. The house had five bedrooms. There’d been plans to fill them with children, but after having Maya, Asa had changed considerably.

To the point that having a second child just didn’t ever seem reasonable.

“No,” Althea said, shaking her head after swallowing. “No, no.”

“Dad, can you help me?” Maya called.

Smiling, Warner nodded to Althea.

“One second, dear,” Warner said getting up. Moving to the stove, he quickly filled Maya’s plate and grabbed a water bottle filled with orange juice from the fridge which he’d prepped in advance. “Whatever you’re comfortable with, Althea, I’ll support it. I’ll be right back.”

Turning the corner with food in hand, Warner left the kitchen.

“Or maybe I should after all,” Althea muttered almost to herself. Warner wasn’t sure if he was supposed to hear it or not, so he didn’t reply.

Walking into Maya’s bedroom, plate and drink in hand, he found she was watching something on her laptop.

“In here?” Warner asked, coming over to her.

“Huh? Oh! Yeah, please,” Maya said, staring hard at her computer. “Why didn’t you tell me about this?”

“Tell you about what?” Warner asked, setting down the plate as well as her drink next to her on the bedside table.

“Apparently a bomb or something went off yesterday and a District Attorney was assassinated,” Maya said and then turned the laptop toward him. “Except the only people talking about the bomb is everyone except the government or the police.

“They’re acting like it didn’t happen. Literally, forum posts are vanishing as soon as they go up. Like they’re trying to delete the whole thing out of existence.”

“What?” Warner asked, looking at the laptop screen. It was full of what looked like threads on a forum.

“Someone was recording a stupid parkour thing and it happened in the background,” Maya said. She reached out and tapped a button and a video popped up and started playing.

“See? I just push down on the bench with my hands and keep my feet up. I can go right over it,” said a scrawny man in a hoodie in front of the camera.

Not far away in the background, a car whizzed past at full speed.

Then it slammed into the front of a building.

As the car smashed into it, everything around it turned a bright green color. Promptly followed by a crimson blaze as flames exploded out in every direction.

The video feed immediately cut off after that, and the camera’s last frame was of the sidewalk as the camera was dropped to the ground.

“I… I didn’t know,” Warner said, looking at the laptop. “Can I show Althea?”

“Huh? Oh! Ah… uh,” Maya said, suddenly looking very nervous. “She’s here? She didn’t come in the front door. I would have heard it. I’ve been up before you were.”

“Yeah. She is,” Warner said.

“But… what about Daria? She said—she said she was going to be…”

Maya’s voice trailed off.

She was a smart girl. If Althea was here this early, and she hadn’t heard her enter the house, there was only one other answer.

And clearly she’d already had sex education given their conversation about Warner’s urination issue.

“If Althea’s here, how can what Daria said, happen?” Maya asked, her voice soft.

“If Daria said something, chances are, it’ll happen. Regardless of anything else. That doesn’t matter right now though,” Warner muttered. He really needed to show Althea this. He’d been there when it happened and had mostly forgotten about it with everything going on in his life.

At first, he was concerned for a moment about how his own life could block such an important thing from his thoughts.

Then he remembered that his life included murdering the District Attorney.

“Can I show her, Maya?”

“Yeah, of course,” Maya said, looking incredibly nervous all of a sudden. Though also very excited. “Yeah. Show Althea. See what she says.”

“Eat your breakfast,” Warner said and then picked up Maya’s laptop. Carrying it out to Althea, he set it down next to her plate. “Hey, Maya found this on the Internet this morning. Apparently, a bomb went off and a District Attorney was murdered.”

“Yeah,” Althea said, nodding her head, watching the video. “Knew about the murder, not about this… oh, damn. It really was a bomb, wasn’t it?”

“Looks like it,” Warner said and then laid a hand on Althea’s back.

The policewoman stiffened for a scant second, then relaxed completely.

Leaning back in her chair, she pushed herself into his hand.

“The whole department heard about the bomb but before we could get dispatched, they told everyone to not respond to it. To stay away from it,” Althea said, shaking her head. “It was really strange. Really, really strange. And the DA getting gunned down at the same time. It’s like a terrorist attack.”

In other words, the local PD doesn’t know what’s going on, but someone above does and doesn’t want anyone in on it.

Which means… this is like the Werewolf. Or that the DA wasn’t a normal Human.

There’s something terrible going on behind the scenes. I just wish I knew what it was.

“And then there’s that vigilante,” Althea said, her voice getting tighter.

“Vigilante?” Warner asked. He suspected that it was him, but he wanted to hear what she knew.

What the police knew.

“Yeah. They’re calling him Yellow Eyes,” Althea muttered, shaking her head. She turned her eyes away from the laptop and looked at Warner. “He has yellow glowing eyes. He’s been seen a few times now. Cameras and still frame photos have caught him a few times as well.”

“Oh?” Warner asked, feeling like he wanted to throw up. It meant there were pictures of his face out there.

“Every picture or camera only gets his eyes. His face is always blurry in strange ways. People think it’s a mask. His eyes and his blurred face,” Althea said. “Honestly, Warner? I came over last night because I ran into him. Yellow Eyes.”

“You did?” Warner murmured.

“Yeah. I was talking to an informant. He… Yellow Eyes… blew him away. Killed him outright. Right in front of me,” Althea said. “I felt… felt my informant’s last breath on my face as he dropped dead right there.

“Yellow Eyes had just finished killing the District Attorney. The same District Attorney who didn’t take your case up.”

“Oh. Well, good. He deserved it, the asshole,” Warner said, not having to fake his anger at the DA.

“Yes, apparently you weren’t alone in your displeasure. The media are digging into him and have already been running calls and stories past all sorts of contacts in the police station,” Althea explained. “I checked my mail last night. Woke up, couldn’t sleep. Saw a lot of emails from the media and my captain telling me to talk to no one.”

Ah, so she really did snoop around last night.

Thanks, Daria.

“In that moment, I thought my life was over,” said Althea. “Thought I’d die alone, without children, without… without anyone to mourn me. Except he didn’t do anything to me. He took my gun, disabled my radio, and left. He even put my gun down not far away.”

“That’s… good. Right?” Warner asked.

“Yeah. If I’d reported any of it though, or even that I’d been disarmed, I don’t think I’d have any of my ass left after having chewed out,” Althea grumbled. “I just ended up reporting my informant’s death as a gang shooting and said I couldn’t see the shooter.”

“Good thing you did. Your ass is pretty great,” Warner said, nodding his head while smiling at Althea.

Slowly, and clearly fighting it, a smile filtered up from Althea’s quagmire of thoughts.

“You’re…not as funny as you think you are,” she muttered, then looped an arm around his waist.

“No? Mm. Funny enough to get you into my bed. And I think my cooking is good enough to keep you here,” Warner said. “As for Yellow Eyes, I’m glad he didn’t do anything. But if he’s a vigilante, his problem wouldn’t be with an upstanding policewoman such as yourself. Just the scum of the world. Wouldn’t he?”

Althea only nodded her head a bit.

“Suppose you’re right. I’m just a cop who does my job and keeps close to the law,” Althea said.

“And got too close to a grieving father and was sucked in,” Warner added. “Who has white-boy fever.”

Letting out a slow breath, Althea chuckled softly.

“Yeah. I did. And I suppose Maya was right,” Althea said then shrugged her shoulders. “Guess I should feed that fever I have.”

Then she reached up with her other hand, pulled him down and kissed him.

And kept kissing him.


Fourteen

 

Shutting the door to his car, Warner pulled out his phone to check his shopping list.

A message immediately popped up on the front of his phone.

“Hi! I’m in the car right next to you, but I didn’t want to spook you,” read Daria’s text.

Of course, you are. Because today has gone so well, you couldn’t resist showing up.

Turning around, Warner dropped his phone into his coat pocket. He wouldn’t need it. Chances were Daria already knew everything he needed, and would help him buy it all, or had already bought it all.

In fact, there’s the possibility that it’s already in her trunk.

Leaning down, he looked through the passenger side window of the car next to him.

Daria—looking very well-dressed, extremely pretty, and with a bright smile on her face—was waiting there in the driver’s seat.

Unfortunately the bandage remained, though it did appear to be changed and fresh.

Waving at him, she made a point of unlocking the door.

“Right,” Warner muttered and then opened the door. “Hey, Daria.”

“Hello!” said the psychic. “Sit, sit. Let’s talk a bit.”

Nodding his head, Warner slid into her car and shut the door. Turning in the seat, he faced Daria.

“Thank you,” she said with a wide smile before he could compliment her. “Sorry! Sorry. It was just such a lovely compliment. I know. I’m working on it.”

Holding his hands up at his sides, Warner couldn’t stop himself from laughing.

“Do I even need to talk?” Warner asked, still laughing.

“I’m sorry, Warner. I’m sorry. I’m really working on it! I promise. It’s just so hard,” apologized Daria. “I can only see you anymore. It’s always you and your point of view. It’s never me. I went home last night and… and… I watched TV. I watched TV! I couldn’t tell what was coming next and I watched it!”

Warner couldn’t help himself. Daria was just too excited and too full of positive energy.

Leaning back into the seat, he chuckled softly.

“Oh? Anything interesting?” he asked.

“Jeopardy!” Daria said, leaning toward him. She reached out and grabbed his hands, clenching them in her own. “Oh, my gosh. I had no idea how much trivia I actually knew! It was so exciting!

“Though, I’ll be honest, it was really hard to focus on it while watching you give Althea a good time.”

“Ah—” Warner got out little more than a squeak.

“Believe me, it wasn’t something I wanted to watch either. I thought I’d handle it better, but two bottles of wine would argue that point,” Daria said with a sheepish laugh. “Oh, well. It is what it is, and I’m alive. Alive because of you. I can live my life, beyond a point where I should have lived it, because of you.”

Daria squeezed his hands and he was struck by how soft and warm her skin was.

Where Althea was toned muscle from hard work every day, Daria was soft, warm, and looked to be a very healthy size and shape.

“Oh, I texted Maya after you finished talking to her,” Daria said, her fingers tightening in his. “I explained a few things and she gets it now. Shouldn’t be an issue.

“And before you ask what I said to her, that’s between her and I. Sorry. Girl things.”

Warner barely held himself back from asking anyway.

Then he sighed and laid the back of his head against the headrest.

“So we end up together, huh?” Warner asked the psychic.

“Yep! I’m making sure of it. I’m mostly just dodging bad ends that could happen, really. The vast majority of our endings are us being together,” said Daria. “Oh… oh. That’s… oh. Hm.”

“What is it?” Warner asked, shifting around in his seat. His back was starting to ache and it felt like he needed to change his posture.

“Just… open the door and do it on the ground. It’ll be alright. I’ll get some tissues,” Daria said, releasing his hands. Reaching behind her seat, she pulled up a large purse and started to rifle through it.

“What’re you talking about?” Warner asked. She was acting a bit stranger than normal.

Out of nowhere, he gagged hard. His stomach flipping over itself and his entire body convulsing.

Shit!

Opening the door quickly, Warner turned in his seat, bent over quickly, and started to throw up right then and there.

Bright red blood, golden glittering liquid, and his entire breakfast.

Not again. No, no.

Gagging again, Warner paused before he started to throw up even more blood and gold. As if it were a never-ending stream.

Am I dying? Fuck.

I feel like I’m dying.

“Oh, that’s really not good,” Daria murmured from behind him. “I’ll schedule it, don’t worry about it. I have everything I need.”

“Thank yo—” Warner heaved again, his stomach convulsing harder than it had previously. Once more, he emptied out an unnerving amount of blood.

“Of course, don’t worry about it, hon. That should be it after that one, just lean back in your seat and I’ll take care of it,” Daria assured.

As soon as he was done, Warner shut the door and did what she said, collapsing into the seat and closing his eyes.

A soft tissue immediately began wiping and dabbing at his mouth and chin.

“There, there. I’ll take care of everything. I’ll also book an appointment with Doctor Hendricks for you. You just relax,” Daria commanded. The tissue left and was replaced by what felt like a wet wipe.

It rubbed gently at his lips and mouth. Then the corners of his mouth and jaw.

“All better. Here, rinse and spit,” Daria said. “Then go ahead and finish it off. It’s not really something you like, but it’s certainly better than nothing.”

Something hard was pressed against his chest.

Taking hold of what he assumed was a cup, Warner brought it up to his mouth and did exactly what she said.

Rinsing with the lukewarm coffee, Warner opened the door and spat it out.

The golden-colored liquid was fading rapidly and becoming an odd orange color.

“You just relax. I’ll go get everything and we’ll go from there,” Daria said.

Warm, soft fingertips lightly slid through his hair and then cupped his jaw.

A pair of tender lips pressed to the side of his face and then were gone. Followed by a door opening and shutting.

Opening his eyes, Warner saw Daria heading for the supermarket.

“Thanks,” Warner muttered to himself.

Daria looked back and held up a hand with a thumbs-up sign.

Heh. She really is incredible.

I wonder. Is she really listening? All the time?

“You’ve got a great ass,” Warner mumbled honestly. Daria was all sorts of lovely when he stopped to ignore her odd abilities. “You know that?”

Daria dropped the thumbs-up and gave him an okay symbol instead, before promptly smacking her own rear end in what was a clear response to his comment. Then she adjusted her purse and kept going.

Closing his eyes, Warner sat there.

He didn’t move again until the car starting brought him out of it.

“Huh?” he mumbled, opening his eyes and looking around.

Daria was next to him, seated in the driver’s seat. She was already shifting the car into gear.

“Hey. I bought everything you needed,” Daria said. “I also picked up a few other things that you didn’t know you needed.

“I also scheduled you an appointment with Doctor Hendricks. You see him next week and they’re going to take a look and see what they can find out. I didn’t tell them much other than you’re feeling extreme pain in your intestines.

“I’d tell you to go to the hospital, but we both know what you’ll say to that, so I won’t bother.”

Daria got them moving and started driving out of the parking lot.

“Don’t worry about the car, I’ll get a taxi here and drive it back,” Daria said before he could even voice his complaint.

“I’ll—”

“And that’s fine to pay me back. I don’t care. Money isn’t really an issue for either of us and I appreciate the gesture,” Daria said pulling the wheel and moving onto the road. “I’m not apologizing right now for cutting you off because I don’t really want to trouble you if I don’t have to. And you talking less is a good thing with how you apparently feel.”

Warner thought about that, then didn’t bother with it. He still felt incredibly tired.

Tired, wrung out, and like he was going to fall apart.

“Good thing Althea isn’t going to move in. That’d make us having our own relationship incredibly difficult,” Daria said with a soft sigh. “Bad enough Maya’s going to feel guilty about it and has to play both sides. But she gets what she wants out of it, so she’ll do it.

“Though it’s kind of annoying how often you two are going to have sex and I just have to deal with it. And how often you tell me no. Kinda prudish for a man who’s going to have a harem, you know?”

“No,” Warner grumped. “Because it hasn’t happened yet. So I don’t know.”

“O… oh. Yes, that’s a good point,” Daria said, running the red light and passing right through traffic. “Don’t be so prudish. If I’m asking to go to bed, realize it’s just as awkward for me and I’m being forward.”

“Right,” Warner said in a groan.

Closing his eyes, he tried to tune out another wild ride with Daria.

Unbelievably, he managed to doze off. He didn’t stir again until Daria pulled her car into his garage.

The short nap while she was shopping and driving him home had revitalized some part of him, because he didn’t feel as weak as he had earlier.

“Hey,” Daria said, leaning forward in the driver’s seat and meeting his eyes. She gave him a wide and warm smile. “Feeling better?”

“Yeah,” Warner said honestly. He genuinely did feel better. Just tired and run down now, instead of sick.

“Mm. It was the same color as your eyes,” Daria said. “The vomit, that is. Same color. Strange. I’m not so sure a doctor can figure out what’s going on but… better than not having it checked. Right?”

“Right,” Warner agreed. He’d figured exactly the same as she said. That maybe they couldn’t figure out what was wrong, but maybe they could at least treat the symptoms.

“The last thing I need is to suddenly turn into a fire hose in front of someone,” Warner said. “The gold would be hard to explain.”

“Warner, dear, hon, the blood would be hard to explain, the gold is just not right,” Daria said, reaching out to lay a hand to his cheek. “But it’s okay. I’m here. I can take on lots of things and help out. Because that’s what I’m here to do now. Now that my fated end came and went. My fate is now with you.”

Feeling needy and not up to par, Warner leaned his face into Daria’s hand and closed his eyes.

“Thanks, Tarja,” Warner murmured.

“Oh. I kinda like that,” Daria said, then patted his cheek. “I’m going to go take care of Maya real quick, then unload the car. How about you go crash on the loveseat? Maya will end up on the couch.”

“Yeah, that sounds good,” agreed Warner.

Getting out of the car, he went inside and collapsed onto the cushions just as Daria had suggested.

“Maya,” Daria said from down the hall.

“Hey, Daria! Really nice to see you. What’s up?” Maya asked. “Where’s Dad?”

“Oh, he’s resting. He’s over on the loveseat, laid out. He’s just got some tummy troubles right now, so I’m going to unload the car and start dinner. Make him take a load off.

“Making burritos tonight. No onions or olives, right?”

“Yeah. Yeah, no onions or olives. How… is this like the other thing? About… you know—”

“Yes. Exactly like that,” Daria said, interrupting Maya. “Can I carry you to the couch after I fix that?”

“Yes! Yes, please. Thank you so much, Daria. You’re a life saver,” Maya exclaimed.

“Not a problem, not a problem,” Daria murmured.

“Uhm… Althea came over,” Maya said in a much softer voice. Apparently, she didn’t know that almost everything said in her bedroom traveled down the hall really well. “I think she and Dad had sex. I’m sorry.”

“I know. I’m the one who bought him the condoms,” Daria said with a chuckle. “He and I have a relationship that transcends such a silly thing like other women. Don’t you worry about that. Now… here you are.”

“Thanks,” Maya said. “Okay. Ready.”

A minute later and Warner opened his eyes to the sight of Daria carrying Maya, casts and all, into the living room. Setting her down on the sofa, she patted his daughter on the head then pulled down the blanket which she often had over her while she was out here.

Then Daria went off back to the garage. Humming all the while, she seemed absolutely unperturbed.

“Hey, Dad,” Maya said smiling at him. “I’m… glad… Daria’s here.”

His daughter picked up the remote and turned on the TV.

Warner wanted to argue with that, but the truth was, he was glad she was here as well.

She’d already seen the worst of him, seen the future of him, and wanted more of it.

Flattered and humbled were the two ways he’d describe his feelings at the moment.

The news popped up on the screen and Maya stopped on it.

“Still nothing on the bombs. Everything everyone is saying is gone, too. The web pages it was being hosted on just all vanished like it never existed,” Maya muttered. “Can’t find anything about it anywhere. Kinda glad I didn’t actually download anything now. Feels like a moon landing conspiracy or something.”

“It’s not a conspiracy,” Daria said from the kitchen as she continued to unload the car. “It happened.”

Maya frowned at that, looking toward the kitchen, then back to the TV.

“I wouldn’t doubt her,” Warner muttered, also turning toward the TV. “She’s probably the one person I’d trust when it came to what she thinks is going to happen.”

“Thanks, hon!” Daria said, moving back into the garage.

“Are… are you dating both of them?” Maya asked, looking at her father with concern clear on her face.

“I think… I think maybe I am? I’m not sure,” said Warner. “Althea doesn’t know about Daria, but Daria knows about Althea.”

“If Althea knew, she wouldn’t see you,” Maya said.

“You’re right,” Warner agreed, nodding his head. It was one of the reasons he wouldn’t be telling Althea about Daria.

Even though the guilt of hiding such a thing from her was starting to chew at his conscience.

“Okay. Uhm. I won’t… I won’t say anything either then,” Maya said, pulling the blanket up higher on herself. “Daria said—never mind.”

“What?” Warner asked, looking at his daughter.

“Nothing. Never mi—hey. Hey! That’s the DA who wouldn’t go after Travis!” Maya said, pointing at the screen.

“Unfortunately, the police department have no further leads in the murder of James Goff,” said the reporter on the television. “At this time, they haven’t put out a request to speak with any persons of interest, nor have they made any arrests. It’s almost as if they don’t have anything to go off of at all.”

“He was murdered?” Maya asked, sounding alarmed.

“Yes, he was,” Daria said, as she came back in with more groceries. “He was gunned down in a parking garage.”

“—hasn’t stopped our own reporters from digging into the situation, however,” said the reporter. “And what we’ve found may shock you.

“Jenny? What have you got for us?”

When the news station swapped cameras, the older white-haired gentleman vanished and a young fresh-faced reporter replaced him. Her black hair was short, pulled back, and her eyes were a very vibrant brown color.

She was sitting behind a large news desk with several papers spread out in front of her.

“We’ve been looking into some of the cases the District Attorney was working on. The most recent one, a hit-and-run case against a police officer involving a minor, went completely uncharged. As if there was no evidence to push the case.

“However, sources close to the investigation of the accident tell us there was actually a large amount of information readily available. Evidence so clear-cut that there are pending lawsuits which look like they’re going to swing quite heavily in favor of the victim.”

“No shit,” Maya grumped.

“Language,” Warner countered immediately.

“—looking back further, we find there’s almost a pattern here. I’ll be continuing to look into this and see what else I can dig up, but so far,” said the woman, leaning forward across her desk. “Something was definitely wrong with James Goff.”

“Well, I can’t imagine that will be very fun for the city or the state,” said the original newscaster, looking rather smug.

“I can’t either. I’ve reached out to the plaintiffs, but I’ve yet to hear anything back. We’ll see how it goes,” said the female reporter with a pretty smile.

“Hmph. Good,” Maya said with some coldness in her voice. “Good. He… he deserved it. He got exactly what was due to him. Good. Good.”

There was an odd silence after she finished speaking.

“Right… Dad? That’s good?” Maya asked.

“It’s bad that he had to die for justice to be served, but it’s good that he did indeed get what he deserved,” Warner said after a moment of thought.

He’d personally righted the scales, but the whole situation felt wrong to him.

Unbalanced, one could say.


Fifteen

 

“Okay. I’m going to go in then,” Warner said, turning to look at Daria in the driver’s seat.

He had every intention of going into the gun shop and trying to buy weapons illegally.

“No,” Daria said, shaking her head. “Not this one. He’ll sell you the guns, especially a rifle you really fall in love with, but he’s smart enough to figure out who you are afterward. Goes to the police.”

“Right,” Warner said with a sigh. Then he leaned back into his seat. “Next one, then?”

“Next one,” Daria said with a shrug of her shoulders. “We’ll find one eventually or figure out another way.”

“True. And at least you got a reading,” Warner said.

The last gun store they’d visited, Daria hadn’t been able to get anything out of it.

Not a hint, whiff, tease, nothing. It was as if she were looking at a wall.

“Exactly. Right? Exactly,” Daria said. Reaching over, she put her right hand on Warner’s knee and floored the gas. Using only her left hand, she drove off the curb, straight across the center divider, and into oncoming traffic.

Warner shook his head, trying not to be bothered by her driving.

Daria had proven time and time again that she could drive in whichever way she wished and never cause an accident.

Not even a small one.

“Exactly,” Warner said, unable to help himself when it felt like his asshole puckered up. Daria floated through an intersection practically driving sideways. “Without you, I’d end up having to rely on the revolver or deal with criminals.”

“Well, I’m not getting anything firm on that, but I think without me you would have made it work. But there’s definitely a few outcomes where I saw that—hold on,” Daria said and then took her hand from Warner’s knee.

Pulling the wheel hard to one side, they went up and over a curb, flattened a “no parking” sign, and ended up on the sidewalk.

In the space she’d just cleared out of, a truck swerved hard to one side to dodge someone who’d just cut them off.

If they’d been there a second longer, they’d have been flattened.

Driving for a few seconds longer on the actual sidewalk, Daria pulled them back onto the street.

Though still going the wrong way.

“There we go,” Daria said, her hand coming back but resting on Warner’s thigh now. “There were definitely a few outcomes where you ended up getting gunned down after you were identified. So your fears are justified.”

Just… like Maya said.

Huh.

“Maya mentioned that once,” Warner said.

“I know,” Daria said. “But I got nothing on that. Not a thing. No matter how far I can see, minutes, days, decades, I can’t see her being anything other than a normal person.”

“You’ve seen that far ahead?” Warner asked.

“Sometimes. I’ve told you that I can,” Daria said with a laugh as she eased the car into the correct side of traffic and into a lane. “Just not very often.”

“How often do we end up together?” Warner asked, deciding to get to the heart of his thoughts all day.

Or at least, since she made burritos last night.

“Oh, in almost every single one. The real question becomes, who else is with us, and how many kids do we have,” Daria said, driving far more normally than he’d expect her to. “It gets really confusing sometimes when I try to focus on our kids. I mean, all it takes is an extra pump or one less from you and suddenly we go from three sets of triplets, to just one little boy named Runner.

“Which is a very weird name, by the way. I have no idea where you get that one.”

“One extra—”

Warner stopped talking as he realized what she meant.

Pregnancy really was a random chance with a lot of variables involved.

“Got it,” Warner said. “In other words… we end up together a lot.”

“Uh-huh,” Daria agreed, sounding very cheerful. “Some of the weddings we have are quite pretty. Especially the ones where I talk Althea into being a bride’s maid. Though, whew, the three-way stuff we do after that is a bit too intense at times for me.

“Let’s just say that if I can get Althea on my hook, I’ll never be bored as a housewife. It’s pretty rare that she ends up swinging that way. Takes a lot of work and more or less getting her to fall in love with me, without realizing it.

“Personally, I’m not sure I really want that. I’m happy just loving you, and her loving you, too.”

Warner was once again absolutely convinced that Daria was fucking with him. Sometimes he wondered if she was just messing with him when she said things.

“I can only imagine how strange and terrifying your life is,” Warner murmured.

“Right? It took me years to look sane to my parents,” Daria said. “It’ll take me a bit to get used to the way the visions happen now, but I think I can get it under control sooner rather than later.”

“Good thing I’ve just come to accept it,” he said as Daria pulled them into a parking lot. “Just part of who you are. Not even that disorienting anymore.”

“Awww, thanks hon,” Daria said, her hand stroking Warner’s thigh. “That’s awfully sweet. I didn’t even see that one coming. You still can surprise me, it seems.”

Pulling into a parking spot in front of a gun store, Daria leaned over and kissed Warner’s cheek.

“Thanks,” she said, smiling at him. “Maybe I won’t try to control it at all then. Seems like you find it endearing in a way.”

Warner couldn’t deny that.

Turning in his seat, he looked at Daria with raised eyebrows. “Well?”

“Hmm?” she asked, gazing back at him with a smile. “Oh! Oh. Yes. Sorry. Was just looking at all the fun possibilities for where this goes today.

“Uhm… oh. This is perfect. The owner is a criminal. She straight up runs guns. Just don’t kill her till we don’t need her in a few years and we’ll be fine.”

“Don’t kill her?” Warner asked, watching Daria.

“She’s going to make you want to kill her. A lot,” Daria said with a wince. “Just… don’t. We’ll get caught if you do something and we need her. So don’t.

“I mean, I get off with just community service but you end up doing time. We do end up having kids and all that normal stuff in conjugal visits, but Maya doesn’t do so well with it and Althea leaves.”

Right.

Don’t… kill her. Got it.

Nodding his head, Warner let out a slow breath.

“I’ll stay in the car. She flirts with you a bit if I’m not there,” Daria said. Then she reached out and adjusted the collar of his shirt and flicked her fingers through his hair several times. “Flirt back with her a bit. She’ll ask you to dinner. Agree to go with her. She’ll end up canceling the day before and you can leave it at that for now. No need to lie to her. Just come straight out and tell her what you want.”

Smirking at that, Warner raised his eyebrow.

“I don’t really flirt. It’s more awkward stumbling with words,” Warner argued.

“I know, and it’s endearing to some women. She’s one of them,” Daria said. Lifting a hand, she cupped his cheek and gently turned his head one way then the other. “Okay, you’re ready.”

“Thanks,” Warner said, then decided to act completely on a whim. “Take you out to dinner tonight?”

Daria blinked suddenly, her face a mixture of surprise and sudden fear.

“I… ah… yes?” Daria said.

“Is that a question or a statement?” Warner asked.

“Ah, yes. Yes, I’ll go to dinner with you,” Daria said, her eyes watching him intently. “If you promise me that if I ask to go to the bedroom, you’ll let it happen.”

“Okay,” Warner said with a shrug of his shoulders. Going with it, rather than fighting it as his first instinct was.

“O-o-okay. Okay, great. Great,” Daria said, nodding her head, still looking very shocked.

“Do I need a condom tonight?” Warner asked, deciding to push Daria a bit.

“Uhm, no. Tonight is a safe night. You can… you can just… ah… go… inside me,” Daria said, suddenly licking her lips. “Okay. Okay! Go… uh… go inside now. Err, not me, into the store. Inside the store. She won’t get a customer for a bit.”

Perfect.

And now we know. If we don’t think about it, don’t debate it, and just go with whatever sudden thought we have, we can throw her off-balance.

Good to know.

Leaning forward, Warner pressed his lips to Daria’s. Kissing her deeply.

Reaching up, he laid a hand to her jaw as he did so.

Daria whimpered once, kissing him back earnestly.

Breaking it after several more seconds, Warner was pleased to find that Daria followed after him. Trying to kiss him more.

Feeling rather brazen, much like he did with Althea, his confidence soaring, Warner opened the car door and got out.

“See you in a bit, Tarja,” Warner said, hitting her real name on purpose.

“Y-yeah. See you in a bit, Warner,” Daria murmured from inside the car.

Walking to the door, Warner opened it and stepped into the shop. The electronic ding of a new customer sounded in the back of the store.

All around him was everything one would want or need when it came to firearms.

“Howdy. Welcome to Clear Sights. Can I help you?” asked a female voice from the direction where he’d heard the door alert sound.

A second later, he was struck by an absolute wave of injustice.

This shopkeeper sold guns to anyone who had the money. She also bought guns from anyone looking to drop one into her possession.

She was both directly and indirectly responsible for the deaths of numerous people. All because she was willing to take money rather than follow regulations.

The blood of innocents drenched her from head to toe.

Warner knew all of this and he hadn’t even seen her yet.

He wanted to walk over and slam her face through a countertop till nothing of her life remained. He desperately wanted to kill her.

The confidence of his previous actions, the feeling of righting the wrongs of the world, the desire to bring things to balance, roared at him to commit this act immediately.

Gritting his teeth, slapping a smile onto his face, and moving forward, Warner found the owner and criminal standing behind a glass counter.

A young woman in her late twenties who looked like she shouldn’t own a shop like this.

With pale skin, almost too large to be real dark brown eyes which you could fall into, and long blonde hair that hung down past her shoulders, her appearance was a glaring contrast to the reek of injustice on her.

She was thin, with a narrow waist but not an unappealing body. She fit in the “just more than a handful” category.

Wearing a nice-looking blouse and slacks, she seemed dressed for a day at the office.

Although the handle of the pistol at her hip definitely put that possibility back a few steps.

“Yeah,” Warner said, walking over to the attractive woman. He still wanted to put her face through the floor, despite her looks. Glancing at her name tag, he saw her name was Aelia. “I’m looking to pick up some weapons without the paperwork attached. A few rifles, few shotguns, few handguns. Looking for things that can be broken down easily for cleaning. Also need to have good reliability.”

Aelia opened her mouth, her tongue pressing up to one of her canines.

Then she shrugged her shoulders with a smile. Putting her hands on the counter, she leaned toward him.

“You certainly know what you want,” she murmured.

Okay, she really is starting to flirt with me already. Daria was dead-on.

“Well, easy to know what you want when you see it,” Warner said. Despite it seeming incredibly cringe-worthy, he deliberately forced his eyes to dip down to Aelia’s waist—the furthest down he could see of her—before trailing slowly back up to her face.

Grinning at that, her tongue still digging at her canine, Aelia chuckled. Then she reached up and flipped her hair back over her shoulder.

“Well aren’t you just delightfully forward?” Aelia said, then she sighed dramatically. “You a cop? I don’t sell guns like what you’re talking about. Never have, never will.

“I don’t have a record of such a dirty thing either. I’m a perfectly law-abiding citizen with everything aboveboard.”

I… don’t understand.

Daria said to be straight with her.

“No. I’m not a cop,” Warner said, then pulled out his cell phone and wallet and set it on her counter. “Not sure how to prove it to you though. I just want to buy guns illegally.”

Aelia looked confused and surprised at the same time.

Looking at the counter, she picked up his wallet and flipped it open. She went through the pockets and sleeves of it, pulling out his credit cards and health insurance card.

Then she picked up his phone and tapped the button on the side.

Reaching over, Warner took her hand in his and unlocked it.

Aelia gave him a strange look before she turned her attention back to his phone.

Tapping around for a whole minute, she finally set it down and looked back to Warner.

“You really just… walked in here and told me you want to buy guns illegally,” Aelia said, shaking her head. “Just like that?”

“Yes? Should I leave?” Warner asked, taking back his wallet and his phone.

“No. No, you shouldn’t just—ah… come here,” Aelia said. “Step up close to the counter.”

Doing as told, Warner stepped up to the counter.

Aelia’s hands moved across the distance between them and she started running her hands all over his chest. Then down his stomach.

Across his hips, along his back, and up over his spine.

Uh.

Looking more confused now than ever, Aelia then reached down between his legs and patted at the inside of his thighs.

“You’re… not wearing a wire… or packing a gun,” Aelia said, leaning forward to look down at his ankles. “You really did just wander in here and ask me that.”

“I think I’m going to leave,” Warner murmured. It’d been a bit much when she’d gone for his groin.

“Wait, sorry, stay here,” Aelia said. “I can sell you those guns you want.”

Looking toward the far side of the shop, Aelia cleared her throat. “Ben, can you man the desk?” 

“Yep,” called a voice from somewhere in the shelves.

“Come on,” Aelia said and went towards a doorway in the corner.

Following her, Warner found himself stepping into a personal office.

Aelia immediately shut the door and sat down at the desk in the room, gesturing to a chair.

“Okay. I can get the guns. I probably already have some of them,” Aelia said. “You get caught with them, though, you don’t know me. If you do mention my name… well… I’m pretty sure one of my many other clients would get scared and kill you and me both.”

“Okay,” Warner said.

If anything… killing you and taking your client list would be ideal.

I bet I could go from A to Z on a killing spree and right a number of wrongs.

“Great,” Aelia said. “Sorry, I just… didn’t expect a handsome man like yourself to just wander in, flirt with me, and tell me they wanted to buy guns. You don’t look like the type.”

“And yet here I am, finding a beautiful woman behind a gun counter selling illegal weapons. Not what I expected, either,” Warner said with a shrug of his shoulders. Remembering Daria’s point about dinner plans, he figured he’d move to that one sooner rather than later. “Yet I found you here. An enchanting woman I’d love to have dinner with and buy guns from.”

Aelia took in a slow breath then put her elbow on her desk, her chin resting on her hand.

“You got it, Warner James. Dinner and guns,” Aelia said with a low chuckle. “You’re rather fun. Didn’t think I’d get a date and work in the same thing. You paying me in cash? You’re handsome, but not so handsome that I’d let you cheap out on me.”

“Cash is fine,” Warner said.

“Okay. I’ll need it all in two payments then. One to get the inventory moved here, the second payment to take ownership,” Aelia explained.

“That’s fine,” Warner agreed. “Two payments, cash, get the guns after the second.”

“Exactly. How quickly do you need them?” she asked.

“Pretty quick.”

“Right… okay. Three rifles, three pistols, three shotguns,” Aelia murmured as she leaned back in her chair. “Ten grand. That’s the best I can do for a quick turnaround.”

“Alright,” Warner said. Daria and he had already talked about pricing at the first gun store they’d visited. She was a little on the high side, but not by a lot.

“Okay, then. Ah… so… five thousand dollars, dinner, five thousand dollars, another dinner, and guns,” Aelia said ticking each point off on a finger.

“Exactly. You can even pick the restaurant,” Warner said. It was hard to want to do anything other than bash her head in due to the injustice roiling off her, but he didn’t have a choice right now. “My treat and don’t hold back. I imagine I’ll buy more weapons from you in the future. Better to treat you right from the start.”

Aelia grinned, her eyebrows going upwards.

“I’m an expensive date, you know. I’m not easy, either,” Aelia said, pointing a finger at him. “You’ll need to work at it, but I’m interested.”

“Got it,” Warner said, not concerned in the least. Daria had already tipped him off that she’d ditch him.

“Alright… fine. Fine. The Hill Grill. It’s downtown. You know where that is?” Aelia asked.

He knew exactly where it was and how expensive it was. Asa had forced him to take her there several times a year.

“That’s fine. I do know it, and where it is,” Warner said easily. He even knew how to make reservations.

And that one could cancel them very easily but lose their hundred dollar table hold deposit.

That’s rather easy.

“Okay. How about Monday night? It’s my next day off and we can take care of things then,” Aelia said.

“Not a problem. I’ll make the reservation. Seven o’clock?” Warner asked.

Aelia shook her head, grinning at him. Her lips spread apart and she started to dig at her canine with her tongue tip again.

“Alright. Seven o’clock, The Hill. I’ll meet you there. We can go back to your car afterward for the money,” Aelia murmured.

“Great, see you then,” Warner said, standing up.

Aelia held a hand out to him across her desk as she stood up as well.

The moment he shook her hand, she pulled him across the table and planted a kiss on his cheek, then laid her lips to his ear.

“See you then, Warner James,” she whispered, her hand holding onto him with an incredible amount of strength which he didn’t expect.

Releasing her grip, she stood behind her desk with her hands on the top of it. She didn’t move away from it, she just watched him with a wide, teeth-baring smile.

Nodding his head and smiling back at her, Warner left her office and went straight back to Daria’s car.

As soon as he sat down in his seat, he realized something was wrong.

Daria was looking at him with wide eyes and a somewhat horrified expression.

“What?” he asked.

“You weren’t supposed to ask her out. She was supposed to ask you out,” she murmured. “She won’t cancel, and you’re going to end up going to dinner with her.”

“Oh,” Warner said, looking ahead of himself. Then he sighed.

“Your future visions make this very difficult,” he said. “I didn’t even consider I’d change things by acting on it.”

“Yeah. Tell me about it,” she muttered, putting the car in reverse. “I didn’t expect you to do that. If you’re going to keep acting off the script, it’ll make all this harder. In telling you about what might happen, we can end up making it very different.”

“Right, sorry. On script,” Warner said.

And script means… dinner with Daria tonight and possibly more.

Then dinner with Aelia and… god only knows.

“On script,” Warner repeated. “So… dinner?”

“Dinner,” Daria said after a second, her frown replaced by a smile. “Dinner and a good time. I’ll put Maya in her room. We won’t get home till late, and when we get home, we’ll still be busy.”

His extreme confidence from righting scales seemed to muscle its way to the front as soon as Daria finished speaking.

“Sounds great,” he said, deciding on bedding Daria.

Repeatedly.

Dinner and definitely more.


Sixteen

 

“I’m really sorry. I’m on my way. I shouldn’t be much longer. Just a few minutes,” read the text message from Aelia. “I’m really sorry.”

Unable to help himself, Warner smirked and leaned to one side.

He was already sitting at their table and had been for the last ten minutes.

Glancing to the time in the corner of his phone, he found that it was only five minutes after when they were supposed to meet.

Slowly, Warner began tapping in a response.

“You sure you just don’t want to meet me? We could meet up another day or I could swing by your office tomorrow with the money,” Warner wrote.

“No! I want to have dinner with you. I’m going to make this work,” Aelia had sent, followed by another message. “I just had to take care of a few things that I hadn’t expected.”

A new message popped up, this one from Daria.

“Fed agents stopped her and wanted to talk to her about the bombing. In the outcome where she’d asked you out, she was too mentally worn out after dealing with the officers to see you.

“In this one, because of how you treated her, she’s excited to go to dinner with you. Condoms are in your glove box if you decide to go that route.”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Warner still couldn’t quite understand Daria.

Their own dinner had gone amazingly so. Followed by a night of bedroom play that rivaled even what he’d done with Althea.

Only to wake up and find Daria already cooking breakfast for everyone in the house.

Something he’d never been treated to before.

Always ended up doing all the cooking didn’t I?

And the cleaning.

And the shopping.

I did… I did everything, didn’t I?

Now, he had someone to rely on. Someone who told him what she felt was best, even if it wasn’t something she wanted.

He had a partner.

“Should I?” he sent back to Daria.

Thankfully the psychic had gotten a lot better about responding before he could do anything.

Instantly, he got a response from her even before his message read “Delivered”.

Like she’d already written her response and was waiting.

“I think it would definitely help in the short term and bind her much closer to us,” read the start of the message. “Long-term, I’m not so sure. She fights with Althea a lot and doesn’t like me much for a bit from what I can see. She slides into the harem easily enough, though.

“There’s a certain point I can’t see beyond and I can’t speak after that. Honestly, I can’t even tell you where that point is till we’re closer. Like there’s a major divide in the path we’ll be coming to and it’s not something I can see yet.”

“Right. We’ll tackle that when we get there. Your answer though, Daria?” Warner asked, pushing for what her opinion was. If she told him to sleep with her, he would.

This time her response took till after it was delivered.

I wonder what that’s about.

“Sleep with her. Her place. No condom. Don’t let her get on top. Don’t stay the night. We have work tomorrow,” read Daria’s message.

“Okay. I’ll do that then,” Warner replied.

He was about to put his phone away when it chirped again.

“Hey. Okay. I’m here. You’re inside?” Aelia sent.

“I sure am. Straight in from the door, can’t miss me,” Warner wrote. Then he put his phone in his pocket and looked towards the door.

A minute later and he saw Aelia come through it.

Wearing a pure white dress with a black belt circling her narrow waist, Aelia looked incredible. Her hair was down and styled, her makeup artful and light, and the way she moved was light and free.

Easily outclassing Daria and Althea with the barest of makeup and wardrobe change, Aelia was a strange thing for Warner.

She also fit the expectation of the place extraordinarily well right now. With as expensive and rich as the restaurant appeared to be, she was the type of client they wanted.

Unfortunately, the reek of her injustice was like being next to a half-empty pond which had been a recent breeding ground for geese and ducks. It was extraordinarily odd.

He was both attracted to her and repulsed by her at the same time.

Smiling when she saw him, Aelia breezed past the hostess podium and went straight to him.

“You really are here,” Aelia said, coming up to stand next to him rather than sit down. “I’ll be perfectly honest with you, I wasn’t sure if you were tired of waiting.”

Leaning in quickly, Aelia kissed his cheek and then sat herself down in the chair across from his own.

“I said I’d be here, and I’m here,” Warner said with a smile and then sat down.

“How delightful,” Aelia murmured, arranging herself and getting comfortable. “I have to admit I’ve never been here. Never had a reason to come. And in my line of work… well… I don’t meet too many of the type that I’d hope would ask me out to this kind of place.”

Technically she said she wanted to go here but… we’ll let it slide. She seems happy.

“I’m not going to give you a discount, you know,” Aelia said looking up from her lap to Warner.

“On what?” he asked, confused by where she was directing the conversation.

A waiter came up and bowed his head to Aelia.

“Good evening, welcome to the Hill. Here’s our menu,” said the man. “Your companion has already selected a fine red for the drink of choice for the evening for you. Unless there was something else you’d like?”

Aelia’s mouth slid open a fraction and Warner could see she was once against attacking her canine with her tongue tip.

“Some water to go with the wine, but that’ll be all,” Aelia murmured taking the menu.

“Very good,” replied the waiter and then left quickly.

“A discount on goods,” Aelia explained, picking up the conversation.

“Okay?” Warner asked. He wasn’t quite sure what she was getting at. “I have the full amount in the car by the way. I figured this whole thing would go easier if I gave you it all up front. Rather than in two parts.”

Tilting her head to one side, Aelia watched him. She shook her head in an odd fashion and then laughed.

“Alright. That’ll… yes, that’ll make it easier,” Aelia said. “Does that mean I don’t get to go to dinner with you again later?”

“Huh? Why not? We could go to dinner a week from now on your next day off, if you like,” Warner countered. “Or sooner, if you prefer.”

Daria had made it seem like the goal was to drag Aelia close enough that she could be a long-term asset. Even giving him her opinion that he should sleep with the woman.

So he’d do just that. Drag her in close.

Regardless of the fact that her stench made him want to crush her skull.

Watching him quietly for several seconds, Aelia slowly tilted her head the other way.

“Okay,” she said. “Dinner again this coming Monday. My place this time. I’ll make the meal for us.”

“Great. I can’t wait to see your place,” Warner said, giving her a smile.

“Mm. I bet,” Aelia said, her eyes slowly brightening as she continued to stare at Warner.

 

***

 

Sliding into his car, Warner was shocked to discover Daria sitting in the passenger seat.

Dozing quietly.

Not really sure how to handle this, or even what to do, he put the key in the ignition and turned to her.

There was a note attached to her jacket.

“Just wake me up,” it said.

“Right,” Warner said. Laying a hand on her shoulder, he gave her a gentle shake.

Snorting, Daria lifted her head away from the headrest and her eyes opened slowly.

“Oh, hey. All done with her?” Daria asked with a yawn at the tail end.

“Yeah,” Warner confirmed. Aelia had been vigorous and surprisingly into sex. Each time she tried to get on top though, he’d done as Daria had suggested and not allowed it.

Pinning her to the bed or rolling her to the side.

“Mmkay,” Daria mumbled, and reached up to rub at her eyes with her hands.

“Why are you here exactly?” Warner asked. “You said you’d watch Maya.”

“And I did. But I’m here now because this is where I should be. I can’t say anything else,” Daria said and then sighed. “Ugh. That was hard to watch, you know? I thought it would be easier after Althea. It wasn’t.”

“No, I don’t know,” admitted Warner. “But I’m sorry.”

“Yeah. Thanks. I appreciate it. Okay, get going,” Daria said flicking her hands forward and then putting on her seatbelt.

Chewing at his lip, Warner felt like he didn’t have another option available to him.

There was also a fear that if he remained, Aelia could come out of her house and spot him with Daria.

Getting rolling again, he started off down the street.

“Can’t tell me cause it could skew the results?” Warner ventured.

“Exactly. See? You’re learning. It’s a good thing my partner is so bright,” Daria said sleepily.

“How about you tell me and I promise to react how I normally would,” Warner offered.

“No. No more future views like that. You changed Aelia again,” complained Daria. “Now she’s going to fall in love with you to the point that we’re almost always stuck with her. Stays even when Althea leaves or I leave.

“Stays when neither of us leave, too. You only end up killing her in a few outcomes from there, which is surprising. All because you can’t seem to keep your brain where it is before I tell you what’s coming.”

“Sorry,” Warner offered.

“Don’t be. It’s hard. I know it is,” Daria said.

“Well… uhm… are you hungry or anything? Should we stop somewhere?” Warner asked.

Laughing, Daria leaned across the seat and laid her head on his shoulder.

“Aww, you feel guilty now about having Aelia. It’s okay. I get it. And no, I’m good,” she murmured and then fell silent.

“Daria?” Warner asked.

There was no response.

She’d already slipped right back into sleep.

Shifting his arm around till Daria’s head was pillowed on his shoulder and the side of his seat, he kept driving.

Making his way home, Warner was eventually aware of the fact that he kept noticing a pair of headlights behind him.

A set that’d been following him for a considerable distance at this point. They’d made every turn he had and kept with him on the highway.

Despite there being many open lanes and Warner only traveling several miles per hour over the limit.

He glanced down at the top of Daria’s head, where it rested against his shoulder.

Was this what you were talking about?

Or is the fact that I’m questioning right now what you were talking about?

Hm.

Hm, hm.

What would I do if I was alone and I thought someone was following me?

I’d… I’d brake and let them pass.

Warner began pressing down on his brakes. Then for good measure, he tapped his turn signal on. Creeping ever lower in speed, he kept his foot on the brake.

When the headlights behind him didn’t move or shake off, Warner realized he did indeed have a problem.

Okay. Next… next, I’d pull off.

Moving to the right, Warner slid off the main street and into a small shopping area with a grocery store.

Moving to the front of the darkened storefront, Warner glanced into his rearview mirror.

At the same time, a car pulled up next to him on his side of the car.

It was a car full of people. He couldn’t tell what their ethnicity was or what they looked like. The lights from the open store nearby didn’t seem to be working all that well.

Daria mumbled something and leaned away from him. Shifting around in her seat, she laid her head down on the inside of the passenger door.

An interior light turned on in the car next to him for a second as someone opened a door which was rapidly closed again.

Warner saw there were three people in the back seat, and two in the front.

They were all wearing face masks, but he could vaguely tell that two appeared to be white and two were black.

The other one—sitting in the back seat furthest from him—he couldn’t even see, other than that they existed.

Making a hand motion at Warner, the passenger clearly wanted him to roll the window down.

Gritting his teeth, and not really wanting to deal with this right now, Warner rolled the window down. Making a show of it looking like it was a hand-cranked window.

At the same time, he tried to disguise his other hand going to the center console and retrieving his last firearm there. The revolver he’d taken so long ago.

Leaning back in his seat, Warner pushed the revolver up against the inside of his door. Pointing straight at the person across from him.

Strangely, there wasn’t a strong sense of injustice coming from these people. There was a general sense of injustice from them, but not much more than what he’d come to expect from anyone he encountered.

The normal run of the mill everyday stuff that all of humanity participated in.

“Yeah?” Warner asked. Part of him was hoping this was just a young person prank and they’d ask him if he had any mustard.

“You just left someone’s house.”

Surprisingly, Warner had been wrong, it was a young woman, not a young man.

“Okay?” Warner asked, not wanting to really respond to that in a positive or a negative way.

“Uh… did you leave a certain person’s house?”

“I think most of us did?” Warner replied.

“Yo, what the fuck?” said someone else in the car.

“Shut up,” said a third.

“Did you just leave Aelia’s house?” asked the person at the window directly.

“Yeah, why?” Warner asked again. “And why is it any business of yours? Why were you following me? You have masks on, should I be calling the police?”

One and all of the people in the car seemed genuinely spooked at the questions.

“Uh,” said someone intelligently.

“You’re not… you’re not—” said a second, then eventually became quiet.

“If that’s it, I’m leaving,” Warner said. “And stop following me or I’ll call the cops.”

“Wait,” said the young woman. She pulled her mask down.

Young, pretty, with dark skin and light brown eyes. Her black hair peeked out from under her hoodie.

“I just—that—ahhh… look. Look. Aelia? She’s a gunrunner,” said the woman. “She sells guns to people who shouldn’t have guns. And then people get hurt or worse. She doesn’t care and she needs to be stopped.”

Huh. Young vigilantes trying to balance the scales.

Too bad for them, I actually need Aelia. Otherwise, I’d have already killed her myself.

“How dare you,” Warner said, glaring at the woman. “How dare you talk about her like that? How… how absolutely dreadful. Go home. Go home to your parents. It’s a school night.”

Shaking his head, Warner rolled up his window and looked away from the car.

Seconds afterward, the car peeled out of the parking spot and zoomed away, leaving Warner in his own car.

With a groan, Daria sat up in her seat and ran her fingers through her hair.

“Ugh. Alright. I’m glad that’s over,” she muttered. “We’re going inside the grocery store now to pick up a few things. Bacon for starters.

“I seriously underestimated how much you like it and I don’t have enough to make breakfast for everyone tomorrow. At least, if I want to make sure Maya gets some. With how much of a sweetie she is and is part of your life, I need to make sure I keep her suitably taken care of.”

“Uh, what?” Warner asked, looking at her.

“We’re going into the store,” Daria said pointing at the grocery store they’d parked in front of. “Come on. You can push the cart while I fill it up. It won’t take long at all. I promise.

“And if you’re an especially good helper, I’ll make sure I take care of you tonight when we get home. I know exactly how you want it every time you know. And I know Aelia didn’t hit every itch you had. I’ll scratch ’em. I just never know how sex will feel for me.

“Have I mentioned how exciting that is? Sex is amazing.”

Daria opened her car door and then got out. She did a little stomp with her feet and started running her hands up and down her arms like she was cold.

“Right… uh… grocery store,” Warner said and then turned off the car. Getting out of it, he looked across the roof to Daria. “You… you took a taxi to sit in my car just to go to the grocery store with me?”

“Yeah!” Daria said with a smile. “And maybe I was a little jealous. It really sucks to know Aelia… Aelia did what she did. So now I gotta make up for that and get back in first place. Ya know?”

“And that’s bacon,” Warner said with a grin, unable to help himself.

“Well, that and what I’m gonna do to you when we get home,” Daria said. “Now hurry up and let’s get going or you can hold my purse for me, too.”

“I mean, if you want me to. Not like I haven’t done that before,” Warner said, coming around to the other side of the car.

This time, however, he imagined he wouldn’t be resentful being made to hold a purse for the woman he was with.

Because if Daria asked, it was because she needed him to hold it, or felt that he should hold it for some reason.

Not like Asa, who did it just to show control over me.


Seventeen

 

“You can’t,” said Warner’s boss, Matt, over the phone.

“I can. I am,” Warner disagreed. “I’ve been offered a much more lucrative position with a few new job duties as well.”

“This is just so… unexpected,” Matt murmured.

“Yeah. Sorry. Well, there it is. I’ll ship the laptop back to the office. I’ll make sure to have it deliverable only with a signature, courtesy of you. Just mail me my last paycheck,” Warner said.

Looking up from his desk and turning slightly, he found himself practically staring at Daria’s stomach. The white fabric fluttered when he breathed out.

Two hands gently came down to rest on top of his head and smoothed his hair back.

Warner slowly lifted his eyes up to find Daria gazing down at him with a wide smile.

She’d been incredibly generous of herself since having more or less moved in the day after Althea spent the night.

Caring for Maya when Warner had to leave, making meals for the three of them at every opportunity, and keeping Warner occupied at night.

All the while, helping him navigate the purchase of guns with Aelia, outfitting the basement to fit his needs, texting with Althea, and even helping him sell some of the gold locally when he’d gotten nervous about showing up too regularly.

Without Daria, this transition to full-on vigilante would have been incredibly difficult.

Because that’s what he was.

A vigilante. Yellow Eyes.

His brief brush with those young stupid kids who were trying to bust Aelia had only driven that point home for Warner.

“—talk to you about this?” Matt asked.

“No. Thanks. Have a good day,” Warner said, and then hung his cell phone up.

“Good job, dear,” Daria said, her thumbs pressing to his forehead and stroking backward into his hairline. “That was very well handled. Our next stop is the basement, so we can talk about that patrol you were thinking about doing.”

Grinning, Warner laid his cell phone down on the desk and closed his eyes.

“You know, it’s actually growing on me. You knowing which way we’re going and what we’re doing next,” Warner admitted.

“I know. I do believe I told you that,” Daria said with a deep chuckle. Her fingers dug into his scalp as her thumbs continued to knead at his forehead. “Your next major revelation will be when you realize you actually do love me. Though I can’t speak more of that otherwise it might change it. And I really don’t want to do that.”

Laughing, Warner couldn’t argue that point.

He really was lousy about skewing things if he knew what was coming.

“Fine. We can’t talk here? It feels really good,” Warner said, not wanting Daria to stop.

He really hadn’t gotten much attention from Asa like this.

Or any woman, really.

Before Asa, it’d been quick and rough things. With Asa, it’d mostly been her childish power-games or sex.

But he was getting attention now.

The more he thought about it, the more he didn’t actually want Daria to stop anything that she’d started doing.

Warner had also noticed a considerably sunnier disposition from his daughter at the same time. Daria had been good for her, too.

What if I’m already in love with her?

Or is it just that I’m a starving houseplant that’d never seen true sunlight before?

“Because I’m afraid if I keep doing this, you’ll carry me off to the bedroom and we won’t get any talking done,” Daria said earnestly. “But if we go to the basement, we talk about it first, then you carry me off.”

“I can’t promise to carry you off after and talk about it first?” Warner tried.

“You fail. Every time, Hon. I’m very hard to resist for you. And it’s not like I’ll say no. I’m flattered and surprised at how differently you’re acting after our talk about being prudish. It’s lovely,” Daria said and then tapped a thumb between his brows. “Come on. Don’t worry. I’ll give you more attention, my sweet little Warner. Lots and lots. More than you could ever actually handle. Just don’t stop saying yes to my whims.”

Turning away from him, Daria wandered off toward the living room rather than the basement.

“I’m going to go into the basement to help your dad with setting up his new job. Do you need anything, sweetie?” Daria asked.

“No, I’m good. Thanks. You need anything?” Maya asked from the living room.

“You know, I really don’t. But with you being so sweet, I could use a hug. That’s what I need,” Daria said and then bent over the couch.

Maya grunted in her normally standoffish way, but Warner could see her arms wrapped around Daria’s shoulders.

She was hugging the other woman quite tightly, in fact.

There was a murmured comment from Maya.

“I know, dear. And that’s what’ll happen,” Daria said, then stood up again. “Okay. Just call if you need something, and I’ll be right up. Alright?”

“Okay,” Maya said.

Daria turned and smiled at Warner, then walked toward the basement door and started going down.

Hm.

Hm hm.

Maya… isn’t just sunnier but… warmer.

Following the psychic down into the basement, Warner felt a sudden flare of guilt. Guilt that he was clearly falling head over heels for Daria while Althea knew nothing at all of the situation.

Putting his hands in his pockets, Warner stopped at the bottom of the stairs and found Daria not far away.

She was smiling, hands behind her back, looking like she wanted to say something.

Oh. I’m going to talk about it. And she already knows what she wants to say.

What if I skipped all that and went straight to the end.

And just asked her if it works out.

Or… or do I just… let go of the need for control that’s made up my life since Asa left and… let her handle it. Maybe it’s not fair to Althea but… Daria knows what I want.

She’d work toward that goal. In fact, maybe I just do that.

Not bring it up at all or nothing more than a single question.

Because let’s be honest. At this point… I care for Althea and Daria equally. If not slightly more for Daria just because of how she’s treating me.

Realizing that’s what he wanted to do, he watched as Daria’s face flashed with several different emotions. Finally settling on one of joy and excitement.

“You got it, Tarja?” Warner asked.

“I do! Don’t worry. Her hurt will be minor and brief. Not much more than a single thought of betrayal, and then complete understanding. I know what you want, yes. She’ll slide right into the harem, and actually be pretty happy,” Daria said. “Thank you for your trust. If I can fix it so she doesn’t even hurt at all, I will.”

True. That’s true.

There are some situations she can’t actually change. She even said that.

Warner nodded and walked over the bench he’d set up.

Resting on top of it was his only firearm, the revolver, his sword, and a number of odds and ends he thought he might need for a patrol.

“I can’t see the details of your night out,” Daria said. “Or honestly anything beyond it. There’s something blocking me. So you do need to be careful. Your safety isn’t a guarantee tonight. I’d say everything you brought with you when you came across me should be good.”

Warner grunted at that and then looked at the map of Larimer.

“Was thinking about going into this area,” Warner said, indicating a suburb of Larimer that was considerably less well-to-do.

“Well, I don’t really get any hits one way or the other with that one,” Daria said, moving in next to Warner. “I can tell you that you should stay out of the Downtown area tonight. Althea just got a promotion into the PID and she’s going to be patrolling tonight with her new partner.”

“PID,” Warner murmured. Not quite sure how to handle that. He’d been texting with Althea back and forth quite a bit, but it’d mostly been general things.

And about the fact that Althea was starting a new job, but she couldn’t talk about it. That she was overwhelmingly busy and missed him, but that was just how the life of a cop went.

“Paranormal Investigation Department. Police for Paranormals. That’s all. Not a problem for you or I,” Daria explained. “You just wouldn’t want to run across her with that sword you’re carrying. It’s not a normal sword and would likely set off any scanning equipment they could be using. But you already suspected that.”

Warner had indeed thought that the sword wasn’t altogether a normal sword. He’d felt like something was there at one point.

“Ok, got it. So… I’m okay to patrol this area?” Warner asked.

“Sure! I have no idea why it wouldn’t be okay. As I said, I don’t get any readings one way or the other,” Daria repeated. “Would you like me to go with you, stay in the car, or remain with Maya?”

Blinking at that, Warner had to really consider it.

“Can you stay with Maya?” Warner asked. “If I need you, I’ll call you.”

“Of course, I can. I really like Maya, she’s a real sweetheart,” said Daria with a laugh.

No. She’s really not. In fact… she’s always disliked women in general. You and Althea are firsts.

But the way she treats you is even more astonishing.

“Now, come up to our bedroom with me, hon. I believe I promised you attention before you go to work,” Daria murmured, taking his hand in her own. “And I’ll always carry out on my promises when it comes to your attention.”

 

***

 

Walking along the sidewalk, Warner kept to himself. His hands tucked deep into his pockets, keeping his coat close to his body.

His equipment was strapped all over his body. If he lost hold of the coat, he’d likely give someone a clear view of his sword.

The temperature had been dropping steadily as he walked along the sidewalk. Moving one block at a time.

Up one street for quite a ways, across to the next block, then down the street again in the opposite direction.

So far, he hadn’t found anything at all.

I think… next time… we do this with Daria. I bet she could tell me if a street was worth going down or not.

This is stupid.

I’m stupid.

Pulling out his phone, he flicked the screen open and glanced at the front.

There were two messages.

Unlocking the device he tapped the first.

It was from Aelia.

“Hey handsome. Your inventory will be available tomorrow. I’ve taken the night off, too. Dinner? My place? You can get the items then. This doesn’t take the place of dinner on Monday. This is in addition to that.”

Remembering what Daria had said about Aelia, Warner really didn’t have much of a choice anymore it seemed.

He’d have to deal with being around someone who reeked of injustice. For a while at least, it sounded like.

Shaking his head, he typed in a response.

“Sounds great. Should I bring anything?”

Moving to the second message, he saw it was from Daria.

It was a picture of a grumpy looking Daria sitting next to Maya. Who had a rather elated look on her face. Between the two of them was a scrabble board.

There was a message underneath.

“I shouldn’t be losing as a psychic but Maya’s wiping the floor with me. Be safe while at work, hon. Thank you for being a provider.”

Smirking at that, Warner felt better in general.

He might not be at home, but he didn’t have to be at the moment.

His partner was taking care of it and keeping everything in order for him.

Hesitating for only a second, he typed in a message back to her.

“Thanks. I love you, Daria,” he wrote somewhat spur of the moment. Warner wasn’t going to hide or barricade himself from his feelings. Deny them and pretend they didn’t exist.

Fight them for the sake of fighting them.

Sounds like something a crotchety veteran would do.

With a name like Gustavus or something.

His phone vibrated as two messages dumped back into his phone.

The first was a wide-eyed picture of Daria staring into the camera. Behind her was an equally shocked looking Maya.

You weren’t supposed to read it aloud to Maya, you nit.

And really? Posing for a camera shot afterward?

Dorks.

Snorting, he moved to the second message.

“What, for the meal?” Aelia wrote. “Just yourself. Both nights. You’ll be my meal, and I’ll make yours.”

Before he could even think on how to respond, another message came through from Aelia. Apparently the wait for him to reply had been too much.

“Uhm. I’m not being too forward am I? Or greedy? It’s just that this is all so new and fun and exciting and I don’t even know how to handle it all. You’re so different and interesting.

“I’m not normally this way! I swear it. I’m not a slut or anything. I never take men back to my place.”

Warner started to type a response when a third message came in.

“What I mean is, I don’t take men anywhere! I don’t let them take me anywhere either! That is, I don’t do what we did with just anyone. Practically ever. I wasn’t being clear in my messages before this.”

“Uh,” Warner murmured. Not quite sure if he should respond now or just call her.

Coming to a stop at a faint smell wafting out in front of him, Warner’s mind shifted gears quickly.

Putting his phone in his pocket, he focused on the feeling of injustice he’d just come across.

Looking around, he found that there was a large building next to him. An apartment building, in fact.

Coming in waves from it, there was a deep and disgusting feeling of injustice and wrongness.

But it was as faint as could be.

Old.

Moving up the sidewalk, Warner contemplated how to handle this. As far as he could tell, there had definitely been something here at one point.

But he couldn’t really determine if they were still here. The feeling of age only increased as he got closer to the front door of the building.

Clicking his tongue, he reached out for the handle and gave it a pull.

It opened easily. There was no security on the door itself.

I mean. What’d I expect?

Picked the neighborhood for a reason.

Walking into the lobby, Warner looked around and found nothing that really stood out. It was much like any apartment building lobby he’d been in.

Though the sense of injustice wasn’t coming from the elevator, the stairs, or the emergency exit.

It seemed to be coming from a hallway in the back corner of the lobby.

Moving off in that direction, Warner kept himself as sharp as he could. He had the distinct feeling he was walking into a lot of bad things.

Bad things which had been here for a while and were just waiting for someone to come exploring.

To walk into its web.

Well. Maybe I’m the fly.

Or maybe I’m just a bigger spider.

Moving into the hall, Warner kept walking until he came to a door at the end.

Betting I’m the bigger spider.

Trying the handle, Warner found it was locked.

Looking over his shoulder, he checked to see if there was anyone behind him. Seeing no one there, he drew his sword from its sheath.

After his last encounter, he’d played around with a bit. Out of both a desire to learn more about what he could do, and simply to practice with it.

Focusing on the tip of the blade, Warner pushed himself mentally into the metal itself. Wedged himself deep into the material and demanded of it what he wished.

That he wanted it to slide right through the door knob as if it were little better than warmed butter.

Seeing a golden glow spread down from the edges of the blade, Warner gave the door handle a swipe with the blade.

With a pop and a clang, the knob fell away from the door.

Using one of the prongs on the guard, Warner pushed out the other side of the doorknob into the room he wanted to enter.

Reaching in with his fingers, he rotated the mechanism to draw back the latch bolt and shoved the door open.

Creaking loudly, the rusty hinges gave in and the door swung inward.

Stepping inside and kicking the broken doorknob in with him, Warner closed the door behind him.

The only light in the room came from the glow of his sword which had yet to fade away.

Moving a little deeper, Warner found a set of stairs which led down into what he could only assume was a basement.

And it was exactly where he could feel this terrible injustice coming from.

It’d only grown in strength after he opened the door.

Setting his teeth together, Warner began to walk down the stairs, his sword held out in front of himself. The golden glow of it was growing in power with every step.

Reaching the bottom, Warner lifted his sword up to get a good look at the interior.

Much like many basements, it was full of stuff which had likely been long forgotten. Cardboard boxes, old furniture, signs, decorations, paintings, paint cans, small carpet rolls.

Although the injustice which was pooled up in the corner was definitely out of the ordinary.

It didn’t seem to be coming from anyone or anything, however. It was just an empty corner in a basement.

Moving in close to that space, Warner could see that the injustice itself was boiling out from the wall. Seeping out through it as if it were permeable.

Reaching out with his left hand, Warner ran his fingers through the black inky injustice which was rolling down to the ground.

He’d never seen something like this.

Nothing like this at all.

It’s almost like a physical manifestation.

But it’s not.

Warner’s fingers passed right through the dark fluid. Clearly it wasn’t actually there, but was obviously something he could sense and see.

Bringing his sword tip over, he lightly scratched it against the wall.

With a hiss, the blade sunk in partially and then began to glide downward. He couldn’t push the sword any deeper however. Not with just the casual amount of strength he was putting behind it.

Drywall. But something much more firm behind it.

That’s curious, isn’t it?

Turning the blade, Warner began to slide it sideways across the drywall. Only to bring it upward and then back across.

As he pulled back on the hilt, the square of drywall fell away from the wall.

Looking through the cut he’d made, Warner found red brick and gray mortar.

“Huh,” Warner muttered, watching as a considerably larger amount of black gunk oozed out of the bricks.

Fitting the tip of the golden blade to the mortar, Warner shoved it in. As easily as it’d cut through the drywall, it went right through this as well.

Bringing the blade around, he followed the mortar across, down, and back around. Carving out a section of brick wall entirely.

Withdrawing the sword once more, Warner reached out and tapped at the bricks.

They didn’t move much, though the flow of yuck was increasing through the new cracks.

Digging at the edge with his fingertips, Warner pulled harder. Working his fingers around the break, Warner inched out one brick at a time.

Finally, the remaining brickwork fell out and clattered to the ground.

The strength of the horrid injustice Warner found inside was more than enough to have knocked him flat where he stood.

A disgusting black blob of foulness rapidly began expanding out of the hole Warner had made. Like a rushing torrent, it began to fill the corner of the room and unbelievably seemed to be speeding up.

“What the fuck,” Warner said, taking several steps back. Holding his weapon in front of himself, he wasn’t sure how to kill this thing.

It’s like the thing I fought to save Daria from.

But worse.

Rearing up, the black tar-like substance formed itself into a massive head. Then the mouth opened wide and shrieked inhumanly at Warner.

In a way that made his skin prickle and crawl.

Then the gaping maw slammed shut and long thin limbs began stretching out from the ever-expanding tar and began to tear at things around it, clearly trying to get closer to Warner.

Fuck. I’m the fly.
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Taking several steps backward, Warner kept the sword up and ready.

A long black arm darted toward him.

Flicking the blade to one side, and stepping at the same time, Warner neatly blocked the attack with a strike.

The limb was severed from the body. Hitting the wall, it stuck there and began to ooze down toward the bottom.

Unbelievably, it began to slide back toward the blob as if it were seeking out its original body.

Well, shit.

Lunging forward, Warner skewered his sword straight through the center of the dark, hideous monster. Sliding in halfway up, the blade parted the inky darkness as if it were little better than tissue paper.

Pulling back as soon as the forward momentum stopped, Warner regained his defensive posture.

With a disgusting gurgling noise, the monster flopped almost into two. The limbs that were sticking out at crazy angles collapsed to the floor.

A long, wet fart-like sound was loud in the small room, which was followed by a strangle bubble sliding up through the creature.

Then it lurched to life again, the dark goo slapping back together and jiggling toward him.

Ah, fuck me.

Is this why Daria couldn’t see past it? Because there’s no future for me and her after this?

Damnit.

Damnit all.

Gritting his teeth, Warner began to hack at every limb that came his way. Only one or two were close enough to lash out at him at any given time, which gave him the time he needed to reposition for each attack.

As he’d surmised however, each detached limb started heading back toward its body as soon as it landed.

Okay. Not working. Time to fall back and get out of here. I can bring Daria back and see about making this work.

Warner began to retreat back up the stairs, never putting his back to the creature.

With any luck it’ll be bound to where it came out of and—

Slowly, the disgusting blob began to roll and burble its way up the stairs. Its limbs pulled it along as it grasped at the rail in a distinctly Human-like way.

Yeah. Time to go.

Warner turned and sprinted up the stairs. Not bothering to wait around any longer.

Moving quickly, he got back to the hallway, closing the broken door behind himself as he did so.

Reaching under his coat, he slid the sword back into its sheath and then adjusted himself. Taking a moment to give himself a quick once-over, Warner moved out into the lobby.

No one was nearby and there didn’t seem to be anyone coming either.

Nodding to himself, he moved to the door, then paused.

What if it gets out of the basement entirely? What if it gets out and runs free?

Can it actually interact with people?

Shit. Did I just do the horror movie idiot hero thing?

Freezing there, Warner let his hand fall down to his side.

Rather than stand there and wait, Warner pulled out his phone and unlocked it.

Pulling up Daria’s contact, he started to type a message to her as quickly as he could.

Before he could finish, a message popped up from Aelia, interrupting him.

“I’m sorry. That was a lot of insecurity talking. I’m not used to this. You’re very different than almost everyone I run into or deal with.

“Did I ruin things? Can we start over where we were just being a little flirty about you being my meal?”

Growling, Warner flicked the message away to get back to Daria.

Only for the sound of a door creaking and crackling under what was apparently a heavy weight to reach his ears.

“Really?” Warner asked no one in particular. “Really?”

“Move it, dickhead,” said an older man, shoving Warner to one side as he entered from outside. “Blocking the door.”

“Huh?” Warner asked, looking at the man and then back to the hallway. He could barely comprehend that someone had just pushed him out of the way.

Inky hand-like projections slapped into the corner of the wall and the sides. Clinging there, as if it were dragging itself through the doorframe.

Holding to the edges, those hands with their long, strange fingers seemed to cling and pull at the walls themselves. Like they were vibrating in place.

It was strange and disconcerting to Warner.

Stopping stock-still in the middle of the lobby, the man was staring at the very same limbs. Apparently it was visible.

That answers that. He can see it.

“What the f—”

Before the older man could finish his sentence, the monster rapidly appeared from the hallway.

Quite literally flying out of it as if it’d been thrown.

Oh my fuck, it launched itself like a slingshot. Using its arms as the—

The dark morass of awfulness slammed into the older man and enveloped him from head to toe. Cutting him off before he could even scream.

Collapsing down over the top of the man, the monster dragged him to the floor. A strange white steam started to escape off the back of the creature even as the man writhed around inside of it.

Holy fuck!

What the fuck!

Shit!

Being as careful as he could, Warner drew his sword again and lashed out at the malevolent ooze. Trying to bring his slash in high to take the top off the thing.

Except it just flattened itself out, going under the blade. In doing so, it unintentionally thrust out one of the man’s hands from the side. Flesh began to slide off from the hand. As if it were butter on a hot skillet.

Hitting the ground, it continued to steam away. Slowly crisping into a dark brown color.

Can’t let it touch me. Okay. Can do this.

I just—

Reacting without understanding, Warner brought his blade around in a sweep, taking a black arm off at the point where its limb bent to one side.

Inside of that horribleness, the man who had been engulfed was now an unmoving log of dissolving meat.

Regardless of how he’d acted toward Warner, the man had had his life cut short far sooner than he should have.

From a monster made of injustice itself.

With a roar at that thought, Warner felt power flood through him. It strengthened his arms and legs, steadied his breathing, and cleared his mind of all the useless thoughts he’d been gathering there.

He knew without even looking that he’d likely just once more become Yellow Eyes.

Glancing behind, he could see there were a number of cars passing by on the street.

If this thing gets outside, it’s going to bring ruin to all it comes in contact with.

I’ll battle and defeat this abomination here.

And now!

Striding forward, Warner lifted his sword up partially.

Reaching into the sword, he flooded it with his personal belief of righteousness. That the world needed to be corrected and balanced.

Lighting up with a whoosh of gold and silver flames, the sword crackled and roared with fury.

Sensing that Warner wasn’t prey, the sickening abomination rapidly began to flow away from him with a considerable amount of speed. All the while, growing larger as it did so.

Spear-like limbs began to shoot out at Warner, forcing him back a step each time to defend himself.

“Foul creature. You’ve met your end,” Warner growled, marching forward at every available chance.

Given what’d happened to the very dead man who was little more than a charcoal log inside of the monster, Warner couldn’t let it escape.

Blasting through an emergency door and into an alley, the disgusting thing began to shape itself more into a ball.

“You’ll not escape,” Warner declared, moving forward and running his glowing weapon through the center of it.

With a strange hiss, the blob rolled off to one side. Then it spat out the very burnt corpse of the man along with a thin trail of unmoving gunk.

Before Warner could once more engage it, another spear-like limb launched out at him. At the same time, the creature formed a Human-shaped skull and screamed.

But it didn’t seem to be screaming at Warner.

More so, it seemed almost in vain, or at nothing at all.

Working his sword in smooth movements, Warner kept the hideous attacks from landing on him, but he couldn’t get a clear counterattack in. Each time he went to remove a limb, it was already retracting. Sometimes before it’d even come close to him.

The beast is stalling.

Why would it stall?

Acting on instinct, Warner danced to the left, swinging his blade out as he did so. Spinning with the step, putting himself out of range of the monster, he faced the way he’d come.

There was nothing there, but he could hear something happening inside.

A second later and a monstrous torrent of dark, horrid injustice flowed from the shattered emergency door. As if someone had turned on a faucet to the building and this was the result.

Rushing forward, it all slammed into the much smaller blob and began to grow.

And grow.

Not waiting, Warner charged forward again, this time toward the stream that was going toward his foe.

Slashing and slicing at it, Warner did his best to keep his blade in the muck at all times.

A stream of fiery black tar bled off from the surge and pooled on the ground. Burning and sizzling.

Some of that fiery material made it to the blob as well, where the creature had to suddenly dodge to one side. The moment it came into contact with the fire, more of it went up in flames.

Shutting off again, like someone had just cut the water off, the black stream of evil was no more.

Now the size of a rather large couch, the roiling injustice suddenly split horizontally in half. The upper half lashed forward at Warner, looking to engulf him. The lower half swept out in a low attack toward his knees.

Flipping his blade around, Warner touched the point to the ground and then held up his left hand in front of himself in a stopping motion.

A golden shell of pure power formed around him without any conscious thought.

“Disgusting thing, I’ll deliver you to justice personally!” shouted Warner as the malignant thing slammed down around the shell.

“Because now I have you right where I want you,” Warner said even as it surrounded him.

Lifting his left hand up, he put pressure on the inside of his golden spell. Building up more and more as he prepared.

He could see what he needed to do in his mind’s eye. See it exactly as if he’d done it a million times.

Closing his left hand, he brought it in slowly, letting the black ooze close in around himself.

Grinning, Warner was eager to see what was about to happen.

Because he knew it would utterly destroy the beast.

“Puny thing, you know not that this is your end,” lamented Warner.

Punching out with his hand, he pushed out with the power he felt inside of himself.

Bright white and golden flames filled the entirety of his world for a split second.

Followed quickly by the evil blackness exploding out in every direction. Across the walls, splashing over the ground, coating anything and everything nearby.

Each and every drop of that foulness was also burning brightly as the golden flame merrily ignited it.

Lifting his chin up, Warner knew that this was done.

But there was no feeling of righteousness. No sense that the injustice had been absolved and was no more.

Instead, he could feel only lingering injustice and a deep, dark despair. One that would fester and boil away.

The hole.

With a flick of his blade, Warner flung droplets of burning goo out to one side then slid the weapon home into its sheath.

Stepping quickly, Warner rushed back into the apartment building, holding his coat closed.

Panicked residents were running down from the emergency stairs and exiting the elevator as quickly as they could. Everyone then racing out the front of the building.

No time. Make it quick.

Turning, Warner entered the hallway and bolted down the stairs.

Down into the basement.

Walking over to the hole, Warner bent down and stared inside.

Only to find himself staring at a skull. An empty, discolored, Human skull.

From the skull, Warner could feel a deep well of loss and crushing despair.

So much so, that he knew that this was the source of the monster of injustice.

Peering into the hole, Warner could see there was an entire corpse in there. Not just a skull.

All of the grief, however, was held inside that hollow-eyed mockery of life.

Warner reached in, grabbed the skull, and pulled it out.

Working quickly, he fit the bricks back into position in the hole. Then put the square of drywall back into place over that.

Grabbing a stack of paint cans, he pushed them in front of the hole.

He’d come back later for the rest of the corpse if he needed it.

Lifting up the skull, he stared into its lifeless sockets. The lower jaw had fallen free and remained in the hole.

For now, he had what he needed.

Tucking it under his armpit, Warner left the basement. Up the stairs, across the room, through the shattered door, into a lobby teeming with people, and out into the street once more.

No one noticed him.

No one saw him.

No one was looking for him.

Vanishing into the crowd, Warner was just another person escaping.
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Closing the door to his car, he looked at the car next to his.

Daria’s car.

She’d gone through his garage and cleaned it out, moved things around, and made more than enough room to park her car inside the garage as well.

Moving to the door to his house, Warner opened it and stepped inside.

All the lights were off, everything was still, and the house was quiet.

Warner let the door close behind himself as he reached for the kitchen light.

Flicking them on, he found the kitchen was clean. Everything was exactly as it should be. There was also a paper note hanging from the microwave.

“Dinner inside! Heat for forty-five seconds with a paper towel over the top. I wanted to stay up for you, but I got really tired. You can wake me up if you like, or question the ghost without me.

“We can talk tomorrow morning if you don’t wake me. Either way, I love you!”

Ghost?

Warner contemplated that and then held the skull up in front of his face.

“Ghost?” Warner asked softly.

There was no response from the skull.

Tilting his head to one side, Warner decided to try something different.

Something he was somewhat concerned about trying to do.

To utilize whatever power was in him. Much as he’d used it for his sword, to empower his body, or to give him faster responses than he’d ever dreamed of.

Holding the skull in his bare palm, Warner tried to pull up whatever it was that was in him. Draw it up and channel it into the skull itself.

Nothing happened.

Or at least for several seconds.

Slowly, begrudgingly, Warner felt the golden glittering power that was his travel up from the middle of his chest.

Flowing like mud, it eventually made it way up his arm, into his hand, and finally into the skull.

Moving up through the teeth, into the cheek bones, it finally began pooling in the empty eye sockets.

Dull gold spheres formed in the middle and then solidified there. No more power would go into the skull.

“Hello?” Warner tried, letting his power return into him.

Though it was more like it crashed back into him rather than eased back into place.

“Where… what… what’s going on?” asked a hollow voice from the skull.

“I think you died. Possibly a while ago,” Warner tried. “I have your skull in my hand.”

“I… yes. I died,” said the voice, slowly gaining strength. It also distinctly became lighter in tone.

Female.

“I was out on my twenty-second birthday and… and I died? I died… I died! I was murdered!” said the voice. It was followed by a soft low wail. Almost a moan. “Why? There was so much left for me. I’m going to graduate! My parents bought me a car.

“I… my sister is going to graduate high school tomorrow. Was… going to graduate. I have to… no. No. I’m dead. I died.”

“You did indeed die,” Warner said, a theory forming in his head. Her murder and the fact that she was a ghost were likely the culprits for the monster of injustice he’d killed.

Since it hadn’t been tied to anything, he suspected that she’d been in that wall for a while. And that it was quite likely she’d eventually start generating more.

“What year is it?” Warner asked.

“Huh? It’s nineteen ninety,” said the ghost.

“No. No, it’s really not. You’ve been dead for almost three decades,” Warner said sadly.

Her corpse sat in that dark tomb and made that terrible mess. Festering like an infection. Just under the surface and out of sight of everyone.

I bet that building has a number of other ghosts caused by this. I’ll need to look into it.

“I… oh, gods. Oh, heavens. Why? I had so much… so much. Why? Why me?” wailed the ghost. The voice then trailed off into wailing cries, curses, and incoherent and unending rambling.

Rambling that didn’t stop for anything. No matter what Warner said or tried, it never deviated.

Frowning, Warner did something that would probably be a bit rude but he was tired.

Exhausted.

He didn’t want to deal with this right now.

Marching down into the basement, he opened a safe where he kept a large amount of gold. Put the skull in, and closed it.

All the while, the ghost blubbered and cried to itself incomprehensibly. 

Going back to the main floor, he decided against eating dinner as well.

He really just wanted to curl up in his bed and go to sleep. He was beyond exhausted.

Going to his room, he undressed quickly, getting down to his boxers and opened the sheets.

The lovely sight that greeted him was a half-naked Daria. Sleeping quietly, the psychic was lying on what she’d apparently decided was her side of the bed.

Thinking about it, she had gravitated to what had once been his side.

Setting the sheets back down, Warner crawled into the bed on the other side and got comfortable.

Moments after he closed his eyes, Daria slid to his side and snuggled up to him.

“Welcome home, hon,” Daria murmured sleepily. “You did good work today. Thank you for working hard.”

Patting his chest with one hand, Daria went quiet, and then started to snore gently.

Lying there quietly, Warner felt odd.

Strange.

He’d never felt more fulfilled before with what he considered “his work” in life. Even though his work was something which would likely get him shot by the police if he was ever caught.

On top of that, he had directly profited from someone else’s crime. Namely Lisa.

But even that didn’t feel like a misuse of justice to him. He’d know if it was.

It made him wonder about what technically was judging things one way or the other. And if his actions were justifiable, did that mean that by Daria supporting him, she would also push herself more into justice.

And what does that mean for Aelia?

Letting his thoughts wander, Warner eventually went back to what Daria had told him.

What she told him and the fact that when he really thought about it, he couldn’t remember a time when Asa had ever thanked him. For working, providing, or otherwise.

Let alone doing a good job.

Ever.

Curling his arm around Daria’s shoulders, Warner let out a soft breath, and tried to turn his brain off.
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Opening the safe, Warner wasn’t really sure what to expect.

Though he did have a few thoughts of what might happen.

None of those thoughts included a skull with glowing gold eyes sitting in the safe, doing absolutely nothing.

There was no more bawling, no more crying, no more screaming, pleas, or wails.

Absolute silence.

Frowning, Warner pulled the safe all the way open and tilted his head to the side.

The golden eyes tracked him, moving to follow him.

“Good morning,” Warner tried, wondering if this was perhaps a trap.

If the screaming would resume shortly.

“Good morning,” said the disembodied woman’s voice. Coming directly from the skull inside the safe.

“You’ve calmed down,” Warner said, squatting down in front of the safe and getting eye to eye with the skull.

“Yes. I have,” murmured the skull. “No amount of crying about my death will change it.”

“Hello!” Daria said, leaning down next to Warner. “I’m Daria. It’s a pleasure to meet you Tammy. I’m Warner’s girlfriend. We’ll end up getting married sometime next year in most eventualities.”

The skull’s eyes shifted to Daria and stayed glued to her.

“Are you… crazy?” asked the skull that was apparently named Tammy.

“No. I can just see the future in many things,” Daria said with a wide smile. “And yes, I’d be happy to look into what happened to your family while Warner tries to figure out what happened to you.”

Turning to Warner, Daria smiled and then kissed his cheek.

“I got your breakfast on the table. Maya and I are going out for a bit. She’s feeling a bit claustrophobic and I already know how to get her in the car without hurting her, and where she’ll have fun,” Daria said. “I also already set up the next two hundred and thirty-one mortgage payments out of an account I created. I did sell some of the coins the other day to make that happen. And yes, I took over all the bills, as well.”

Warner processed all that, then nodded his head. Leaning forward, he kissed Daria for a while, his hand cupping her jaw.

Eventually, he pulled away and patted her cheek once.

“Thanks, Tarja. Love you,” Warner murmured. He couldn’t quite explain how he’d fallen in love with her so quickly, or so deeply, but he couldn’t really deny it.

So much so that he absolutely believed he’d marry her by next year.

Should I go look at rings? Maybe I should ask her which ring she’d like the most and save myself some time. I mean… if she’s telling me the vast majority of our futures end up together, why fight it?

“Oh! I love you, too. Uhm… the… jewelry store near your old work. Third display on the right, second row, you’ll know it when you see it,” Daria said a bit dreamily. Her eyes partially lidded.

“Ugh,” Tammy groaned and then sighed.

Shaking her head quickly, Daria gave Warner a wide smile, kissed him again, and bolted away.

“Mm,” Warner hummed, looking back to the skull.

Daria ended up telling me what my goal was here as well.

Wish I knew how I determined that was the course of action but… I’ll take Daria’s shortcut.

“Sorry. We’re new at this. And apparently I’m supposed to work on your murder. Any ideas there?” Warner asked.

“No,” Tammy said softly. “I just remember going back to an apartment from a bar. Then waking up in the dark. I was pulled out of a trash bag and stuffed into the wall. Then… then walled up. I’ve been in there ever since.”

“Do you remember the bar you had gone to?” Warner asked.

“Yeah. Yeah, I do. I went there often. The Winged Horn,” Tammy said with some excitement. “I… I met my friends there a lot.”

Warner clicked his teeth together behind his lips and held his breath.

“The Winged Horn?” Warner repeated.

“Yes! It’s downtown. Been there a really long time as far as I know,” Tammy said. Then she made a long and slow sigh. “But I guess it isn’t there anymore, is it.”

“No… no, it’s still there,” Warner said, lightly scratching at his head as he spoke. “I’ve even been there.”

“Oh? Well… that’s… that’s good, I guess,” Tammy said. “Maybe not everything changed.”

The skull’s eyes began to slowly turn in their sockets, looking around the room.

“Did anyone know you at The Winged Horn?” Warner asked. He didn’t have a whole lot to go on here. Both locations were thirty years outside of when the event happened.

“I mean… I knew the owner. Kind of. Her name’s Deena,” Tammy muttered. “Or was, I guess. Maybe she’s dead.”

“Or… maybe she’s alive,” Warner said with a sigh. “And her daughter, Dianne, inherited the bar?”

“Deena? Married? Ha, no. Never. Not on your life,” Tammy said with a chuckle. “I know she didn’t go in for women, but she’s such a man-hater that the day she gets married is the day I’ll s...”

Tammy’s words died off into nothing. Once more coming to the immutable fact that she would do nothing ever again.

“Let’s focus on you, rather than the bar,” Warner said. He didn’t want to go back and he doubted there’d be anything there worth picking over anyways. “Last name? Parents? Sister? Where did they live? I can start running that down and seeing if I can’t get a hold of them. Maybe there was a police investigation or something. A missing person’s report. Something.”

Thirty-year-old leads were better than no leads at all, which was where he was right now.

Smiling, Warner tried to put on his best “everything will be okay” face.

He didn’t think it would be.

His entire “job” as he thought of it right now was punishing people.

Not running down a thirty-year-old missing person’s report.

But then again. There was a lot of injustice rolling off her. Would the killer be responsible for all of it?

If I could drop them into the dirt… then I’d be well on my way.

 

***

 

“Shouldn’t we be leaving?” Tammy asked from the island in the kitchen. “You already found my sister.”

“Yeah… I just need to respond to a few things,” Warner muttered, staring at his phone. Thankfully it wasn’t even past nine in the morning yet, so it meant he still had a semi-reasonable excuse for having not yet replied to Aelia.

He had to meet up with her today to get the new gear which he’d already paid for.

And somehow smooth everything over with her at the same time. Given what future actions Daria had told him she expected from Aelia, this was all a given, and he just needed to fix things.

Looking over the last message she’d sent, there was nothing new there.

“Did I ruin things? Can we start over where we were just being a little flirty about you being my meal?” Aelia had written.

Reading through all of the messages before that, Warner had the strange feeling that maybe Aelia wasn’t normal. That maybe she was more like some of the strange creatures he’d encountered as of late. That maybe she dealt with the “Paranormal Police” as Daria had called them.

Slowly, he tapped in a message to Aelia.

“Sorry. I had a run in with a PID agent and ended up forgetting all about my phone. I was working on something when they ran across me,” he wrote. “Also, I had a run in with a group of… people… that we should talk about. They asked me some pointed questions about you.

“As to taking things from the start, sure. I can do that. You sure you don’t want me to bring anything over for dinner? Food? Drinks? Nothing?

“As an apology for not responding sooner, could I come over around noon and have you for lunch?”

With how forward Aelia had been in her messages, he figured he needed to return some of the attention back to reassure her.

Not to mention that if he could see her earlier in the day, then he could get his gear, start tracking down Tammy’s sister, and go from there.

Slipping his phone into his pocket, Warner picked up Tammy’s skull and held it up to look into it.

“Alright. Let’s head out, shall we?” Warner asked.

“About time. Then again… it’s not like I don’t have anything but time,” Tammy murmured.

Slowly a black ugly tear rolled down the skeletal cheek.

Watching it slide down the skull, Warner now knew exactly where all that terrible injustice had indeed come from.

Reaching up with his hand, Warner pushed on his power. Pushed it to appear in his fingertip.

He felt it respond this time. Much more quickly than last time, in fact. His finger began to glow.

Moving that fingertip to the black inky tear, he caught it. It immediately burst apart in a golden shower of sparkles, the yellow flame devouring upward along the tear and into the socket.

“Ow!” Tammy squawked. “That hurt!”

“Sorry. You were leaking… something,” Warner murmured. “Something that can kill people.”

“I did? I was?” Tammy asked, shocked.

“Yes. And I think I understand this much better, now,” said Warner with a sigh. “And you’re going to have to work on not falling into whatever funk you were in or you’ll make more of that stuff.”

“I… yes. Okay. I’ll do my best,” Tammy whispered, the eyes in her skull slowly tracking to one side and down. “I’m sorry, Warner.”

“It’s alright. We’re in this together till we figure things out, right? Which means we just need to figure out how to make this work. And that—”

Warner paused as he felt his phone start vibrating in his pocket.

Moving Tammy to his left hand, he pulled his phone out with his right and flicked it open before the alert could even show up.

It was a new message from Aelia of course.

“Sure. Lunch. Me. Maybe at eleven? Come pick me up at the office?” Aelia had written. “Grab some cheeseburgers from somewhere as well. I doubt I’m very filling and I’m sure I’ll be hungry if you’re the only one eating.”

Smirking, Warner raised an eyebrow.

“You’re welcome to eat as well if you like. I’m just making sure I get what I want out of this at the same time,” Warner typed in.

Aelia’s response was almost instant.

“Misery me! Aren’t you just forward,” she’d sent.

“I know what I want. I’ve had it. I want more of it. Lunch and dinner today. Dinner again next week,” Warner typed in quickly. Aelia did better when she was being pursued than letting her come to him, he realized. “I’m also taking you to lunch every day next week. Or dinner three times. Your pick. A non-choice constitutes both.”

At the bottom of his screen he could see “Aelia is typing a message”.

“Kinda forward of you for a man with a girlfriend,” Tammy muttered after a minute passed.

“Technically, I have two girlfriends,” Warner replied, watching the phone.

“I… oh. You’re working on number three, then?” Tammy asked.

“More or less,” Warner agreed, nodding his head.

Finally, Aelia seemed satisfied with her message, as Warner’s screen flashed.

“Okay. Dinner three times next week,” Aelia responded. “Any other demands I should just give in to?”

Given how long she’d taken to respond to that, Warner imagined she was beyond flustered. Which was exactly where he wanted her, given what Daria had told him to do to keep her pliant.

Thinking about all the things Daria had told him, one suddenly stood out. Never let her get on top.

Warner decided to push.

“Great. I’ll buy a toothbrush and leave it at your place,” he wrote, deciding to literally try and bulldoze her to the ground. Not responding to her demands question at all. “Make sure you tell me if you need anything from the store those days as well. I’ll bring it home and we’ll go to dinner from there.”

Once more, Aelia was typing a response.

“You’re really pushing her,” Tammy said a bit breathlessly.

Glancing at the skull, Warner had to wonder if he was doing something he shouldn’t. It also sounded to him like maybe Tammy was having a hard time with something.

“I’ll make a list for you then. Thank you, that’ll actually be rather helpful. Sometimes I just get lost in my work and don’t have all the time I need to get what I want done,” Aelia wrote.

Then a second message popped in.

“Since we’re being so direct, can I just say I’m really enjoying being chased? A lot? Or is that in bad taste?” Aelia sent. Then two more messages popped in.

“Shit. I’m sorry. Just pretend the last message never came in. I don’t want to ruin things,” read the next message.

“The message about being chased that is. I’ll definitely make a list of things for you to bring home. I’d also like to talk about your business and the people you mentioned earlier,” read Aelia’s most recent message.

“She seems a bit high-strung,” Tammy murmured.

“I mean, I get the impression her day to day interactions are with less than desirable clientele. Chances are she doesn’t get much normal—”

Another message flitted into the conversation.

“You don’t have to tell me about your business if you don’t want to. Actually, I’m doing it again. You know what? Just come over and have me for brunch instead,” Aelia wrote.

And another message popped through before she could even think of responding.

“Please? I’m at the office.”

I wonder if that’s what Daria meant about not letting her get on top. She’s constantly trying to push ahead, only to back up and go passive again.

Warner typed in his agreement to come over, all the while grinning and shaking his head.

“High-strung and needy. You’ll have to keep her on a short leash,” Tammy commented.

Warner sighed and nodded his head. That was his general impression as well.

A new message popped up on his screen. This one, however, was from Daria, who was out with Maya.

“Next week she’ll cancel dinner on Wednesday because she won’t be feeling very well. You’ll have to go over with medicine on that day and take care of her if you forget to buy the medicine she asks for tonight. Get a blue toothbrush and move hers back a row when you put yours in the holder,” read the message. “Don’t worry about the stain after it happens. It works out in our favor. Keep pushing her like you have been.”

It was followed by a picture of Daria and Maya making faces in the camera while they sat at what looked like a park, a blanket beneath them.

Stain? Whatever.

“Your girlfriend is very strange,” Tammy muttered. “You know what? Your whole life is strange.”

“Says the skull that cries injustice in the form of black tears that eat flesh,” Warner countered. “And—”

Gagging suddenly, Warner set Tammy down, spun toward the sink, and proceeded to throw up violently into it.

Blood and glittery golden fluid splashed all over the interior of the sink and down the drain. Even as he continued to throw up, Warner didn’t miss Tammy’s next comment.

“Says the man who throws up blood and… glitter,” Tammy muttered.

 

***

 

Walking in through the front door of the shop, Warner was greeted with the sound of someone shouting.

The sign on the door had indicated that the shop was closed, but he’d tried the door anyway.

“Ah, I’m sorry but we’re clo— oh. Oh, hello,” said a young man in his twenties, standing only a few feet away. He had short brown hair and brown eyes.

Warner was pretty sure this was the same man who had been in the shop the last time he’d been here.

“She’s just… finishing some business in the back,” said the young man, not moving away from his position.

“I’ll fucking kill you!” screamed a man’s voice from the back. “You fucking bitch! Fuck you! Whore!”

“You’re a stupid asshole, you know that? An asshole and an idiot!” yelled Aelia back. “Kill me? I’ll kill you! I’ve buried more bodies of stupid drug pushers like you than you’ve probably ever even considered.”

“That so, bitch? I’m gonna fuck you and then kill you!” shouted the man.

Pulling the revolver out of its place on his hip, Sam walked over to the back office even as Aelia shouted back at the man.

As soon as he got to the doorway, Sam saw the person Aelia was arguing with.

He was a large man, perhaps in his early twenties, with a dark complexion and a solid looking frame. His posture and the way he was holding himself made him look like he wasn’t just threatening Aelia.

The sheer reek of injustice pouring off of him was also bad. Countless assaults, robberies, thefts, and a complete disregard for anyone and anything. He’d recently graduated to killing someone who owed him money.

On top of that, he was planning on raping, robbing, and killing Aelia if he had the chance to do so.

Of course, all the injustice that this man reeked of couldn’t even compare to what was wafting off of Aelia, but it was certainly bad enough to warrant a death sentence.

Warner was determined to lift the revolver and pull the trigger right now.

But he didn’t. Instead he stepped to the side and pulled his phone out.

Staring at it, he waited. He was counting on Daria giving him a green light or a red light. At the same time, he quickly slipped on a pair of black surgical gloves.

“Come on, Tarja, I really need you to show me the way so—”

A message flickered across his screen.

“Now. One bullet only. Love it when you say my name.”

Turning, Warner re-entered the doorway, lifted the revolver, and fired once.

Entering through the man’s temple and exiting the other side, a red spray of blood splattered onto the opposite wall.

He could feel the burn of righteous justice coursing through him as he went over to the man and looked down at him. The bullet had torn right through his brain and had clearly ended his life in that single second.

A small puddle of blood was already pooling right there on the linoleum. 

Reaching into his left coat pocket, Warner retrieved one of the massive garbage bags he’d included as part of his kit. There were a number of simple things he kept with him at all times, just in case he ran across injustice that he could punish.

Zip ties, trash bags, a mask, and a gun were the primary components of that kit.

Warner pulled the bag down over the dying man’s head. Trying to prevent even more blood from collecting on the ground.

The stain was large however. Then a memory clicked in place.

Ah. She knew about this long before it happened. The stain.

I wonder how it’ll work out for us.

“Wa… Warner? What… what did you—”

Turning his head, Warner met Aelia’s eyes with his own. Then he looked back at the corpse as he tied the bag closed around the man’s neck with a couple of zip ties.

“He was going to kill you,” Warner said simply. “And that’s just not something I can let happen.”

“They always—always say things like that,” Aelia murmured, her voice much softer now.

“He meant it,” Warner declared.

“You’re Yellow Eyes,” Aelia proclaimed in a whimper. “You’re here to kill me.”

Warner quickly checked the man’s pockets, wrists, and neck for anything he could steal.

Oh, nice watch. Decent amount of cash. Nothing else.

Pity.

“I’m Yellow Eyes, yes. No, I’m not here to kill you. I’m here to have brunch with you. Preferably after we had a chance to explore those texts of ours,” Warner said as directly as possible. “Not sure you’ll want that anymore now, knowing who I am.”

Tarja, you beautifully crazy woman, please tell me if I can carry this out to the trunk right now?

Pulling his phone out with his left hand, he looked at the screen.

Instantly, a message flashed across the screen.

“Go sometime in the next thirty seconds. Put him in the trunk. You can drop him off on the way home later tonight. Third Avenue and Federal. Behind the dumpster,” Daria wrote. “I’ll clean the stains out of the trunk later. Don’t worry about it.”

Amazing woman. Amazing!

Tucking his phone back into his pocket, Warner grabbed the man by the shoulders. His body was oddly rigid in some ways and not in others. It felt like he was flexing his arms.

“I’ll be right back. I need to dispose of this,” Warner said, tossing the body over his shoulder.

“Alright. I’ll… clean up real quick and grab a jacket,” Aelia murmured. “And… then… uh… yeah. Brunch. Like we discussed. Thank you… Warner.”

“Course, Aelia. Can’t have you getting hurt. Couldn’t go out with you after all, if that happened,” Warner said, tromping out of the office and into the gun showroom.

The young man was staring at the ground, decidedly not making eye contact with Warner.

Stopping for a second in front of the man, Warner waited.

“I’m bound to Miss Aelia. I won’t say nothing,” mumbled the young man.

Warner didn’t respond to that.

Instead he opened the door, went outside, and dumped the body into his trunk.


Twenty

 

Looking up at the “Rune Readings” sign above the door, Warner almost didn’t want to bother. It was already the sixth psychic type of service he’d consulted with.

Other than getting his inventory from Aelia and having an actual nice brunch with her, his day had been uneventful and non-productive.

There was an audible sigh from Tammy. Her skull was tucked up under his armpit. He’d gotten a number of looks from people on the street, but after a curious look or two, they tended to ignore him.

Being honest with himself though, Warner couldn’t really be sure it wasn’t his style of dress that was causing people to look at him either.

He was wearing his full kit except for the sword. That was in the trunk with the dead man.

“I know,” Warner muttered. “But we don’t really have any other leads. Do we? Your sister wasn’t home and it’s not like I have her number. We’re lucky she didn’t move away.”

“We’ve already been to five different psychics. This is a stupid idea,” Tammy grumbled.

“Well, I’m sorry, I’m not really a private investigator or anything. It isn’t like I can just magic things up or talk to the cops about this,” Warner countered. It was also a problem that he might have to solve if he ended up having more cases like this.

Going to need to get an actual PI… license? Credential? Do I need something to do that job?

Probably need to get a permit for a few guns as well. Make sure those never cross over with my… not so legal guns.

Actually, this is way more complicated than I thought.

Frowning, Warner pulled out his phone with his free hand and typed in a few notes to himself. 

“Fine. Let’s just… hurry up so we can go back to my sister’s house again,” Tammy grumbled. “She’s probably working till five or six or something.”

Stuffing his phone back into his pocket, Warner pushed open the door to the business and entered.

A young woman was standing behind the counter and gave Warner a wide smile at the sight of him. She had storm-gray eyes, pale yellow hair that was pulled back behind her shoulders, and was rather quite attractive and had a womanly curve to her.

“Hello. What can I do for you today?” she asked, her eyes flicking to the skull then back to Warner.

He wasn’t worried about her seeing Tammy’s eyes or hearing her. As far as Warner could tell, she was pretty much non-existent to everyone but him. It made him wonder how Daria had seen and heard her.

“I need to consult with the…” Warner paused to consider what to call the psychic.

“Rune Reader,” prompted the woman with a smile.

“The Rune Reader in regards to this,” Warner said, indicating the skull under his armpit.

“Ah. Well, that’s certainly something he can help you with,” said the young woman, her smile unfazed. It also seemed genuine.

To Warner, there was no sense of deceit or injustice seeping from her.

Quite a few psychics he’d spoken to so far—and even their employees—had the scent of wrong about them.

Likely because they were scamming their clients and weren’t actually psychics.

It was never enough to warrant Warner to do something about it, but it had been interesting to note.

“Go ahead and have a seat. I’ll see if he’s ready for another client,” said the woman and then indicated a small waiting area.

“That’s different,” Tammy said. “They usually make you fill out paperwork.”

Warner didn’t respond, but he did agree with Tammy. He’d filled out a lot of fake information today. Moving over to one of the chairs, he sat down in it.

“Ah… ha-ha. That last guy was super pissed when he saw what you wrote in as the email,” Tammy said laughing to herself. “‘Is your email really Nowayjose@nosoliciting.com?’ Ha-ha. Ahhhh.”

Smirking, Warner adjusted his coat. The new pistol fit quite well in his trench coat. It was perfect there, he’d rather be wearing it with a holster, but it would have to do for now.

But if I register legal weapons, does that make me more of a suspect? I mean… technically I’d be on government lists at that point.

Wouldn’t I?

Thinking on that, Warner really wasn’t quite sure what to do about that.

“The Rune Reader will see you.”

Shaking himself out of his thoughts, Warner looked up and found the young woman standing not far away.

“Oh, thanks,” Warner muttered, getting up and following the woman as she turned away from him.

There was a long hall filled with wooden carvings. They all appeared to be handmade. Each one looked like the representative drawing of some type of creature. Some looked mundane and others did not.

Along the edge of each one was a string of writing in some language Warner had no idea how to interpret.

“I feel funny,” Tammy said.

Warner’s brows slowly came down as he looked at the carvings again.

Huh. Maybe this one isn’t a fake?

Looking back behind himself as they reached the door at the other end, Warner was sure he’d seen one of the wooden images flash blue. But he couldn’t see which one, as it’d happened too fast.

“Come in, come in,” said an old raspy voice.

Looking at the door where he’d been brought, Warner saw it was open now. Inside was an old man.

He had a long white beard which came down to his chest. The hair on his head reached to his shoulders and a small leather band was wrapped around his brow.

Dressed in comfortable-looking clothes, he had the appearance of an old man you’d find on a beach panhandling for coins, instead of a professional psychic who owned a business.

Behind him in a corner was a raven. Sitting on a wooden standing perch.

“Hello,” said the raven. “Hello. Hi.”

The door behind Warner closed without the assistant having said a word.

Warner looked from the bird to the old man, then back to the bird.

“Hello,” Warner said finally to the bird, before turning his gaze back to the older man.

The raven made a chuckling coughing noise and bobbed his head at the same time. Then tilted its head to one side, peering at the old man.

“Good afternoon,” the old man murmured.

“Afternoon,” Warner said.

“Afternoon,” Tammy replied.

The old man’s pale blue eyes slowly slid toward Tammy and stayed there.

“And what is it you wished to know of your… companion?” asked the old man, gesturing to the seat across the table from himself at the same time.

“Specifically, who killed them,” said Warner as he took the indicated seat.

Placing the skull on the table, he folded his hands in his lap.

He didn’t have the time nor inclination to beat around the bush. He wasn’t on the clock so to speak, but he didn’t really want to leave Tammy hanging either. 

That and so far he’d seen a lot of very professional trickery on the part of the people he’d met. This definitely felt real, but he wasn’t sold on anything so far.

“Mmm, I see,” said the old man, still peering at the skull. “And what do you want, young lady?”

“Uh, me?” Tammy asked.

“Of course, who else,” said the old man with a dry smile.

Oh? We found someone real? Fantastic. It only took all day.

“I want to be alive,” Tammy muttered.

“I’m afraid you’ve passed beyond,” apologized the old man.

“Hello!” called the raven, hopping off his perch and flapping over to the table.

“Err, hello… Crow,” Tammy said, sounding decidedly confused.

Hovering over the skull, the raven was tilting its head one way and then the other.

“Raven,” corrected Warner.

As if that was its name, the raven lifted its head up and looked at Warner.

“Good. Warner,” the bird said. Then it flapped its wings with a hop and landed on Warner’s shoulder. Turning around, it regarded the old man.

Who was now watching Warner and the raven with raised brows.

“Who am I to argue then,” murmured the old man. “And why do you wish to know her killer, Warner?”

“For retribution,” Warner said immediately. There was no question in his mind why he was doing this. The words tumbled from his lips without him even thinking about them. “She reeks of injustice most wicked. It seeps from her as if it were her core. It fouls the air she resides in. Was in her tomb where I found her, that I freed a beast which attacked me. Born of her misery and pain. That same foulness killed a man in seconds. I will put her soul to rest, cleansing the taint of evil that touched her, and to do that, I must deliver justice to the one who stole her life away.”

There was a momentary swelling of power in Warner’s chest as he spoke. He could feel it in his back and shoulders, throughout his chest in fact.

The old man was staring at Warner steadily, unmoving and unspeaking.

“I understand,” said the old man.

Reaching into a pouch at his side, the Rune Reader took hold of something the clattered, then lazily waved his hand over the table.

Wooden squares tumbled free of his hand and clattered across the tabletop.

A second after they came to rest they glowed blue, then snapped together, forming themselves into a square shape. Some of them glowed a bright blue, while considerably more took on a deep ugly red hue.

Gazing at the runes, the old man’s eyes moved across them slowly.

“You hunt something that has lived for hundreds of years,” murmured the old man. “Centuries. Millenniums. It’s fought the turn of the ages and the rise and fall of Rome.”

Warner didn’t care about any of that.

Given what’d happened to Tammy’s spirit, he wasn’t surprised in the least in fact.

“And where is it?” Warner asked.

The Rune Reader flinched away as the runes broke apart suddenly from the orderly formation they were in. The faint coppery scent of blood washed over the room.

“It’s here… in the state,” murmured the old man. “And it knows now that someone is looking for it. I’m afraid I can’t offer you much more than that. To look again would be foolish and asking for it to come looking for me instead.”

“Ah,” Warner said, shaking his head. At least he knew it hadn’t left the area.

And I don’t have to try and figure out how to travel on a plane with Tammy.

The Rune Reader used one rune to flick the one that was smoking and charred to one side of the table and then gathered up the others.

“Take that one. It’s been imbued with the magic of the one you seek. If you seek quickly, you’ll be able to use the power left over in it to follow it like a trail,” grumbled the old man. Then he shook his head and continued almost to himself. “I’ll need to carve a new one. Completely shattered it.”

Picking up the rune, Warner had a momentary flash of what felt like someone watching him.

Then it was gone in a hurry. Flashing away as if it were fleeing.

Curling his fingers around the rune, Warner focused on it. Focused his thoughts on it and tried to do what the old man had said. To follow a trail.

There was a strange popping noise, followed by what Warner felt was someone calling to him at a great distance.

As if he were playing a game of Marco Polo.

“Thank you,” said Warner, looking at the old man. At some point, the raven had fled Warner’s shoulder and was now back on its perch in the corner. “I didn’t even think to ask how much this would cost. How much do I owe you?”

The old man was moving his wooden tokens into his pouch and paused in the action.

“Consider it a favor owed, if you would? To me or my granddaughter?” asked the old man, looking back to Warner.

Warner really didn’t like owing people, but he could easily get his mind around the fact that whatever had just happened, likely wouldn’t have an earthly price tag attached to it.

Granddaughter? Hm.

Maybe the girl out front?

Is she a Rune Reader in training?

“As you like,” Warner agreed, getting to his feet. “A favor owed.”

Never got his name.

“Then our account is settled,” stated the old man, going back to loading his pouch. “And my name is Sigurd, before you ask it. Her name is Bodil.”

As if summoned, the door opened, and the young woman who’d escorted him back stood there in the doorway.

“If you would please come this way?” Bodil asked.

Nodding at the old man, Warner left the room and re-entered the hall.

“And if you don’t mind… could I get some basic information from you?” asked Bodil. “Not for any type of marketing but… well, in case we need to contact you for the favor.”

Was she listening? How’d she know?

Re-entering the lobby, Warner glanced to the desk Bodil had been standing behind.

A smaller raven was standing on a wooden perch which only came up a few feet off the ground.

Ah. Curious. I wonder if they can talk through their ravens.

 

***

 

“This is rather rude, you know,” Tammy complained.

Holding the burnt rune in one hand, Warner continued to drive toward the location where he felt it was pulling him.

“When you were in the seat, you rolled around,” Warner said, not looking at Tammy. He was concentrating on driving and finding the end of the trail.

“Okay, yeah, I think I’d rather be rolling around though,” Tammy said.

Warner could feel like he was getting close to the general vicinity of his target, but he couldn’t be sure. It was just a very vague sense of direction.

“You were the one upset to be upside down,” Warner said calmly.

The direction jumped to the left side of him, indicating he’d just passed what he was looking for.

“Fuck,” Warner muttered, pulling to the far right lane to get into the next possible exit.

“Yeah, I did, and I’m sorry. I’d rather be upside down,” grumbled Tammy.

Glancing down at the skull, Warner found that it’d spun around and was facing backward.

He’d shoved the gear shift through the bottom of her skull, into the hole where her spinal cord likely would have traveled.

“What, the back of the car that boring?” Warner asked, guiding the car onto the exit and getting off the freeway. He’d already traveled west, then east, and found that the feeling of direction he kept getting was somewhere in the middle of Larimer.

“No, I just don’t like this thing being jammed up inside me,” Tammy said after a few seconds.

Snorting at that, Warner ignored Tammy and turned left.

Keeping his attention on the rune, Warner rolled along the street.

Turn after turn, he kept getting closer and closer. It was hard to determine how close or far he was, but he knew for certain he was making progress. He just had no way to prove that.

Rolling past a museum, Warner felt the indicator jump practically to one side and then behind him as he drove past it.

Turning on the next street, Warner was surprised to find the indicator turned with him again as he passed the museum in the other direction.

“Looks like it’s the Museum of History and Science,” Warner murmured. He’d taken Maya there a number of times when she was considerably younger. Asa usually wanted to go, if only because it gave her an excuse to go shopping downtown before or after.

Sometimes both.

“Really? Never been,” Tammy said.

Suppose that rules out there having been any connection with Tammy to the location.

But that doesn’t mean anything. Maybe the monster just… resides here.

Making his way around the block, Warner got into the parking section for the museum. Paying for parking and getting a space, Warner checked his phone for the museum hours and then looked at the clock in the corner of his screen.

“They’re open for a while yet. I’ll go in and see what I can. You uh… stay here and watch the car,” Warner said, looking at Tammy.

“Your humor is bad and you should feel bad. Can you at least unstick me and maybe put me on the dash?” Tammy asked.

“Yeah, I can do that,” Warner said with a grin. Grabbing up Tammy, he set her down on the dash. Emptying his pockets of anything that’d get him trouble with a metal detector or the law, Warner finally got out of the car.

He felt almost naked without any of his kit as he passed through security, but it was better than getting detained. That’d lead to a host of unhealthy questions for him.

Then again, hunting a monster that’d murdered a young woman wasn’t exactly healthy for him to do without weaponry either.

“Have a nice day,” muttered the security guard as Warner was cleared for entry.

“Yeah, you too,” Warner replied, putting his hands in his pockets and heading into the museum entry lobby.

Walking slowly, he kept his eyes moving from piece to piece, trying to look like he belonged. All the while pushing on the token in his pocket and trying to get ever closer.

His phone vibrated in his pocket suddenly, causing him to jump.

“Shit,” Warner mumbled, pulling his phone out and looking at the screen.

A message from Aelia flickered up to the front.

“I’ve been thinking,” she’d written before the message faded away.

Oh? Did I scare her off? Surprising.

Unlocking it, he tapped into the messaging system.

“Those people who stopped you to talk about me. I think I might have seen them the other day. They were waiting around in a car after I finished an appointment for a large purchase. I thought they were just stupid kids at the time. Looking for a place to make out or something,” read the rest of the message.

Nodding his head at that, Warner could definitely see how she could have thought that.

“Just keep an eye out for them. So will I,” Warner sent back.

“Yeah. I will. Thanks, Warner. I appreciate it. Can we still go to dinner tonight?”

Raising his eyebrows, Warner was starting to wonder just how badly he’d bent Aelia out of her original shape.

As far as he could tell, she was a strong, independent, and rather mercenary woman. He hadn’t done much other than treat her like a beautiful woman, but he’d clearly forced her into a position she wasn’t comfortable in.

“Of course we can. Thoughts on what to eat?” he replied.

“Exactly what we previously discussed would be great,” Aelia sent.

“Great. I’ve got my toothbrush and a few other things as well. Anything you need from the store?” Warner asked.

“No. Thank you for asking. I’ll have everything ready. Just be prepared for me to ride you into the bed,” Aelia wrote. Her personality switching back to where she wanted to be.

“Not on your life. The day you’re on top is the day you ask me nicely to let you do that,” Warner wrote, deciding to smash his direction home once again with her. It’d worked out well so far.

“I see,” Aelia sent in her next message. Then the notification that she was typing popped up, then vanished. Only to pop up again and then once more vanish.

“Would you like to ask nicely? Or do you prefer still trying to make it happen on your own? I enjoyed tossing you around in the bed,” Warner sent, wondering if he’d guessed where her mind was going.

Looking around himself, Warner kept walking.

He’d been trying to keep moving toward his target all the while. Using his phone as an excuse to lazily miss exhibits was perfect.

“You’re really forward. You’re pushing me hard,” Aelia sent. Another message popped up.

“I’m not complaining! Don’t get the wrong idea. I’m enjoying it. It’s just that you’re not giving me much room to move here. Or to even breathe,” came the next message.

“You could ask me to let you wriggle a little. Otherwise I’m not going to stop,” Warner replied with a grin. The confidence he’d felt from having handed out justice to someone today was infecting him rather badly. “I’m going to keep pushing and pushing and pushing, Aelia. I’m not going to stop.”

Watching his phone, he waited, seeing her typing again.

“Don’t stop. Push more,” she finally responded with. “I’m going to go home and start dinner. Come get me.”

Before he could respond, a message from Daria popped up.

“Okay, don’t reply to that. Leave it open. It’ll make her crazy. Just show up later when you’re ready. Good job! She’s so lost in the attention you’re giving her that she won’t even question when you bring me to dinner next week with you,” Daria had written. “In fact, she’ll like it. And no, I don’t know anything about the tablet. Looking into it though.”

Dinner with both of them? Wow. Alright then.

Wait, what tablet? She—

Warner stopped in his tracks and lifted his eyes up to the display in front of himself.

The rune had led him to this exact spot.

Sitting on a pedestal, inside a very thick glass case, was a stone tablet. Pictured on it was a strange creature that looked like some kind of lion with a scorpion tail. But it had the face of a man.

The plaque read, “Achaemenid Empire. Three ninety-nine BC. Manticore.”

This… is the monster?


Twenty-One

 

Reading the plaque twice more, Warner gained nothing new.

In fact, if anything, he understood even less.

Staring at the tablet again, Warner didn’t see anything else there that could help him either. It was sand colored, engraved with the image of the creature, and looked old. That was the extent of everything he could determine about the piece.

Warner was not a historian, nor an art buff.

Chewing at his lip, Warner looked around the area of the pedestal to see if there was anything he missed.

Off to the side near the entrance to this section—almost completely out of sight if he wasn’t scouring the wall behind the pedestal—was a small placard.

Moving to it, Warner read it over, hoping for anything that could help him.

Maintained by Frank Bits, Ph. D.

Well then. Let’s go see Frank and see if he can provide me with anything.

Leaving the area he’d been in, Warner quickly started trying to find an employee. Anyone that could possibly direct him to Frank.

After a few minutes of searching, Warner just backtracked to the entrance. If there was anyone anywhere in the building, it’d be at the front. Probably standing in a customer service or information desk.

Sure enough, as soon as Warner made it to the entry lobby, he found an employee off to one side. They were writing something down on a clipboard held in one hand.

“Beg your pardon,” Warner said, easing up next to the middle-aged man.

Glancing up from his clipboard, the man put it down and gave Warner a smile. “What can I do for you?”

“Was wondering if you could direct me to where I might find Frank Bits? Or perhaps a phone number or email?” Warner asked, smiling in return at the other man.

“Oh, yeah. Sure,” said the man. Holding the clipboard to his chest he reached into a coat pocket and pulled out a handful of cards.

Flipping through them quickly, he apparently found what he was looking for.

“Here’s his information, but Frank’s not here today. I think his assistant is though,” said the man. “Just head over to that door and knock on it. If they can see you or talk to you, they’ll answer. If not, just give him a ring or an email.”

Taking the card, Warner bobbed his head with a smile and left the man to his work.

Wandering over to the indicated door, Warner knocked twice and then waited patiently.

After an entire minute of standing there, the door suddenly opened.

A man in his thirties stood inside the door frame. He had black hair, blue eyes, and seemed wary of Warner.

There was no sense of injustice on the man though.

If anything, he was curiously absent of the day to day injustices that most people had about them.

“Can I help you?” asked the man.

“Yes, I was looking to speak with Frank Bits. He maintains an exhibit here and I was wondering if I could ask him a question,” Warner said with an easy smile.

“Oh. Oh!” said the man, and then smiled back at Warner. “I’m Cy Kurts, Doctor Bits’ assistant. I can probably answer any question you have. Come in, come in.”

Stepping to one side, Cy held the door open for Warner.

Nodding his head, Warner stepped past the threshold and into the dark room.

When the door closed behind him, Warner found that it was much easier to see in here with the bright light of the outside shut away.

All around him were displays which were apparently not ready or on display right now.

“Excuse the mess. We’re in the middle of getting ready for next month. Have to change it out every so often to get people to keep coming back,” Cy said with a dismissive hand, as he passed by Warner. Walking toward a desk set to one side, he gestured at a chair in front of it. “It feels like working for an amusement park sometimes.”

“I can imagine,” Warner murmured, moving to take the offered chair. The desk was covered in papers, pencils, pens, a clearly broken stapler, and a couple of framed photos.

“So, what questions did you have?” Cy asked, sitting down and looking at Warner with obvious excitement. 

“Well, I was curious about the Manticore,” Warner said, deciding to just get on with it.

“Ah! Yes. That’s a rather unique piece. Doctor Bits owns that one personally. It’s on loan from him to the museum,” Cy said with a grin. “I’ve even been able to hold it while they cleaned the display. It’s rather fragile. Quite old.”

Frank owns it? Huh.

Maybe Frank is the Manticore then.

That’d make sense, wouldn’t it? Maybe?

“Ah, yeah,” Warner said, realizing he didn’t care about any of that. “The Manticore itself though… what can you tell me about that? I’d never heard about it before. It’s rather interesting.”

“Hm? Oh. Yes,” Cy said, nodding his head. He’d clearly been wanting to discuss the tablet itself some more. “It’s a fairy tale creature. Much like any other, really. Body of a lion, stinger of a scorpion, face of a man.”

Guess maybe I should be talking to Frank then.

“Great. Ah, anything interesting about it? I mean… did they kill people?” Warner asked. “I mean, in the stories that is. What were they known for?”

Cy looked rather annoyed at discussing what most would consider little better than folklore, but he seemed resigned as well.

“They killed and ate Humans. It’s part of the original name which made up the meaning of ‘man’ and ‘to eat’ before it was translated, and translated again,” Cy said, leaning back in his chair and looking bored all of a sudden.

“Got it. Killed and ate Humans,” Warner said, feeling like he’d definitely found what he was looking for.

“Yes. A rather fanciful tale, probably meant to scare peasantry and children,” Cy said with a long drawn-out sigh. “Doctor Bits definitely likes the legends surrounding the beast, however. I can’t imagine how he’d own such a piece otherwise.”

“Oh? Tell me about the doctor,” prompted Warner. Hoping maybe he could get some more info on the man. “He sounds interesting.”

“Oh! Yes, he is at that. I’ve been working on my doctorate under his guidance. His knowledge of all the exhibits and their pieces is rather deep,” said Cy with a smile. “I’m fairly certainly without him I wouldn’t even know how to go about achieving my own goal.

“Though it’s rather tough sometimes given his predilection of getting lost and vanishing for a day or two. Usually in a museum, someone’s personal collection, or just out at a site.”

Or maybe when he’s hunting down poor young ladies like Tammy.

“Got it. Thanks! Well, I should get going. I wouldn’t want to take up any more of your time,” Warner said, standing up.

“Oh! Not a problem, not a problem. I’m just doing some classwork really,” said Cy, standing up as well.

A quick handshake later and Warner was gone.

He definitely had a direction now.

Walking out to his car, Warner was shocked.

Shocked and horribly surprised. To the point that he almost didn’t want to walk over to his car.

Standing behind his vehicle were Althea and a man Warner didn’t know. They were both wearing street clothes, but just looking at them Warner knew different.

Althea was working her new job and the man with her was likely her new partner.

They had the look of detectives.

Walking up to the pair of them, Warner did his best to look confused and interested.

“Can I help you?” Warner asked them as he reached his car.

Althea looked up from the pad of paper she was writing on, the frown on her face quite visible and obvious at the moment.

“Yeah,” said the man. “You can at that. We got a report that someone had a skull in their car.”

“Ah, I do indeed at that,” Warner said with a smile and a nod of his head. As far as he knew, Althea was attempting to pretend that she didn’t know him right now.

He’d roll with that and do his best not to implicate her.

“Is… that illegal?” Warner asked, looking from Althea, to the man, and back again. “And while we’re at it… I’m sorry… I didn’t catch your names or badges?”

With a frown, but a nod of his head, the man pulled a medallion out from under his shirt.

“Sorry, that’s fair,” said the man. “Detective Fent. This is Detective Frias. And… no, it’s not illegal to own a skull. Just odd. We’re working out of precinct four.”

“Oh, I definitely get that,” Warner said. “Alright, well, have a nice day, Detective Fent, Detective Frias.”

“Would you mind if we checked the inside of your car?” Detective Fent asked.

“I would. Thanks though,” Warner said, unlocking his car door. “Would you mind backing up officers? This parking space is rather narrow and I’m not entirely confident I can make it out with you right there.”

Detective Fent looked nonplussed that Warner had declined the search.

“Fine, tell me your name then,” demanded Fent.

Pretty sure I’m required by law to at least identify myself.

“Sure. Warner James,” Warner said easily. “Could I ask why you’d like my name? Do you believe there’s an issue here?”

Fent blinked at that, the corners of his eyes crinkling.

“What?” asked the detective.

“You’re asking for my name, for something that is apparently not illegal. Is there an issue here? Do you believe I’m doing something wrong?” Warner asked, now turning to fully look at Fent.

Wafting off the man was a definite aura of injustice.

Recent injustice.

Towards Warner.

Then he knew exactly what it was.

Fent wanted to search Warner’s car but had no reason to do so. If Warner had declined to give him his name, he could then detain him as part of a stop and identify statute.

Except Warner had given him his name which negated his goal.

And technically, that put Fent on the end of being in the wrong. There had been no reason to ask Warner for his name.

There was nothing suspicious about him, nor had there been any crime actually committed.

Not counting the corpse hidden in the trunk.

“Did you ask me my name for a reason, Detective?” Warner asked, his eyes locked with Fent’s.

“You know what, you’re right, Mr. James,” Althea said warmly, catching Warner’s attention. “I deeply apologize for any trouble. If you don’t mind, I’d ask that perhaps you don’t display the skull as you’ve done today if only to not trouble others. It isn’t illegal but… it definitely caught a few people’s attention.”

Hmph. She’s leaning on the fact that we’re dating.

Fine. If only for her.

“Ah. Well… alright, detective,” Warner said, nodding his head at her. Then he decided to play her up a little in his own way. “You should perhaps instruct your rookies a bit better. Pretty sure he just violated the law. I’m already suing the Fletcher City Police Department. I wonder if my lawyer would like to hear about this as well.”

Althea smiled and nodded her head fractionally.

“I’m sure it wasn’t intended,” Althea offered.

“Mmm. Well. You’ve been a pleasure, Detective Frias,” Warner said, nodding at her. “I’ll phone in and leave a compliment for you later. As for you, Detective Fink… you should really listen to your clearly senior partner better.”

Opening the door, Warner got into the car, started it up, and drove away. He wasn’t about to wait around at all.

He needed to dump a body right now and then text Althea later tonight.

 

***


Unfortunately, the Doctor didn’t respond to Warner’s email. Nor his text, or voicemail.

In fact, Doctor Bits seemed to be steadfastly ignoring Warner. One day passing into another until it became Friday night.

Thankfully, Althea didn’t seem too bothered by the encounter. If anything, she seemed amused with how he’d passively threatened Detective Fent and deliberately belittled him.

The only thing that bothered her was that she really wanted to know more about the skull. Or in other words, Tammy.

To which Warner could only lie. Stating he’d found it at a garage sale along with a sword and had wondered if he could find anything out about the skull.

Hence coming to the museum to ask about Human skeletons.

It was plausible only because it was something a layperson would say if they didn’t know anything about skulls, or so Warner had figured when he told the lie.

Althea bought it, promised him he’d see her soon, and then had gone back to work.

Warner didn’t know how he felt about the whole situation however. There’d definitely been something else there and it wasn’t what he thought it’d be.

The best he could figure was it had likely to do with the fact that Tammy wasn’t normal. That she probably showed up on whatever equipment the PID might have been using.

“Who are the Beetles?” Tammy asked aloud.

“Who is The Who?” said the game-show contestant.

“Bzzz, wrong,” Tammy said. “Even I knew that one.”

Warner glanced at Tammy the skull where she sat on the bedside table. She’d developed a fondness for game shows.

Looking back at the pistol, Warner continued to assemble it. He was trying to get better about being able to break it down quickly. If he needed to toss it, he wanted to be able to strip it down quickly and efficiently.

“Hon, you need to answer that,” Daria called from somewhere else in the house.

Raising his eyebrow, Warner looked at his phone nearby. It wasn’t ringing at the moment, but Daria was Daria.

Picking up the phone, he held it in his left hand and waited.

A second later, it began ringing.

Flicking his thumb up, he tapped the accept button and held it to his ear.

“Hello?” Warner asked.

“Hi. Uhm, my name is Tonya,” said a female voice on the other end. “You… called me about my sister.”

Standing up from where he sat, Warner left the bedroom and moved as quickly as he dared. He really didn’t want Tammy to be part of this conversation if he didn’t have to.

She hadn’t shed any toxic tears in quite a while and he was determined to keep it that way.

“Uh, yeah. Hi. Thanks for calling me back. I wasn’t sure you were going to,” Warner said. “Or that it was even the right number.”

“Ah. Sorry. I just… I didn’t even know what to think when you first reached out,” Tonya muttered. “I mean… I haven’t ever stopped thinking about her, but in the same breath it’s been a long time since I talked to anyone about it.”

“Well, I was hired by a third party to look into her disappearance,” Warner stated as calmly as he could. “I think I’ve got a lead or two but I really need more information about what happened to her the night of her disappearance.”

“Wait, someone hired you? And you have a lead?” Tonya asked, her tone shifting dramatically.

“Yeah. So… could you? Fill in some blanks for me, that is,” Warner amended.

“I… sure. What is it you want to know?” Tonya asked, her voice losing some of its energy.

“I have it on pretty good authority she went to a bar the last night she was seen. The Winged Horn,” Warner said, walking down the steps into the basement.

“That’s… that’s right,” Tonya said. “She went there to celebrate. She went there frequently.”

“Her twenty-second birthday,” Warner added. He really wanted to make sure everything was on the up and up.

“Yes, that’s right,” Tonya agreed.

“Was she meeting anyone? Expecting to meet anyone? Did she contact anyone? Did anyone at The Winged Horn see her leave with anyone?” Warner asked.

“Uhm, no. No to all of that. I mean… they saw her with a man. But no one could even remember what he looked like,” Tonya said. “Other than him being handsome. Some said brown hair, some said black. None of it matched.”

“Right,” Warner muttered, feeling like maybe The Winged Horn was actually a dead end. Any information he’d get from it, or those who’d been there, would be old, out of date, and untrustworthy.

He’d suspected for a while now that The Winged Horn was going to end up being a dead end, regardless of him wanting to be able to find something there.

“Was the lead her car? Did you find her car?” Tonya asked.

Her… car?

“Uh, no,” Warner said, his mind switching gears hard. “Her car? They didn’t find her vehicle?”

“No. They never did,” Tonya said, her voice holding almost no energy at all now. “They thought maybe she’d been carjacked for it, killed, and dumped. I thought… maybe… you’d found her car. Maybe found her.”

Alright… well… regardless of anything else. When we’re done with this. We’re going to pack up Tammy’s remains and send them to her sister.

Or alert the cops and have them collect her.

Something.

Can’t just leave her buried in a wall and her sister never knowing.

“Could you describe the car to me?” Warner asked.

“A nineteen eighty-six Honda Prelude,” answered Tonya. “Was an alpine white color.”

I wonder how often she spends each day checking cars around her.

“Well, thank you for your time. If I have any news, I’ll update you,” Warner promised.

“Thank you. Uhm… do… you think she’s alive?” Tonya asked.

Grimacing, Warner looked down to his feet. He wasn’t sure exactly how much to reveal right now. Especially given that he’d just had a run in with actual police not long ago.

This could get him into some pretty hot water if he said the wrong thing.

“I don’t have any proof of it, certainly no evidence at all,” Warner murmured. “But I’m almost positive Tammy died the night she vanished. I’m pretty certain she also didn’t suffer or even realize what was happening. I’d bet on her leaving that bar drugged and very incoherent.”

There was a hard sob on the other end of the line, followed by a sniffle.

Then the line simply disconnected.

Sighing, Warner let his hand drop down, then he ended the call.

Not sure what exactly I was expecting, but that was… that was certainly… an obvious reaction.

What… do I do then?

Doctor Bits isn’t talking and the only lead I have is behind glass.

Then Warner blinked and thought of someone. Someone who might know a person or two who could possibly break into a museum and steal a certain tablet.

Pulling his phone back up, he called Aelia.

She picked up almost on the first ring.

“Hi!” she said in a chipper voice. “Hey. How are you?”

“I’m good. How are you?” Warner asked with a smirk. Aelia was becoming more and more needy with his attention. Daria had been underselling it when she said that Aelia was on the hook.

“I’m great now that you called. Are you coming over?” Aelia asked. “Or I could come over? I still haven’t met Maya.”

Warner had kept Aelia out of his personal life for the time being, but he’d talked to her extensively about Maya. The dinner plans that would include Daria were coming up, and from there he got the impression Aelia would end up much closer than she was today.

“You’ll meet her soon,” Warner said. “Probably next week in fact. No… I’m afraid I’m calling you because I need to talk business with you.”

Aelia was deathly quiet at that, then she chuckled softly.

“Well, my dearest Yellow Eyes, you’ll need to come over here to talk business,” Aelia purred over the line at him. “You know how I feel about phones.”

“Right. That’s right. Okay. I’ll be right over,” Warner said, then he contemplated what Daria would likely tell him. “Get dressed in something cozy but you can wear outside. We’ll go get some desert or a late dinner at the same time.”

“Oh. I like this. Will you be my desert as well?” Aelia asked, her voice dropping quite low.

For whatever reason, Aelia had a deep need for sexual validation. Any type of validation.

“I’m sure I could show you in the car while you drive,” proclaimed Aelia, allowing no room at all for any type of misunderstanding.

“We’ll see,” Warner said trying to keep Daria’s advice in mind. The more aggressive Aelia got, the more he was supposed to reign her in toward passivity.

Then he hung up, not allowing her any room to argue.


Twenty-Two

 

Sitting in his car, Warner drummed his fingers along the steering wheel.

“If it makes you feel any better,” Tammy murmured. “I’m at least enjoying my not-life… life… right now. It’s rather nice that you have a lot of things with voice controls on it. Makes it really easy to do things. Feels like I’m living on the bridge of a starship or something.”

Warner nodded his head slowly at that.

The future is indeed a wonderful place. And yet for all it is, it’s also… so much more difficult.

In the end, Aelia hadn’t been able to recommend anyone she knew who could possibly help him out with stealing the tablet.

Apparently, she’d suspected that whatever he wanted she couldn’t provide as well, and had deliberately forced any talk of business until after she’d had her own fun.

Which left him back at square one with the only lead he had.

Trying to get a hold of Doctor Bits.

Glancing down to the floorboard of the passenger seat, Warner once more regretted giving his cell phone to Tammy.

It was propped up on the ground in front of the skull, playing some TV show on one of his streaming services. The sounds of her show were pretty muted and weren’t quite audible to Warner. Tammy didn’t need much volume to be able to hear it, since her hearing wasn’t physical.

Leaving him with nothing to do.

“I just… wish I had a better direction to go in rather than… hurry up and wait,” Warner lamented.

“It’s already waited thirty years… what’s a few more weeks going to do?” Tammy asked.

“I have a job to do,” Warner argued. “One that’s much harder to do knowing that I’m sitting on the sidelines waiting for someone who spent too many years at school to tell me something that probably won’t help.”

Growling, Warner lightly thumped the steering wheel with the flat of his palm. Glaring at the museum, he was starting to become convinced that the Doctor was, in fact, likely the Manticore.

Was indeed the beast he was after and was avoiding him. That Cy had perhaps told the Doctor about Warner. And in that passing of information, the Doctor knew what Warner was about.

Given that the Rune Reader himself said that the beast had noticed, that’s not so surprising that he’d—

Warner froze mid-thought, his mind going back to the Rune Reader.

Maybe he can give me a better direction now that I know what I’m looking for? One that wouldn’t risk him?

Nodding his head, Warner reached down and grabbed Tammy.

“Time to go, we’re going to go visit the Rune Reader again,” Warner said.

“No, don’t stick it in me. I don’t li—”

Warner stuffed Tammy down onto the gear shift knob.

“Guuuunngh. That feels so strange,” Tammy complained.

Grabbing his phone, Warner slipped it into his pocket, and got them rolling. He wasn’t about to spare a Ghost’s “feelings” about what her skull felt like. He had business to attend to.

 

***

 

Walking up to the door of Sigurd the Rune Reader’s shop, Warner was surprised to find there was a “closed” sign in the window. Despite it being during normal business hours for them.

Standing there, he stared at the sign, unsure if this was related to his own reading with Sigurd, or something else entirely.

Reaching out, Warner tried the door anyway and found it was locked.

Sighing, he took a step away from the door and looked around.

The street was mostly empty, save for a handful of people. All going about their own business and lives.

“Now what,” Warner muttered to himself. Putting his hands on his hips he contemplated his options, trying to figure out what to do next.

Maybe… maybe I just put Tammy on a shelf for a while. Stick her in front of a TV with a voice-controlled remote and… go back to hunting injustice for a time.

She said it herself. She’s not in a rush and it doesn’t actually change anything for her. One way or the other.

To her, it’s all the same. Dead is dead, after all.

Lifting a hand to his chin, Warner thought on that, his fingers idly trailing back and forth across the light stubble that was growing in.

Sighing, Warner realized he didn’t actually have much of a choice in the matter. There wasn’t anything for him to go on and there was nothing left to run down.

He’d have to wait for Sigurd to reopen, or for the Doctor to get back to him.

There was a part of him that hated the very thought of what he was contemplating. It felt like retreating. Falling back.

Giving up.

Leaning his head back, Warner stared up at the sky above.

“Not much up there to find, I’m afraid.”

Turning his head to the voice, Warner found Bodil standing nearby.

“Though… I’m not a Sky-reader. They might disagree,” she said with a warm smile.

“Oh. Good morning, Bodil,” Warner said, smiling back at her and turning to face her.

“Warner, good morning,” Bodil said, her smile growing wider. “Were you coming to see my grandfather?”

“Yeah. I found what I was looking for, or at least what’s attached to what I was looking for, now I was going to try and find something else,” Warner said.

“Ah. Grandfather is sick, I’m afraid. He isn’t seeing anyone,” Bodil said. “I, on the other hand, am apparently here to see you.”

“I… beg your pardon?”

“I read my runes this morning. I was supposed to come here, at this time. And here you are, looking for my grandfather,” Bodil said, clasping her hands behind her back. “And so, I must clearly be here for you. I may not be as strong as Grandfather, at least not yet, but I’m quite good at Rune Reading.”

Bodil turned and looked at Warner’s car parked in front of the shop.

“Good morning, Tammy,” Bodil said, waving a hand at the skull.

“Hello!” Tammy called through the glass, her voice muffled.

Looking back to Warner, Bodil seemed rather amused at what Warner had to guess was surprise on his face.

“My specialty is woodworking and the past,” Bodil murmured, still smiling. “Grandfather is better with the dead and the spirit realm.”

“Oh. You made all those carvings in the hall?” Warner asked.

“Indeed, I did,” Bodil said, before her teeth clicked together. It felt like she was going to say something. “If I’m going to help you, I think it’d be best if we discussed more practical things. And that’d likely be better done in the office or your car. Which would you prefer?”

“In the car. If you’re going to help me, it’d be better to talk as we go,” Warner said, not wanting to lose this opportunity to actually make some headway.

Raising her eyebrows at that, Bodil tilted her head to one side. Slowly she lifted her left hand and opened it. In her palm were several runes. One was glowing quite brightly with a blue hue.

“As you like,” Bodil said, putting her hand to her side. A small leather pouch hung there and Warner clearly saw her drop the runes into the bag.

Getting into the car, Warner was excited.

“First,” Bodil said, taking control of the conversation. She idly smoothed out the dress she was wearing at the same time. “Are you Human?”

“Ah…” Warner paused, feeling somewhat shocked.

He decided not to lie to her. Lying to someone who had demonstrated they had otherworldly powers of perception seemed like a bad idea.

“I believe I am,” Warner said honestly. “I have some powers that set me apart though. I can… see… wrongs. I try to right them. I have more power sometimes, and more speed. I… made it so Tammy could talk.”

Bodil turned and looked at the skull on the shifter. Picking her up, Bodil looked into the golden eye sockets.

Then she used her index finger to lightly prod into Tammy’s left golden eye.

“Uhm,” Tammy said. “Could you not? That feels pretty weeeeeeeee—”

Tammy’s voice cut off, the golden lights of her eyes suddenly going out.

“Oh! I’m so sorry. Uh,” Bodil said, holding the skull out to Warner. The finger she’d stuck into Tammy’s eye was glowing gold. She shook it lightly like someone would do if they’d burned themselves. “I really didn’t mean to do that. Could you fix her?”

Bodil held up her glowing finger and stuck it in her mouth.

Hm. Serves her right if that actually hurt. Rather rude to just do that to Tammy.

Taking Tammy from Bodil, Warner dropped the skull down towards his shins where no one could see it. Pushing at whatever power he had inside himself, he tried to will it into Tammy once more. Just as he’d done previously.

To force it up from inside himself, down his arms, and into Tammy.

Happening much more quickly this time, Warner could feel it the moment Tammy “woke up” once again.

“Hey!” Tammy said in a growl. “Don’t do that. That was really fucking rude, you know that?”

“I’m really, really sorry,” Bodil apologized, pulling her finger out of her mouth. “Really sorry. I’ll make up for it.”

“You get to hold her as we drive,” Warner said, dropping Tammy in Bodil’s lap. “And no more questions either. Not till we get moving. I know we’re chasing a Manticore. What the rune led me to was a tablet, an old stone tablet which depicted a Manticore. I figure the tablet is part of the creature maybe somehow. Found it at the museum, but I need to find the Manticore itself. The tablet isn’t something I can really get my hands on.”

“A Manticore?” Bodil asked, sounding somewhat disbelieving. Laying her hands on the top of Tammy’s skull, she looked to be considering what was going on. “I’m not sure that’d be something I could really track down. Or even my grandfather. Really, the only reason you were able to find the tablet at all was because he used Tammy here as a conduit. The tablet is more something that has already happened. It’s also likely terribly wrought with magic if it’s bound to a Manticore. The creature itself though… I don’t believe I could track it. It’s alive. It’s part of the present. Even if its prey is not.”

“Alright… then…” Warner’s voice trailed off. If Bodil or Sigurd couldn’t find the Manticore directly, he didn’t know what else to use them for. “It’s prey. Okay. What about something else, then? Could we find Tammy’s car? It’s the only non-living thing I would be looking for.”

Finding Doctor Bits had crossed Warner’s mind, but ultimately, the Doctor could still easily ignore him.

“Oh! I could certainly do that. And quite easily,” Bodil said and them promptly turned Tammy upside down.

“Hey! Hey! What are you—what are you doing?” Tammy demanded.

“I’m going to use your skull to read the runes and find your car. Simple as that,” Bodil said, pulling up her pouch.

Pulling out his phone as Bodil worked, Warner checked it. There was nothing from Daria. If she ever had something to add to whatever he was doing, he could always expect a text from her.

Unless she couldn’t see it. Which unfortunately happened with some regularity. She was a psychic, not a television to the future.

Looking back at Bodil as he put his phone away, Warner watched as she began stuffing runes into the same spot where Warner had stuck Tammy onto the gear shift.

“Uuugh. I hate this,” Tammy complained, even as the clunk of runes hitting the inside of her skull was rather loud.

After a minute, Bodil seemed to be done.

“Please tell me you’re not going to shake me like an eight ball,” Tammy groaned.

“I won’t tell you that,” Bodil said with a smile. Then promptly lifted up the skull and began shaking it. Then tilted it right side up.

Several runes fell out of Tammy’s skull and landed in Bodil’s lap.

“Ah, here we go then,” Bodil said, setting Tammy upside down to one side and picking up the runes. Then she lifted one hand and pointed off to the East. “That way.”

Warner didn’t have anywhere else to be, or other leads, so he went East.

 

***

 

Heading ever onward on Interstate Seventy, Warner was convinced they were going to end up leaving the state.

“Oh, I think it’s changing,” Bodil said, looking at Warner with that ever-present smile of hers. “We might finally be getting off the freeway soon. Think we could do lunch? I’m feeling rather hungry.

“I rarely get to read this long or this often. Grandfather doesn’t really like me getting involved with his clients.”

Warner wondered about that.

If Sigurd didn’t like her getting involved, he imagined he wouldn’t be very happy that she’d gotten into the car of a perfect stranger.

“You’re not a client. You’re more of an acquaintance that my grandfather wants to keep ties with,” Bodil explained, plucking his thought from his head. “And that’s really all I have to argue to him. He’ll bluster and be annoyed, but he can’t say much.”

“You’re not a mind reader are you? Can’t see the future?” Warner asked warily. The last thing he needed was another person who could peer into his future.

“No! No. But I’m not stupid either, Warner. You wear your emotions on your sleeve,” Bodil said, shifting Tammy around in her lap. “Well, your face, really.”

“Uh huh,” Warner said, moving over to the right hand lane. If he needed to get off, he wanted to do it sooner rather than later.

“I mean, it’s also rather obvious you’re Yellow Eyes,” Bodil said, turning to face him a bit more directly now.

Flinching at that, Warner considered what to do about it.

“Don’t worry, I think what you’re doing is good,” Bodil offered. “I mean, goodness, just a few months ago someone tried to mug me. Days after that, I got a massive bill for Grandfather when he broke a bone. A few weeks after that, someone tried to drag me into an alley to probably rape me.

“We’re not doing very well here. Not at all. Having someone out there forcing people to acknowledge what’s right and wrong? That’s definitely a good thing.”

“No, it isn’t,” Tammy countered. “Not at all. That’s terrorism. Literally.”

Warner couldn’t refute either point because he hadn’t really considered it all.

He saw what he was doing as simply working to balance the scales. One action at a time.

“Oh, take this exit. I’m betting it’s the right one,” Bodil said, holding up the hand that held the runes and pointing to the ramp.

Pulling the car to the side, Warner drove down the ramp and into what looked like something he’d seen in movies. A street which seemed to lead to nothing but plains on one side, and a small city shopping center on the other.

“We’re pretty far out,” Warner muttered. He didn’t care to leave the metro area defined by Toll Road Four Seventy which encircled the heart of the state.

Road trips and long drives always made him incredibly uneasy.

“I was right,” Bodil said, her arm swinging toward the side of the road that led to the plains and a distant grove of trees.

“To be honest, I was pretty sure you were Yellow Eyes when we met,” Bodil murmured as Warner drove them in the indicated direction. “An aura of strength and righteousness surrounds you. If you weren’t Yellow Eyes, I would have expected a Paladin or a Templar or something similar. If you’d been one of those though, Grandfather probably would have killed you.”

What the… okay. Okay. Maybe… maybe I really need to find out more about the world as a whole.

Templars, Paladins, Weres, Psychics, Rune Readers, and whatever the hell I am.

I need to find someone and ask a lot of questions. A whole lot of questions.

Maybe… maybe Bodil?

“I’m new to this world,” Warner said, getting straight to it. “I didn’t even know Werewolves existed up until I killed one not long ago. Didn’t know Rune Readers were a thing. That skulls could have a ghost. That there were psychics. Any of it.

“Was just a Human with a day job and a daughter. Doing the best I could with what I had.”

Bodil blinked, tilting her head to one side. She was still angled toward him, the smile she always wore still there.

“Any chance I could have you teach me?” Warner asked, realizing Bodil wasn’t going to reply. “I think I have a lot to learn. Especially if I’m going to survive as Yellow Eyes.”

Warner hadn’t expected Bodil’s smile to get wider, but it did.

“Why Warner James, I’d be delighted to be your tutor,” Bodil said. “But I’m afraid I’m somewhat expensive. Grandfather already pays me sixty thousand a year just to work his front desk.”

“I’ll pay you ninety thousand a year for your council,” countered Warner. “No medical or anything like that, though. I need you, Bodil, and I’ll meet your price. Ninety thousand, to hire you. Ninety thousand for you to instruct me in everything I need to know about the world that Human’s don’t.”

It was a bit of a steep price, but he could well afford it. Having Bodil on retainer to help him with this world would likely be immeasurably important.

Bodil’s smile froze on her face. Even as her eyes stayed locked to his face.

“Do you believe in a Wyrd, Warner James?” Bodil asked.

“Don’t even know what it means,” Warner admitted.

“Go straight. Onto the dirt road,” Bodil commanded, then cleared her throat. The smile was gone now. “You asked me thrice to be your teacher. With a number that is quite friendly to three.

“In that moment, I felt the calling of a Wyrd. One that I would hesitate to decline without risking the wrath of the Norns. Did you seek to invoke such a thing? Do you have a need of me that strongly?”

“Probably,” Warner admitted as the dirt path slowly gave way to tall grass.

“And who assists you now?” Bodil asked.

“A gunrunner and a psychic who sees the future,” Warner said, keeping his eyes peeled for anything.

“I would be your third,” Bodil murmured. Then she sighed, letting her eyes fall to Tammy in her lap.

“What? Going to shake me some more? Brute,” Tammy grumbled.

“I accept the position, Warner James. Council and third, for ninety thousand a year,” Bodil said with a strange and heavy tone. “Upon my name, I agree to our deal.”

Turning her head, she looked directly at him.

Errr… right. Okay.

“Upon my name, I agree to our deal,” Warner tried. Really not sure what to do about this.

“Fantastic,” Bodil said, looking ahead again. “Ah, I believe we’re here.”

Warner frowned at that, still not seeing anything.

They were quickly approaching the trees he’d seen previously. They were clumped together and looked to be twisted things.

Then he came upon a car. Or what he believed was a car.

It was quite literally buried under grass, brush, and the droppings of foliage from the tree it was behind.

The only reason he’d seen it at all was the headlights on his car had somehow hit off the brake lights.

Putting the car in park, Warner opened the door, forcing aside a great deal of tall grass, and stared at the car.

He was angry.

Angry and annoyed.

The car wasn’t going to come out easily, not with all the debris around and on it.

“I suppose we should get to work,” Bodil said, stepping out of the car as well. Then she sighed and looked down at herself. “This is going to be very unpleasant, I think. A poor day for a dress, but this is simply how my threads have been woven for today.”

“Threads,” Warner murmured. Then shook his head. “No time like the present.”


Twenty-Three

 

Staring at the locked trunk, Warner wondered if this would actually work.

Bodil was standing next to him, her hands held in front of her stomach, clasping one another.

They’d cleared the debris around the vehicle up to the point where they could get inside. At which time, they found the interior was devoid of anything and everything. There was no evidence there that would do them any good at all.

Mostly because a number of animals had apparently turned it into a burrow at some point. Only to die or abandon it, and later be replaced by new tenants. The interior was an absolute wreck and ruin.

“Well? I can try to open it if you like,” Bodil offered, her voice taking on a teasing tone. “If you’re feeling like you can’t perform.”

Looking up from the trunk, Warner stared at Bodil.

“You can give me that burning hot glare all you like, Réttlæti,” Bodil said with a wide smile. “My grandfather isn’t exactly keen on the state of the world or many of my choices. Nor are his friends, who are likely older than you’d wish to consider. Trust me, all you’re doing is making me wonder if you’re looking for your own pleasure at this point.”

Blinking, Warner looked back to the trunk.

Reminds me of Daria in a way. Maybe seeing things like they do tends to skew the mind a bit.

Would probably skew mine.

Scowling at the trunk, Warner empowered his fist with golden fury and then lashed out. Punching hard straight into the key entry.

With a sheering of metal and the rattle of something shattering, the trunk popped open.

Inside was a jumble of bones.

Bones and Human skulls.

There were at least four visible skulls. They were two to a side, as if someone had stuffed them into the trunk in alternating directions.

“Oh,” Bodil murmured, reaching out and picking up a skull. “How curious.”

Rolling the skull around in her hand, she tapped the side of it with a thumb.

“I mean, finding corpses in a trunk seems more than just ‘curious’ to me,” Warner growled, looking around in the trunk for anything that’d be helpful.

“What I meant… is that it’s curious that there’s nothing else left behind. No spirit, no residue, no echo. Nothing,” Bodil said, then held the skull up for Warner to look at. “Tammy is altogether quite different than these.”

Unable to help himself, Warner frowned.

“Nothing?” he asked, peering at the skull. As far as he could tell, there wasn’t anything there. He could feel a presence with Tammy in her skull.

This felt like looking into an empty bottle.

“Nothing,” Bodil said, then slowly rolled the skull over in her hands and peered into the bottom and inside of it. “And there’s nothing carved into the bone. Nothing to ward off evil or spirits. They’re just… bones.”

Warner realized why he felt weird about the skull on top of everything else.

“There’s no injustice to it,” Warner said, taking the skull from Bodil. Holding it up in his hands he stared hard into the empty eye sockets. “Nothing lingering at all. No evil intent or… or anything.”

“Ah… injustice,” Bodil said, picking up one of the other skulls. He’d briefly explained to her how he worked and operated. “That does produce some interesting questions. Why did Tammy reek of it? Why was she bricked up in a wall and hidden away, while these were dumped into a trunk and left out in the middle of nowhere.

“I’d almost suggest it sounds like they perhaps regretted killing Tammy. As if it were unnecessary. And given her… injustice… that only reinforces that belief.”

“And what would make a Manticore feel guilty?” Warner asked, tossing the skull into the trunk.

“Not much given that they eat Humans,” Bodil said, then picked up a broken bone out of the trunk. “If you would care to look, these bones were cracked open. Likely to get to the marrow inside them. Do you feel guilty about eating a chicken or a cow?”

Warner shook his head.

He didn’t feel guilt at all about eating. He had the teeth and the inclination to eat other creatures and so he did. 

Looking at Bodil, Warner decided to voice a sudden thought.

“No. I don’t. But I do feel bad if I waste food. Especially food that came at another animal’s expense,” Warner said.

Bodil’s eyes widened for a moment, then she nodded her head once.

“Ah. That’d make more sense. The fact that Tammy remains, the injustice around her, burying her as if the kill was regretted,” Bodil murmured. “Tammy wasn’t Human. Or at least wasn’t completely Human. Manticore wouldn’t or couldn’t eat her.”

Sighing, Warner dropped the skull into the trunk.

“Back to square one then,” Warner muttered. “And perhaps worse off. No more leads.”

“Oh, that’s not true at all, Warner,” Bodil said and then grabbed up all four skulls, holding them by the eye sockets. “With so much death, so many lives snuffed out, and likely devoured, I should be able to track the Manticore.”

“Really? That’s great,” Warner said, smiling. It was great news. Closing the trunk as best he could, Warner started back toward his car. Opening the door for Bodil, he went around and got in the driver’s side.

“Ah, I see I’m not alone,” lamented Tammy. “Will you be summoning them as you did me?”

“No, they’re not there,” Warner said, pulling his seat belt down into place. Then he reached up and grabbed Tammy’s head on the dash and turned her around. “In fact… I have to ask. Were you even Human, Tammy?”

Tammy’s eyes slowly slid away from Warner toward the ground.

“I mean… I always thought I was a little different but… pretty sure I was Human,” Tammy mumbled. “I take it… I take it that’s not true?”

“Whatever you were, you weren’t entirely Human,” Bodil answered, arranging the skulls on the floor board and then pulling her door shut. “Perhaps an Imp, perhaps a Demon-touched Psychic, maybe a Cambion. You looked, acted, and smelled like a Human. But after a bite of you, the Manticore probably realized you weren’t Human.”

“I see. I… don’t know what to say,” Tammy murmured. “Would that mean my sister isn’t Human either?”

“Probably not. But that does explain a lot about what happened to you,” Warner said. “Or so we think. We could be wrong but… it kinda fits.”

“Okay, come here, Tammy,” Bodil said, reaching out to take up Tammy’s skull.

“No, no, no! You’re not going to stuff those in me again and—”

Bodil flipped Tammy upside down and started pushing rune tokens into her skull.

“I hate you so much, Bodil. I hate you,” Tammy groused.

Warner watched silently. With any luck at all, Bodil would have a direction for them shortly. He’d get his chance to resolve the problem that was Tammy.

“Feels so wrong,” complained Tammy as Bodil continued to stuff her with runes.

 

***

 

“You’re fucking with me,” Warner said as they drove past.

“I’m doing no such thing,” Bodil said, holding the runes in her right hand up. Her left hand was resting on one of the skulls that was in her lap. “The Manticore is in that bar.”

“No. No!” Warner said, shaking his head. “That’s… ridiculous.”

“And why’s that?” Bodil asked, letting her hand drop back down. “Do you not trust me or my reading?”

“That’s not it at all,” Warner said, shaking his head.

“It’s where the Manticore picked me up,” Tammy said, butting into the conversation. “That bar. The Winged Horn.”

“Truly? How curious. I wonder if the Manticore considers it part of their hunting ground. Or a watering hole that they can go to and get a kill,” mused Bodil. “Considering they can change shape, that’d make sense on top of everything else.”

Grunting, Warner pulled the wheel and started back around. He at least knew where to park to get to the bar now.

“You’ve been here before?” Bodil asked as Warner pulled the car into one such space.

“A few times,” Warner admitted. “It isn’t a watering hole just for Manticores.”

“Yes, that’d be true, wouldn’t it? One can hunt hunters in such a place,” Bodil said and then laughed. “This is rather delightful! I’ve never had such an interesting day.”

“And why’s that?” Warner asked, killing the engine and unbuckling his seatbelt.

“Grandfather usually chases everyone away,” Bodil said, pulling Tammy down and dropping her atop the other skulls.

“Hey, watch it,” growled Tammy, a second before Bodil tossed one of Warner’s jackets that’d been in the back over her and the other skulls. “Hey! What are you doing?”

“Oh, hush,” Bodil said and opened her car door, getting out.

“Pretty sure he never tried to chase me away,” Warner said, getting out as well.

“Of course not. You’re stronger than him,” Bodil said shutting the door. Then she looked down at herself and made a soft self-satisfied noise. “Well, at least I look clean. Now I don’t feel so bad wasting a rune to clean ourselves up. Doubly so since I wore a dress.”

Walking to the front of the car, Bodil ran her hands up and down herself in a “look here gesture”.

“Do I look alright?” she asked.

Warner stupidly gave her a slow once-over from head to toe and back up.

“Uh, yeah. You… you look great,” Warner said, feeling somewhat odd.

“Thanks! I’m glad you approve,” Bodil said, adjusting the sides of her dress at her hips.

Warner had only known Bodil a short while, but she was acting oddly. As if she knew him much longer.

A lot like Daria in fact.

Shit.

“You can’t see the future, right?” Warner asked again.

“No. I can’t. I get hints and whispers here and there if I get the runes to work for me,” Bodil said, then reached up and lightly rearranged her hair. Combing it up and over to the side and further away from her face.  Then she pulled down at the middle of her dress, suddenly giving herself a lot more cleavage and skin. Reaching down into her bra, she adjusted herself in each cup. “There, feels better. Do I fit better?”

Warner could only nod his head in response. He’d actually seen Asa do the same thing often enough that it wasn’t that odd to him.

Just unexpected.

She did look incredibly different all of a sudden though. From comfortable and every day to sexy and just a touch messy.

“Alright. Let’s go find this Manticore. I should be able to spot them pretty quickly,” Bodil said, smiling at him.

He didn’t see a rune in her hand but he suspected she had one on her.

Errr… I bet it’s in her bra, actually.

“Buy me a drink or two?” Bodil asked with a rather large grin.

Realizing that she’d at least provide suitable cover for going in the bar, Warner resolved himself to buying her a drink or two.

Setting off for the bar, Bodil didn’t say anything else. She just stuck to his side and watched everyone and everything around them.

If Warner didn’t know she was actively looking for their target, he’d figure she was a tourist or this was her first time out on the town.

Opening the door to the bar, Warner let Bodil go first and then followed her in.

It was exactly as he remembered it the last time he’d been here.

The clientele was unchanged as well, as was most everything else.

Please no Dianne. Please, please, please no Dianne. She’s the last thing I need right now. I’ve already got enough creepy people right now.

Fortunately for Warner, he realized his wish had been granted. Following Bodil over to the bar, he was happy to find that Dianne was indeed, not there.

Unfortunately though, Laurie was.

“Warner, welcome back,” Laurie said, giving him a wide smile. Reaching up, she pulled her hair back behind an ear and exposed her neck in the same way.

Dressed much as he’d last seen her, she was serving the bar again.

And she remembered me and my name. How… strange.

Laurie had clearly noticed Bodil, but had also chosen to disregard or ignore her.

“What can I get you?” Laurie asked, leaning toward him across the counter. “Come back for what was easy and on tap?”

Holy crap, she even remembers the conversation.

“Uh, two beers please,” Warner said, sidling up next to Bodil, directly in front of Laurie.

“Course,” Laurie said then finally glanced at Bodil, appraised her, then dismissed her. Casually she looked back at Warner. “Not bad, but I’m better. And I’m persistent. Remember?”

Laurie turned around, grabbed two glasses, filled them, and then sauntered off. Giving Warner a saucy grin over her shoulder as she did so.

Looking at Bodil, Warner had no idea what to say.

“I mean…” he started.

Bodil laughed and leaned her head to one side.

“I don’t think I’ve ever had the pleasure of that experience before,” Bodil murmured. “It was rather unique. Then again, I think she’s a Valkyrja. Hard to tell without reading her or having a carving. But that’s my guess.”

“Don’t see how that matters. I’m like ten years older than her,” Warner said, taking a sip from his beer.

“Well, to her, you’re likely a walking promise of ecstasy,” Bodil said and then took a long heavy draught from her glass.

“Uh-huh,” Warner muttered, looking around. He didn’t see Lisa in the crowd, but he did see quite a few couples paired up here and there.

“It’s true,” Bodil said, taking another drink. She was putting it away rather quickly. “You radiate justice and righteousness. And you’re actually rather handsome in your own way. If she really is a Valkyrja, then you’re the ideal for her.”

Warner stopped looking around and turned back to Bodil.

“Behind me, somewhere off near the wall,” she said, tilting her head to one side and gazing at Warner. “Definitely here, definitely hunting.”

Warner looked at Bodil and did his best to inspect those behind her at the same time.

Moving person to person, Warner saw that there were six people. Three men and three women. Each in a pair.

I don’t even know what to look for.

“We don’t have to do anything yet,” offered Bodil. “We can wait for them to leave and follow. For now… I get to enjoy my first beer, you get to enjoy my company, and we talk.”

“First beer?” Warner asked, looking at Bodil.

“Mm,” Bodil said, taking another hearty drink of her nearly empty glass. “I’m twenty. Did I forget to mention that? Good thing she wanted to get in your pants so bad, she didn’t card me.”

Grinning at him over the rim of her glass, Bodil raised her eyebrows, and finished the glass.

Trying not to fret over what Bodil had just done, Warner suddenly realized what was bothering him about what they were doing.

He felt no overwhelming sense of injustice in the room. It was all normal, everyday things. Nothing that would stand out as someone who murdered others.

“There’s… no… feeling,” Warner said, trying to keep himself from admitting too much. He had no idea what others might or might not be able to hear.

“I… what?” Bodil asked, setting her empty glass down in front of Warner and literally taking his beer from his hands. “We only just met. If you’re looking for something that instant, I’m afraid you’ll need to look elsewhere.”

Wincing, Warner didn’t know how to tell her what he actually meant.

Bodil started to drink the stolen beer and then her eyebrows shot up.

“Oh! Oh, yes. I understand,” Bodil said, letting the glass move away. “Ah… it’d be a lot like… uhm… ah! It’d be like feeling guilty about being attracted to someone. That’s just a feeling. It’s natural. Normal. No different than say… enjoying a good meal.”

Got it.

In other words… it isn’t technically unjust because the Manticore is just doing what it’s supposed to.

I’m just hunting it because of what it did to Tammy and the injustice she creates.

And to solve her issue, I have to kill a creature just doing what it’s supposed to, to live.

There was a sudden movement off behind Bodil, causing Warner to look over there.

A young man with blue eyes was staring at Warner. Staring at him as if he’d only just now noticed him and recognized him.

He’d apparently accidentally knocked over his drink and whatever had remained in it was now dripping over the side of the table they were sitting at.

Turning in her seat, Bodil looked at the other man as well.

Snorting, the Rune Reader turned back around to Warner. Locking his eyes with her own, she nodded her head minutely.

Ah, so that’s our target. I don’t recognize him at all.

The man righted his glass and then reengaged his date. A young woman in her twenties who seemed quite enamored with the Manticore.

His victim, as it were.

“Well, aren’t you thirsty,” Laurie said, coming back around to him. “I’m sure I could get you something that’d satisfy if you just let me.”

“You should let her,” Bodil said, finishing off her stolen beer.

Laurie glanced at Bodil, grinned, and then took Bodil’s glass.

“This one’s on me,” she said, refilling it.

“Let’s hope he is, too,” Bodil said, pointing a finger at Warner.

Nodding her head, Laurie finished pouring and gave it back to Bodil, then filled up Warner’s as well.

“You should listen to her,” Laurie said, putting her hands on the bar.

“Yeah,” Warner muttered. Then he pulled out two hundred dollar bills and dropped them onto the bartop.

“Uhm. Okay. I’ll go get your change in a sec,” Laurie said collecting the money. “My till is—”

“Keep it on tab, you keep what we don’t spend,” Warner said, shaking his head. He wanted to be able to leave in a flash if his target decided to bolt. 

“I… I really can’t, it’s not e—”

Warner pulled out another hundred dollar bill and set it down atop Laurie’s hand.

“I-I—okay. Okay,” Laurie said, nodding her head slightly. Looking down, then back at Warner, she slowly walked away.

By the time Warner had looked back to Bodil, she’d already drained half her glass.

“You’re drinking that way too fast if you’re going to help me catch this guy,” Warner muttered.

“You’re silly,” Bodil said, shaking her head. “I’m no fighter. I got you here, you’re on your own now. And you just loaded up a tab for me. I’m going to get really drunk and then sleep it off in your car with Tammy till you get back. Then you can take me home.”

Bodil smiled, shrugged her shoulders, and took another big drink.

“You… that’s… you suck, you know that?” Warner grumbled, rethinking his arrangement with Bodil.

“Mmm? Maybe!” Bodil said, tipping her glass backward again, emptying it. Then she reached over, swapped the empty glass with Warner’s, and started in on it, too.

Unexpectedly, the man who was his target got up from his table. His date did as well.

Puffing her cheeks out slightly, Bodil looked rather annoyed, clearly noticing that they were leaving. She quickly slipped one hand into her dress, straight into her bra, and pulled her hand back out.

“Here,” she murmured, holding a rune out to him. “Just keep it powered. Good luck. Bring the car back if you can, I’ll get a cab otherwise around closing time or have the bartender get me one.”

Apparently, she’d only been kidding about sleeping in the car.

That or she knew something that Warner hadn’t.

Not waiting, Warner left quickly. Getting outside the bar, he went off to the car long before the Manticore had even finished paying his tab.

If he needed to follow the creature, he wanted to be ready.

Because this was it.


Twenty-Four

 

Sitting in the car, Warner drummed his fingers along the steering wheel. He could see the front of the bar from here and was determined to not let this monster get away.

“Uhm, could you maybe uncover me?” Tammy asked.

Glancing toward where she was, Warner leaned down and then pulled the coat off.

“Oh! Thanks. I don’t… really like being in the dark,” Tammy mumbled. “I mean, I get why she did it but… I don’t like it.”

Ignoring Tammy, Warner put his focus back on the front of the bar. He really needed to end this. To make it right and end this.

Then he could put Tammy to rest and clear that building of the taint of injustice.

Meandering out the door came the Manticore. Warner could feel the rune in his hand pulling him toward the man. As if a string were tied between Warner and the creature.

At the man’s side was the young woman he’d been out with. Likely his next victim and meal.

“Pretty sure we found your killer,” Warner murmured.

“You did!? Fantastic! But… but does that mean I have to move on?” Tammy asked. Her voice didn’t sound that enthusiastic.

“I mean, that’s how it goes, right? You live, you die, you move on,” Warner said, watching the target. The man was guiding his date away from the bar in the opposite direction from where Warner was.

Shit. They parked nearby, or walked here.

Maybe a cab?

Damnit.

Pulling the key, he stuck it into the ignition and turned the engine over.

I’ll just come back for her. Get her back home. She’ll be fine till then.

Waiting, letting the car warm up and heat the interior as well, Warner kept his eyes on the Manticore as long as he could.

Warner didn’t need to rush off after them right now. He could follow leisurely along whenever he was ready to do so.

The major hang-up he had really was trying to make sure the woman didn’t become dinner while he dilly-dallied.

His mind took that opportunity to focus on that fact. The idea of that young woman being turned into a Human potpie grinding down on Warner’s mind.

Over and over.

Except that he had the feeling like the Manticore wasn’t moving away that quickly. Or even that far.

Perhaps he had even already dragged the woman behind a dumpster and was feeding on her. Tearing her limb from limb and devouring her like a homeless man might a roasted chicken.

Flinching, Warner killed the engine and practically leapt out of the car. Moving to the trunk, he pulled out his sword and fixed it to his belt quickly. Keeping it under his coat.

Quickly as he could, he pulled his kit together and got it on his person.

Finally, he holstered one of the handguns Aelia had sold him on the other side of his waist. Affixing the leather harness onto his belt.

Warner was ready.

Slamming the trunk shut, he set off at a quick jog to catch up. He really was rather terrified that he’d be too late for the woman.

Slowing down as more people came into view, Warner did his best to look like he belonged. Someone out on the town going about their business.

Not someone with a sword, an illegal firearm, and hunting a creature that ate Humans as one might a hamburger.

Warner kept walking, keeping to himself and acting for all he was worth.

Holding the rune in one hand, Warner pulled out his cell phone and began reading through old messages. Trying to look more the part of someone wrapped up in his own things.

Huh. Althea’s acting rather aloof now that I’m re-reading these.

Even her verbiage has changed, actually.

Mmm. Maybe I should have Daria read this over. Maybe the more I include Daria, the better her readings are.

In fact… she hasn’t texted me at all today.

Is today as a whole blocked for her?

Flicking the messenger app to Daria, Warner checked her last message. It was the same one he’d seen last. There’d been no change.

The rune he was holding indicated that the Manticore’s position just radically changed. Having gone from at an angle to Warner, practically to his side.

Pausing in place, he looked around to evaluate his surroundings.

He was on a major street. To his side was a coffee shop and a book store. However where the Manticore seemed to be was a pass-through street which looked like it led to a street parallel to the one he was on now.

Chewing at his tongue, Warner contemplated what to do. The last time he’d done something like this, he’d run across Daria.

In that single thought, Warner sealed up his choice and began moving down the pass-through.

The Manticore began moving again as Warner got closer. Shifting away from him and more to one side.

Either he knows I’m here, or can feel the rune pulling at him.

Then again… he’s a hunter, right? Likely he can sense me.

Reaching to his hip, Warner pulled his pistol free and held it casually at his side. Trying to keep it pressed in close to his coat, so it blended in.

He could feel his body start to wind up. His blood thrumming in his ears. His feet suddenly got chilled and his heart started to hammer in his chest.

Turning his head as the rune’s pull shifted, Warner realized the Manticore had entered a parking garage. He was moving deeper into it.

And up.

Warner could feel the thrill of the chase burning through him now. The sweet siren’s song of providing justice and balancing the scales.

That righting what had happened to Tammy would definitely shift the balance.

Looking upward toward the upper levels of the parking garage, Warner could practically feel the Manticore heading up an elevator.

Holstering his pistol after having just pulled it out, Warner contemplated how to do this.

Without thinking about it, without really putting a thought toward it actually working or not, Warner leapt toward the opening of the second floor.

Grabbing hold of it easily, Warner got his feet under him, bent down and powered himself up to the third floor. Leaping between the concrete openings as if they were little more than rungs on a ladder.

Up the fourth, fifth, and sixth.

Pausing for a second as he hung there, Warner focused on the rune held in his hand even as he clung to the concrete.

Still moving up. Maybe the top floor?

Looking up, Warner saw he had five or six more floors to go. He couldn’t quite tell from here.

Assuming the Manticore was going to the top, Warner began to climb upward once more. Each powered leap got easier and easier as Warner learned to control himself. To better move with his abilities.

Abilities that he knew he shouldn’t reasonably have, but no longer questioned or cared to worry about.

His life had irrevocably changed with Maya’s accident and he no longer bothered to concern himself with those changes.

Sailing up and over the last ledge, Warner landed on the top floor of the parking structure. There was nothing above him other than the stars and nearby buildings.

Looking around, Warner saw only a few cars up here.

Good place to park if you didn’t want anyone to come looking for you or check your car.

And at night… on a moonless night, this place is incredibly dark.

The perfect spot to murder someone and drive the body away.

Crouching down right there in the shadows, Warner waited. He could see the elevator from here and could feel the Manticore coming closer. The elevator was apparently rather slow.

Eventually, Warner heard the faint ping of the elevator reaching the top, followed by the doors opening up.

The Manticore and his meal came out, the woman hanging onto him and laughing as she did so.

Seeing the man again, Warner felt the power that was spread throughout his body roar to life. Rising to the peak of his power, he felt like he was on fire.

That he was glowing with the strength of it.

Standing up, Warner drew his sword and began heading for the Manticore. Holding to the weapon with one hand, he shot a rope of power down through the handle and into the blade. Causing the entirety of the blade to look like it was burning with a bright golden flame.

Both the Manticore and the woman turned and looked at Warner. His approach wasn’t subtle and Warner could feel those alien thoughts crowding out his own again.

He wanted battle. To engage this Manticore, ruin him, and throw his body down to the ground. Only after having carved out a trophy would the victory be complete.

“He wills it!” Warner cried losing himself in the thoughts that weren’t his own.

The woman chose that moment to become little better than a sack of potatoes and fainted dead away.

Staring hard at Warner, the man hesitated.

Then he exploded apart, as if something had been inside the man.

Where a man had stood, there was now a monster that rose thirty feet into the air. With the face of a blue-eyed man, the body of a lion, and the tail of a scorpion, it was a monstrous beast.

“I’ll kill you, Archangel,” growled the monster, his mouth full of large, wide fangs.

“I will carry forth His will,” Warner replied without any concern at all, marching forward.

“The Silent One doesn’t care!” howled the monster, his front lowering down, the massive paws flexing. “He’s never cared what I do!”

Warner felt raw righteous rage pour through him. As if he were a container which had just been overfilled and was fit to burst.

Baring his teeth, Warner charged the Manticore now, his sword drawing up behind him.

“The False One will fall!” shrieked Warner. His wings flared out behind him, lighting the entire area as if it were under a bright noon sun.

Flinching away from the blinding light, the Manticore turned its head. Narrowly avoiding the downward slash of Warner’s blade entirely on accident.

The blade’s tip sliced down and through the front leg of the Manticore.

Howling in agony, the Manticore pawed wildly at Warner with the uninjured one.

Snapping his wings, Warner got himself out of range, only to flick them the other way to charge back into the Manticore.

Still yowling, the monster wasn’t waiting around anymore. Backing up faster than Warner could close on it, it practically stumbled over the car it’d been heading to. Crushing the back corner of the vehicle and forcing the trunk and rear passenger door open in doing it.

Turning around, it bounded away, running for the edge of the parking garage.

“You cannot flee monster! I shall chase you down and end your existence!” called Warner, chasing after it at a dead sprint.

Reaching the end, the creature clambered up the comparatively small wall and then leapt down.

Not waiting or even checking, Warner simply leapt off the edge when he reached it. His wings flaring out behind him and providing him control.

Below him, he could see the Manticore falling.

Holding his sword pointing down, Warner was more than willing to crash into its spine and run the blade home.

Using his wings to steer, Warner could feel the grin on his face spreading.

Monster, I shall end you and take your eyeteeth as prizes!

Folding his wings to gain speed, Warner felt the thrill of the battle singing in his veins.

The Manticore hit the ground, turned, and looked up.

Warner was only a second or two behind. There was no way the large beast would be able to get away.

Trying to dodge to the side, the monster only cleared half of its body before Warner landed. The sword blasting through the side of its chest and lodging itself deeply there.

Howling once more, the Manticore shot forward. Leaping and running wildly down the street.

Hanging onto the blade and keeping his wings tucked backward behind himself, Warner wasn’t about to let his prey go.

Smashing parked cars out of the way, bowling over light posts, and crushing signs, the Manticore barreled out of the pass-through and onto a main street.

All around, people began screaming and shouting as the creature tried to turn onto the street. Kicking an eighteen-wheeler in the process and sending it slamming into a building.

Getting some traction, the Manticore began speeding down the street, crushing, kicking, and hurling cars in every direction. Paying little heed to anything other than dislodging Warner and escaping.

Holding onto his blade with his left hand, Warner slowly climbed up its body until he was kneeling on the monster’s back. Grabbing his pistol from its holster, he pulled it free, pointed it at the back of the Manticore’s head, and began firing.

The rounds seemed to do almost nothing other than aggravate the creature more.

Screaming, it ran ever onward, uncaring for anyone it hurt, maimed, or killed as it did so. Its massive paws crushing vehicles as it went.

Changing his tactic after only firing three rounds, Warner put the tip of the pistol to the monster’s back, between two ribs, and began firing there instead.

That seemed to do more as the Manticore flinched away from the attack, even though there was nowhere for it to go.

Careening off a large old tree, the Manticore spun sideways and tripped. Sprawling out across the road in a heap of massive paws. Right in the middle of an intersection.

Unfortunately, the force of the blow was translated to Warner as well, except he had nothing to hold onto other than his sword.

Ripping free of the creature, the sword slid out of the wound while making the cut wider at the same time. Warner was sent flying through the air.

Crashing into the front windshield of a car, Warner got up quickly, his wings shooting out behind him.

Tucking his now empty pistol back into its holster, Warner brought his sword up and held it with both hands.

“It is time to suffer the wrath of Retribution!” screamed Warner, charging forward once again.

Getting to its feet, the Manticore turned partially to one side and got low, the long scorpion tail flashing down toward Warner.

Moving his blade, and flinging out one wing, Warner neatly side-stepped the massive stinger.

Slamming into the asphalt, the stinger made an odd crunching noise.

Whipping the blade around, Warner neatly cut the stinger off the tail. A geyser of blood erupted from the severed tip of the tail as the Manticore pulled it back.

“Retribution?” wailed the Manticore. “I’ve done nothing wrong! I only feed!”

“You killed a young woman and buried her in a wall. Now you will suffer for the life you took,” Warner declared.

Hissing at Warner, the Manticore’s mouth opened wide to bare its fangs, it then lashed out with a paw. Its claws fully extended.

Bringing his sword around, Warner attacked that paw head on with his blade.

With a meaty thump, half the paw was severed clean off. Landing with a splat somewhere behind Warner.

Yowling, the Manticore tried to move backward, but ended up stumbling as its partially amputated paw didn’t work very well.

Slumping to the ground, the Manticore collapsed, unable to hold itself up anymore.

Not waiting, not hesitating, Warner leapt forward and rammed his sword home. The blade passing into the neck of the large beast all the way to the hilt.

Grunting, Warner jerked the blade free and then smashed it deep into the creature’s neck again for a second time. Then a third.

Stepping away from the beast, Warner hesitated, then moved to its face.

The blue eyes were partially closed, the face quite pale.

Using one hand, Warner lifted its upper lip. Grasping hold of one eyetooth Warner yanked it clean out of the Manticore’s jaw. Then he pulled the other free as well.

Trophy.

Holding the teeth that were almost the size of short swords, Warner took several steps back before lashing them quickly to his belt.

The Manticore took in a deep breath, then let it out in a final slow shudder.

It breathed no more.

A few seconds after that, its body began shifting around. The flesh sinking into itself as the monster became smaller by the second.

A minute later and it reformed back into a Human man, though this time it was quite naked. Naked, bloody, and quite dead.

Warner didn’t recognize the man, though Warner was betting on this being Doctor Bits.

“Stop!” called a voice.

Turning, Warner found a policeman. He had his weapon leveled on Warner, his hands shivering even as they attempted to hold the aim of the weapon steady.

“Fear not, I was only here to slay the beast,” Warner proclaimed. “You may return to your own duties.”

“Stop… stop right there. Freeze. Don’t move,” said the policeman.

“That is not something I can agree to,” Warner said, his wings slowly spreading out behind him. “I must return to my charge and put them to rest.”

“Now… just… just—” the policeman trailed off, his words lost.

Holding his blade up, Warner passed his left hand over the blade, scorching away the blood of his fallen enemy in a golden flame.

Having cleansed his blade, Warner slid it home into its sheathe.

“Fear not. We will right the world in time. Good evening, officer,” Warner said, then slammed his wings downward. Launching himself into the air with the powerful blast.

Pumping his wings, Warner rose up into the air and began angling himself back toward the parking structure. He needed to ensure that the woman who’d been left behind was well.

Then it would be time to head back and collect Bodil.

And put Tammy to rest.

He had a lot to do tonight.

 

***

 

Holding Tammy up, Warner stared into the golden-eyed sockets.

“Are you ready?” Warner asked her.

“I mean… I guess. I’m not… I’m not really sure what’s supposed to happen to me,” Tammy said.

“That’s fair,” Warner admitted. “I imagine your sister will have your… your remains blessed and then have you buried or cremated.”

“And that’ll put me to rest?” Tammy asked.

“I… believe so,” replied Warner. He wasn’t sure it would, but he felt that it was true. Much in the same way that he was fairly certain that he wasn’t even Human anymore given what he’d just done to the Manticore. “I’ll drop by a few times to make sure you’re gone. How’s that?”

“That’d be great, thanks,” Tammy said with a sigh. “Then… this is goodbye?”

“Indeed. It is goodbye,” Warner said with a smile. “Though I did enjoy our time together.”

“So did I!” Tammy said and then laughed. “Though I’m really glad you killed that thing. Really glad. Thank you, Warner.”

“Of course,” Warner said. “Alright. I’m going to cut the power now, put you into the box, and give you to your sister. Anything else? Last words? Requests?”

“No. You solved my business and… and… I’m going home,” Tammy murmured, then sniffled.

A single glowing silver tear trailed down Tammy’s cheekbone. It dripped down from there and landed on Warner’s forearm.

He wanted to flick it off out of fear from what her previous tears did, but this didn’t burn, harm, or hurt him.

Leaving it there for the time being, he focused on Tammy who needed him.

“Bye, Warner,” Tammy said, sniffling harder now.

“Bye, Tammy,” Warner replied with a smile and nod of his head.

Several more tears trailed down the skull as Warner laid his left hand to the top of the skull.

Gently as he could, he retracted the power he’d put there. Removing the magic that’d given Tammy life.

Taking the skull in his left hand after the power was gone, he gently set it in the large ornate box in the back seat. Inside of which, the rest of her bones were stored.

It was something he’d picked up a while ago with the intent to carry Tammy’s remains in a dignified way. He’d only had to take a minor detour to collect the rest of her on his way.

Looking at the tears that’d collected on his forearm, Warner went to brush them off. Only to find they were actually solid.

Picking them up between his fingers, he instead tucked them into a coat pocket. He’d look at them later.

Grabbing the lid to the box, he put it down over Tammy’s skull and sighed.

At that moment, Bodil let out a short snort and rolled her head to the other side in the passenger seat.

She was extremely drunk and incredibly incoherent. To the point that he hadn’t even been able to get her home address out of her.

The fact that she didn’t have a driver’s license only compounded that problem.

Thankfully, he hadn’t seen Laurie or Dianne when he’d come back to pick up Bodil. That was likely the only bright point in his evening after killing the Manticore.

Sighing, Warner looked at Tammy’s sister’s house in front of his car.

Resolving to carry the box by himself to the front door, Warner got to work.

The night wasn’t over yet.


Twenty-Five

 

Someone shook him.

Groaning, Warner tried to turn away. He didn’t want to wake up yet. He hadn’t managed to get home until just a few hours before dawn.

“Warner. Wake up. There’s a woman on the couch,” Daria murmured. “And I can’t see her in any of my future visions. I couldn’t see anything about yesterday at all either.”

“Bodil,” Warner offered.

“Bodil?”

“Her name’s Bodil. Hired her to help me with the paranormal stuff. She’s a Rune Reader,” explained Warner. “Found the Manticore for me.”

“She’s drunk. And only wearing a bra and panties,” Daria countered.

“Yeah,” Warner said, slowly opening his eyes. Daria was leaning over him. “She got really drunk at the bar while I fought the Manticore. She’s not good at fighting, she said.”

Daria frowned at that, her mouth moving to one side as she obviously thought on his statement. Then she sighed, shook her head, and grinned at him.

“Well. No matter how hard I look, I don’t see her in our futures,” Daria said. “So we’ll need to talk to her and figure out what her intentions are, or we probably need to buy her a grave. Because if I can’t see her in our future, she doesn’t exist there.”

Grunting, Warner reached up and put his hands on each side of Daria’s face.

“You jealous?” he asked, his fingers lightly brushing back and forth.

Grimacing, Daria’s eyes slid away from him. Then she took in a short breath and let it out.

“Yes, I’m jealous,” Daria said, looking back to Warner. “She’s beautiful. I already have to share you with Althea and Aelia. I don’t need more competition.”

“I put her on the couch in her dress with a blanket over her. She must have taken it off on her own. With that in mind, as far as I know, I only hired her to help me out.” Warner said, patting Daria on the cheek. “She wasn’t hired to get in bed with me. That’s your job, as far as I know. You’re my spunky little psychic housewife to be, aren’t you?”

Daria grinned at that, then laughed.

“Yeah. Guess I am,” Daria muttered. “You should hide the ring better though.”

“No point in that. You’d know where it is anyway. Though, that does mean it’s clearly your job to get in my bed. Our bed,” Warner said. Then he grabbed Daria by the shoulders and hauled her into said bed and immediately moved over atop her.

“Warner! No, no, no. Warner, no. I’m making breakfast and—oooh! Ah…” Daria’s voice trailed off as Warner began nibbling at her neck and shoulder. “Warner… we really shouldn’t. I’ll burn breakfast.”

“Does anyone care if you burn it?” Warner asked, kissing at Daria’s neckline as he started unbuttoning her pants.

“Uhm… no. No one cares,” Daria said, her hands pressing to his shoulders. “Maya just… laughs at me.”

“Perfect,” Warner said, then started to push Daria’s pants down. “Let’s have some fun then, psychic housewife.”

If he couldn’t sleep, he was going to maul Daria.

“I… yes. Let’s,” Daria agreed, smiling up at him.

In short order, spurred on by Daria’s hands and kisses, Warner got her pants and panties down to her ankles and had ditched his boxers in record time.

“Hey, Warner?”

Freezing just as he got on top of Daria, Warner lifted his head up from her neck.

“I really need some Advil. I drank way too m—”

Turning his head, he found Bodil standing in the doorway. She was once more wearing the dress she’d had on last night.

She was staring at him with wide eyes. Or more accurately, staring at his rear end which was in the air as he was getting ready to penetrate Daria.

“Uh,” Bodil said, her eyes moving to Warner’s face, then Daria beneath him. “Hi.”

Daria, whose entire face was a bright crimson, stared back at Bodil.

“Hi?” Daria tried.

“I think I—”

Bodil gagged, her mouth puffing out. Then she scurried into Warner’s bathroom and proceeded to throw up in the toilet.

Looking back at Daria who was beneath him, Warner had no idea what to do.

“You didn’t… see her at all?” Warner asked.

“No. Not at all,” Daria murmured. Her legs were still spread apart around his hips. “Uhm, I don’t think we should continue. Or… or actually maybe we should. That’d get rid of her.”

Rolling off Daria, Warner grabbed up his boxers and grabbed a pair of pants and a shirt. Dressing quickly, he went into the bathroom.

Bodil was in mid-prayer to the porcelain god, retching violently.

Moving over to her, Warner grabbed her hair and held it back, as Bodil continued to heave. The bathroom was rapidly smelling like beer and hard alcohol.

“Oh fuck,” Bodil groaned, spitting repeatedly. “Oh shit. I don’t want to drink ever again.”

“I mean… you downed four beers just while I was there,” Warner murmured, patting Bodil on the back.

Daria briefly appeared in the doorway. She was dressed again.

Her eyes gave him a quick once-over, then Bodil, and then she nodded her head, vanishing once more.

“Laurie and I started doing shots when she got off work. I drank her under the table,” groaned Bodil. “I don’t remember anything after that.”

“You were very drunk at the bar. One of the other bartenders had been taking care of you,” Warner supplied. “I brought you back to my house.”

“You get the Man—” Bodil stopped talking and started to throw up again.

“Yes, I got the Manticore,” Warner said, stroking Bodil’s back and shoulders. “I pulled his eyeteeth out when I was done. I gave Tammy’s body to her sister. She was very glad to have closure.”

Reaching over, Warner grabbed a hand towel and then turned on the sink. He quickly dabbed the hand towel in the water while still holding Bodil’s hair in one hand.

Spitting several times, Bodil grunted.

“Oh, good. I’m glad,” said Bodil, laying her head down on the toilet seat. Groaning, she kept her eyes closed, snot and old alcohol dribbling from her nose and mouth.

Using the hand towel, Warner wiped at her face, trying to get her cleaned up.

“Alcohol sucks,” complained Bodil.

“Yeah. Especially if you’re trying to outdrink a sorority house,” Warner muttered.

“Didn’t go to college. Grandfather thought I’d be corrupted,” said Bodil.

Several minutes later, Warner managed to get Bodil back into the living room. Which was now inhabited by Maya, while Daria continued working on breakfast.

Sitting Bodil down on the loveseat, he tipped her over toward the arm. Leaning into it, Bodil closed her eyes and let out a groan.

“I’ll get you some water,” Warner offered, patting her knee.

“Thanks,” Bodil whispered.

“Morning, Maya,” Warner said, looking at his daughter as he walked into the kitchen.

“Uh, morning… Dad. And… uh… morning…” Maya paused, unsure how to address Bodil.

“Bodil,” said Bodil, opening her eyes. “My name’s Bodil.”

“Are… you dating my dad, too?” Maya asked, the TV remote in her hands pressed to her stomach.

Bodil raised her eyebrows at that, her eyes slowly moving to Warner and Daria in the kitchen.

Warner was in the middle of filling a glass of water for her while Daria cooked.

Getting no answer from them, Bodil looked back to Maya.

“Your father hired me to help him with his work,” Bodil said.

“Okay. You’re dating him, too, then?” Maya pressed.

“He has more than one?” Bodil asked, looking very confused.

“Two… you’d be number three,” Maya admitted, looking at the TV and changing the channel.

“Number three,” Bodil repeated, looking away from Maya and toward the TV.

“I mean, you don’t have to tell me but…what?” Maya asked, turning the volume on the TV up.

Walking back over to Bodil, Warner held out the glass of water.

“—murdered in the middle of the street,” said the news anchor. “Stabbed in the neck in front of a multitude of people. Only to flee the scene without even being caught on camera.”

“No way,” Maya said, shaking her head. “No way. I don’t believe that at all. I bet it was Yellow Eyes.”

Warner glanced to Maya. He was beginning to think he really needed to look into how people knew him and what he was doing.

“Yellow Eyes?” Warner asked in a subdued tone.

“He’s a vigilante!” Maya said, not looking away from the television. “He killed Jim Goff. I know it. And a bunch of other bad people. He’s totally cleaning up the city. All by himself, practically.

“The cops won’t talk about him, the news won’t talk about him, no one will talk about him. But there’s websites and videos about him all over. I bet you this was him, too.”

“That so,” Warner said, watching Maya. He really didn’t know what to say about that.

“Yeah! He’s awesome. He’s like a superhero. He can jump really high, fight really well, uses a sword, and can practically fly! He’s got wings!” Maya said. “A lot of the footage is really hard to see though. It’s from like security cameras and things from far away. And even the stuff up close is blurry. That and his eyes glow.”

Ah… shit. Okay. I wasn’t being as sneaky as I thought I guess.

“Could you show me some of it, sweetie?” Daria asked, coming over and laying a plate on the TV tray next to Maya.

“Sure! If you get my laptop, I can show you some of it. Or I can just show you later. The most recent video that popped up was him fighting like a ghost or something,” Maya said. “Someone got attacked and dragged into it. Yellow Eyes showed up and fought it with a sword, killing it. Then he took the person he saved and left.”

Err, they even found me saving Daria?

“The footage on that one is super bad, though,” interjected Bodil. “If it wasn’t for his eyes, you’d never even know it was Yellow Eyes.”

“You’re a Watcher, Bodil?” Maya asked excitedly.

“Yeah. I am. I’m more of a recent fan, though. Only got interested in him a short while ago,” Bodil said. “Clearly he saved a woman, though. If you look at the clothes, they were quite fashionable. So probably a young woman.”

In other words, after I came in to her grandfather’s shop.

Daria put her hands on her hips and turned to Bodil while still standing over Maya.

“Well, Bodil, how about you come over to the kitchen, since you’re feeling chatty,” Daria said. “We should talk anyway.”

Bodil winced and looked away from Daria. Then she nodded her head.

Moving to the kitchen, the three adults gathered around the stove as Daria continued to plate up food.

“Do you have to knock so loudly?” Bodil complained, sitting down at one of the stools. “If it makes you stop, I’ll let you peek at my threads.”

“Threads?” Daria asked, shoveling some eggs onto a plate with a bit more violence than Warner expected.

“You keep trying to look at my fate. Or more specifically, how my Wyrd ties in with Warner’s,” Bodil said, leaning forward. She put her head in her hands and closed her eyes. “You’re too strong. Every time you try, it’s like someone pounding against my skull.”

“You can… you can prevent that?” Warner asked, peering at Bodil.

“Only because Grandfather taught me how to hide my threads. After my mother was murdered, he told me I had to always protect myself, so he taught me how,” admitted Bodil. “If you stop, I’ll let you look. Okay?”

“I’m sorry. It isn’t deliberate,” Daria said, reaching out and laying a hand to Bodil’s shoulder. In the span of an instant, she’d gone from annoyed to caring. “I don’t have any control over it. It used to be very overwhelming before Warner.”

“Before he saved you in an alleyway?” Bodil asked, opening her eyes and peeking at Daria with a smirk.

“Exactly. Now all I can see is him. My fate ended there and now only rests with him,” Daria said, patting Bodil on the shoulder, before finishing up the plate she’d been working on. Moving it over to Warner, she smiled at him and looked back to Bodil.

Bodil watched the exchange and then frowned.

“I can only see backward… it’ll be interesting to hear what you see,” Bodil said and then reached over with her left hand to touch a ring on her right. “Even if I already begin to suspect what you’ll find.”

Daria stared off into nothing for several seconds, looking at a point beyond Bodil’s head.

Likely a point in a place that no one could see except Daria.

“She’s… incredibly powerful,” Bodil said, watching Daria. “Frighteningly so.”

In the next moment, Daria’s eyes snapped back to Bodil and she gave her a rather wide smile.

“Yes. Powerful or not, I’m all Warner’s,” Daria said nodding her head slightly. “Yes, that’s right Bodil. The third, yes. No, not for a while. Maybe? Probably next year. Two, if you’re not careful. Yeah, I can do that. I think four. Five at most.”

“Tarja, my sweet little psychic, it’d be nice if I could hear both sides of the conversation, instead of you just reading into Bodil’s future,” Warner said, reaching out to pat Daria on the back of the hand with his fingertips. Picking up a piece of bacon with his other hand, he started eating it.

This wasn’t new, but it was odd hearing her do it to someone else.

“Oh, sorry. Those were all things she wouldn’t have wanted to ask in front of you anyway,” Daria said, looking at Warner with the same self-satisfied smile, before looking back at Bodil. “Were they?”

“Not in any way, shape, or form,” Bodil agreed. “Thank you very much.”

“Of course!” Daria said, then pulled out her cell phone and set it down in front of Bodil. “Call him in about three minutes. Best time to do it.”

Daria finished up another plate of food and set it down next to Warner’s. Clearly her own setting.

Then she left, vanishing off toward Maya’s room.

“You have no idea how powerful she is,” Bodil said, looking at Daria’s phone in front of her. “But I do. She makes my grandfather and I look like candles compared to her being the sun.”

Warner shrugged and continued to eat his bacon.

“The floating evil coat monster had her dead to rights, I just beat it down,” Warner said.

“Yes. You slew a very ugly and savage demonic spirit. One that could have fought Templars and Paladins to a standstill,” Bodil said. “I honestly didn’t think you’d come back. Manticores aren’t… simple creatures.”

“I mean. He’s quite dead. I’m not,” Warner said with a chuckle. “His fangs are on my work table in the basement.”

“Yes, Warner. That’s my point. Your own power is… it isn’t normal. At all,” Bodil said, picking up Daria’s phone and starting to tap in a number.

“And speaking of that,” Daria said, coming out of Maya’s room with her laptop. Setting it down on Maya’s lap, she leaned down and kissed the girl on the brow. “Here you go, sweetie.”

“Thanks,” Maya mumbled, one arm coming up to hug Daria.

“And speaking of you, Warner,” Daria tried again, coming over back to her plate. “Your doctor’s appointment is tomorrow. We’ll be going together and we’ll see what we see. And before you ask, no, I don’t see anything about it. Which is why I’m going with you.”

“Fine, fine,” Warner said, grinning around his breakfast.

Bodil had Daria’s phone up to her ear now.

She started to speak in a language that Warner had no idea what it was. To him, it sounded like someone apologizing though.

However, the loud and angry response on the other end of the line was quite clear.

Wincing, Bodil hung her head and then moved away from the table. Wandering off toward Warner’s bedroom.

Eyeing her as she went, Warner really didn’t know what to make of the young woman.

“Very sheltered. Very innocent. Very naive. Knows far too much about things she has no business to know,” Daria said, scooping up a spoonful of eggs. “She’s fine. I like her, actually.”

“Weren’t you jealous of her about twenty minutes ago?” Warner asked, pointing his bacon at her.

“I was. Then I found out she wasn’t competition to me,” Daria said and then sighed, glancing over her shoulder toward where Bodil had gone. “Though she’s going to have a real tough time. Her grandfather is going to disown her for what she did. She’s not even going to have the chance to explain where she went or what she did.”

“He is?” Warner asked, feeling incredibly guilty all of a sudden.

“Yes. She doesn’t have a car or a driver’s license either. Nowhere to go or to turn to,” Daria said, looking back to her plate. “Oh, well. She’ll be fine. It’ll just be tough for her. She comes out even stronger than she was previously.”

Wincing at that, Warner felt more than a little obligated. To the point that he wanted to offer Bodil a place to stay in the basement.

I could convert it pretty quickly into a bedroom. Couldn’t I? I mean… it already had a bathroom down there. Just no shower. She’d have to come up here for a shower or a bath.

But the storage room could easily be turned into a decently sized bedroom.

Realizing he should probably ask Daria for permission, or what this would do with everything else, including Althea, Warner sighed and looked at her.

“It’ll be fine,” Daria said, before putting another spoonful of eggs in her mouth. She chewed quickly and swallowed. “I’m getting very strange visions of Althea, to be honest. I’m not so sure she’ll be coming around any time soon. I think her work with the PID is taking up more and more of her life. Right now, we don’t see her again for at least a month.”

“Yeah, but you never mentioned I’d run into her with a corpse in the trunk,” Warner countered.

“True. I never did see that,” Daria said almost absentmindedly. “Hm. Well. Regardless. We should be fine. Though we’ll need to bring Bodil along for dinner with Aelia. She’ll be coming over far more frequently soon. We’ll need to plan for that.”

“Right,” Warner said, looking at his plate. “And uh…is this all still the same. Is this the same outcome you saw for us?”

“Actually, it is,” Daria said with a chuckle. “I can see quite a bit more now as well. Bodil will be quite useful, and stays with us for a long while.”

“Oh, good. Good. That makes it easier, I suppose,” Warner said.

Out of nowhere, his stomach hurt. Hurt to the point that he felt like he was going to actually shit out his intestines.

“I’m so sorry, honey,” Daria said even as Warner spun around toward the sink.

He began violently throwing up blood and golden liquid again. It practically filled the sink, turning into a muddy beige color.

Daria was there in a flash, patting and rubbing his back.

“He’s okay, sweetie,” Daria said much more loudly and likely to Maya. At the same time, Daria turned on the sink, helping to wash down the disturbing vomit. “We’re going to the doctor tomorrow just to get things checked out. I think he has irritable bowel syndrome, though.”

There was a response from Maya which Warner didn’t hear. He was occupied at the time and honestly didn’t care that much.

“We’ll see the doctor tomorrow and go from there,” she promised over the sound of Warner retching into the sink.


Twenty-Six

 

“Good evening. We’re reporting live and we’ve just received some shocking news,” said the talking head on the television. “A serial killer with a body count that is innumerable. Bob?”

Looking up from his phone, Warner wondered what was going on now.

Or more accurately, maybe someone for Warner to hunt.

Today had been more of a day off, of sorts. The majority of the day had been spent getting the basement ready for Bodil and her imminent move-in.

She’d accepted the offer on the condition that she could put in a door with a lock only she had the key to. A perfectly reasonable request from Warner’s point of view.

The camera view swapped to a man standing at an intersection which looked like it was downtown.

In fact, it almost looked familiar to Warner.

“Last night, Phillipa Ers was like so many of us – looking for love,” said Bob, walking slowly to one side. He was a younger man with brown hair and brown eyes, and the easy smile that almost all newscasters had. “Going to a bar in the city for a date, she thought nothing was out of the ordinary. Right up until she was suddenly staring down the tip of a sword.”

Hm. A sword?

Is this—

Jumping to a previously recorded video, Warner wasn’t that surprised. It was indeed the woman he’d checked on the night previous after having killed the Manticore.

“—had it pointed at us!” Phillipa said. “He yelled something like, ‘he wills it’ and then came at us.”

“It was at that moment, that Phillipa fainted,” Bob said, after the camera cut back to him. Clearly Phillipa had more to say, but for whatever reason, the news station had chosen to jump forward in the story.

Behind Bob was the parking structure where Warner had first engaged the Manticore. “The next time she woke up, she was alone atop this parking structure behind me. Next to her date’s car. Except her date, and the man with the sword, were both gone.”

“It’s Yellow Eyes!” Maya said, clapping her hands together. “I know it. I know it is. He uses a sword! I bet this is the same guy they found murdered in the street.”

“—out to be what apparently was a mass serial killer,” Bob said, nodding his head. “Because inside the car were the remains of two women. Their bodies were found in the trunk, which had been forced open at some point while Phillipa was unconscious.”

“I woke up and didn’t know what was going on,” Phillipa said, as the camera jumped back to her. “Then I got up and looked around and… and I saw the bodies and… and… I called the cops.”

Once more, the camera flicked back to Bob despite it again looking like Phillipa had more to say.

“When the police arrived, they quickly cordoned off the parking structure. Sources have told me that they raided the house of the vehicle owner and apparently made a gruesome discovery,” Bob said with a grimace. “The bodies of at least twenty more women. All in various states of decay. Quite a few were apparently only bones. Though, in the fridge was yet another surprise for the police. Human remains in plastic containers.”

Bob paused to stare hard at the camera for dramatic effect.

“Leftovers,” Bob finished, nodding his head. “At this time, the police chief hasn’t released any information, but it’s clear at least to this reporter, that Phillipa escaped with her life and barely avoided being turned into a cannibal’s dinner. Back to you, Susan.”

The view flipped back to the reporters in the station. A bright-eyed woman shook her head and then made a rather shocked face.

“Thanks, Bob! Hard to believe such a thing could happen without anyone noticing,” said the woman, turning to look at her co-anchor.

“Definitely. Though I’m hearing from a number of sources that this is just the most recent handiwork of a vigilante running wild,” said the man, looking away from Susan and toward the camera. “They call him Yellow Eyes. And right now, his supposed body count is at four. Most notably, District Attorney Jim Goff, two drug dealers, and now this serial killer cannibal.

“Working with information we’d been given through some different sources, we asked a few citizens if they’d heard about this vigilante and how they felt.”

“Doing good work if you ask me,” Maya said gruffly. “Goff deserved it, the filthy crook.”

“—what any of us would if we could,” said the person on camera, in a tone mirroring Maya’s.

“I mean, who wouldn’t?” said the next man. “Cleaning the world up, one scumbag at a time. Hey, maybe we could get Yellow Eyes to run for president. Let him clean up the capitol? Ha!”

“It’s illegal and it’s wrong,” said a stern-faced older woman. “He shouldn’t be doing such a thing. Should leave it to the systems and—”

“That’s the problem!” shouted a younger woman in the background. “We left it to the system and look where it got us?”

“You should let the government do its job,” growled the old woman, glaring at the other woman.

“And that’s just a small sample of the responses we got,” said the newscaster, as it went back to him. “It seems the overwhelming majority of those we spoke with are in favor of the vigilante. Turning him into some type of folk hero.”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m in favor of leaving justice to those who’ve made it their livelihood,” Susan said, smiling at the camera.

“Of course, she’d say that,” grumbled Maya. “She’s going to support whatever the people above tell her to.”

“You’re a little young to be that jaded,” Warner mused, turning his head to look at Maya.

“Am I? Am I really, Dad?” Maya said, gesturing at her cast. “Because I’m pretty sure I’ve got a solid look at the way the system works.”

She’s got a point. Especially considering my own actions and what I’m doing. I can’t really say much without being a gigantic hypocrite.

Maya winced and lost the hold on her laptop, the machine sliding off and clattering to the ground.

“Damnit. Balls, biscuits, sugar-tits,” cursed Maya, reaching for the computer.

“Excuse me?” Warner asked, raising his eyebrows.

“What? I didn’t say any bad words,” Maya said and grabbed her laptop, hauling it back on top of herself. “I bet there’s video of this. I need to find it. Someone has to have something.”

Tapping at her keyboard, Maya lost herself in her sleuthing.

Trying to find video of Yellow Eyes and his crusade to right the wrongs he perceived.

Smirking at the thought that the subject of her fascination wasn’t far away, Warner looked back to his phone.

There weren’t any new messages.

Bodil and Daria were packing her things into Warner’s car and bringing them. Primarily, they were interested in her clothes and personal belongings.

Everything else, Warner had said not to worry about and that he’d cover it.

Tapping in a message to Daria, he laid it down to his chest and closed his eyes.

A nap sounds nice.

 

***

 

Getting into the car, Warner leaned back and sighed heavily.

A second after that, Daria got in as well.

“Well! I’m certainly glad that’s over,” she said, pulling her seatbelt down and across herself. “I never would have thought it’d involve getting so many tests run. Didn’t see any of that, either.”

“Yeah,” Warner agreed, closing his eyes. “And we’re not even done with them. Not looking forward to the… uh… I forget the name. The butt camera.”

Daria chortled and stuck the key into the ignition.

“I can’t imagine I’d be that keen on it either. But it’s what they want to do to rule everything out,” Daria said. “Given some of the symptoms and what we’re not telling them… it isn’t that surprising that they have no idea what to do.”

“Not like we can tell them,” Warner replied. Then he opened his eyes and sighed once again. “Whatever. You’re right. Doing what we need to get me healthy. And given what we’re withholding from them, they’re doing what they need to.”

“Exactly. Now, how about we grab some lunch and head home,” Daria offered. “I’m sure Bodil and Maya are probably hungry.”

The Rune Reader had mostly kept to herself after moving in with Warner. It was obvious to him that she’d rarely been far from her grandfather.

If ever.

This sudden separation and disinheritance was harming her greatly on both an emotional and mental level.

All for helping Warner.

“Probably a good idea,” he said, nodding his head. “Any suggestions?”

“Yeah, let’s—” Daria stopped talking, staring out the windshield into nothing.

Damnit. Something just changed.

The future certainly is a fickle thing. Starting to feel like sometimes she gets a future vision just to mess with us.

“Well, that’ll cancel our lunch plans,” Daria said, turning to look at Warner. “And you’re going to need to decide on our course of action.”

“I take it something just happened?” Warner asked, wondering what it was.

“Will happen,” Daria corrected and then smiled at him. “Aelia is going to get gunned down later today.”

“She is?” Warner asked, somewhat surprised. With the way Daria had been talking about the future, it honestly seemed to him that there was a lot of room for them to work, while still maintaining an outcome where everything worked out.

“She is,” Daria said. “By the very same idiotic, barely-adult fools who stopped us in front of the grocery store. I’m afraid they were quite serious in preventing her from continuing her business.”

“But… we can just leave it alone. Can’t we? You kept telling me that you saw her in our futures,” Warner argued.

“Yes. I did see her in our futures. A lot of them. But not all of them,” Daria said. “There’s a great many. Many I never see, many I can’t even glimpse which I’d never even know I didn’t see. While everything I see could come true, there’s no guarantee which future will come true, unless there are no alternatives.”

“So… there’s futures where we don’t get together,” Warner mused.

“Yes. Though they’re quite small in number. A few of them involved me not treating Maya well, which really wasn’t possible. Others had you getting too spooked out by what I can do. The most prevalent of those futures was Althea having made a few different decisions,” Daria admitted. “If she hadn’t pulled back from you so hard early on, it’s very likely I wouldn’t be sitting here with you.”

“And if I don’t go help Aelia?” Warner asked.

“Wounded or dead. Depends on her own response. If wounded, there’s the possibility she goes to jail for police response to the shootout,” said Daria. “All in all, this is a grim situation for her.”

“And if I get involved?” Warner asked.

“Well… that’s the tough part. I can’t see some of the futures. I know there’s a number of futures where you kill the intruders, save Aelia, and you get to dump the bodies,” Daria murmured. “That’s it though. And I begin to suspect when I can’t see what happens, it’s because you’ve died.

“As without you, I wouldn’t be here. My future sight only ever involves you. If you don’t exist… then there’d be nothing to see.”

“In other words… I could die going to help Aelia,” Warner said.

“Yes.”

“But without me, she’s more or less going to suffer.”

“Also, yes.”

Nodding his head, Warner realized he didn’t have much of a choice.

“Off to Aelia’s shop then,” Warner said.

“It’s her house, but I get ya,” Daria said, pulling the gear shift down and putting the car into reverse.

One butt-clenching-tighter-than-a-snare-drum drive later, Warner was standing outside Aelia’s house.

“Just knock, she’ll let you in,” Daria said and flicking her hand at the door. “I’ll go park for now and show back up when it’s time to load bodies. I just get in the way.”

“Uh, right,” Warner said, unbuckling his seatbelt and getting out of the car.

At this point, he’d rather face the would-be vigilantes than ride in the car with Daria. Her driving skills weren’t lacking, but he truly despised the absolute recklessness that she displayed every time.

Adjusting his coat, Warner felt considerably well-armed. A pistol on his left hip and one of the SMGs he purchased in a holster against his right leg. Though technically, it was classified as a PDW rather than an SMG.

Daria had taken up the care and maintenance for his weaponry. Often working on them while he was “at work” and Maya didn’t need anything.

He’d already chambered both weapons and removed the safety.

Daria drove off, leaving Warner standing there. Adjusting his coat, Warner began the walk up to Aelia’s front door.

He’d barely knocked on it when Aelia opened the door. She was dressed in street clothes and definitely looked like she wasn’t expecting anyone to come over.

Or so he’d suppose, since it looked like her hair was wet and she wasn’t wearing any makeup at all.

“Warner?” Aelia asked, peering at him curiously.

“Heya,” Warner said with a smile. “Decided to come over. Can I come in?”

Aelia’s eyes moved down to his hips where she clearly noticed both his weapons. Then her eyes went back up to his own.

“Please?” Warner asked, not moving forwards or backwards. He was right where he’d started the conversation. He didn’t want her to feel like he was forcing her, but he really needed to get inside before the vigilantes showed up.

“I… sure, Warner,” Aelia said, stepping to one side and holding the door open. “Come in, please.”

Walking inside, Warner waited till the door was shut before he started talking.

“Those idiots I told you about that were asking about you,” Warner said, jumping straight into the situation. “They’re on their way here to kill you. Apparently, they think you’re worth going full vigilante on.”

“Oh… I see,” Aelia said, then she laughed. “They’re welcome to come on by. If they think for a minute I’m not loaded up with an entire armory as a gunrunner with a panic room, then they’re more than idiots.”

“Fanatical idiots, I’d wager,” Warner said, pulling off his coat and tossing it to one side. Looking to his belt, he checked all the magazines he had for both the pistol and the PDW and then nodded his head. “Alright. You head to your panic room. I’ll take care of the problem.”

Warner looked up to Aelia once more.

Staring hard at her, he felt like there was something different.

That some difference had occurred from what he remembered of her, and he couldn’t quite place it.

Then it hit him.

She didn’t reek of as much injustice. In fact, she was considerably lower than where she’d been previously.

“I don’t think so,” Aelia said, giving him a smile. “I’m going to remain with you and defend my home. If you think I don’t practice at the gun range, you’re an idiot, too. I probably shoot better than you do.”

“Probably, I prefer using a sword when I’m able,” Warner admitted, with a grin.

I wonder why the sense of wrongness around her dropped. She didn’t do anything, as far as I know. And she’s likely still selling to criminals that use her weapons.

That’d—

Warner’s mind popped over his own words and realized he’d answered his question.

In using her weapons to fight the Manticore, she was indirectly responsible for clearing its injustice. Which meant she was also indirectly responsible for giving Tammy peace.

In other words, just by me doing what I planned on doing, I can clear her injustice from her.

Aelia was rooting around in a closet nearby, digging around near the floor.

“Going to pull out a couple rifles. You’re welcome to use one,” Aelia said, pulling a section of floor boards that were stuck together out of the closet and setting it to one side.

Hm. Though… will we gain injustice for killing these would be justice servers? Or by attacking me, do they invalidate that?

There’s a lot of gray area in this one. Am I in the right? Are they?

I mean… if I didn’t know Aelia, if I wasn’t working with her, wouldn’t I have killed her out of hand as well?

Probably.

Hm.

If this were a purely black or white discussion… I suppose I’d already have my answer, wouldn’t I?

“If we get through this,” Aelia said, pulling out two rifles and setting them against her wall. “I’m pretty sure I need to rethink my business practices. If a vigilante group is actually after me, clearly I was doing something wrong.”

“Probably. Maybe?” Warner partially agreed. “You can just be my armorer. I’m likely going to develop quite a need for certain weapons and ammo over time. And someone to maintain it all and keep it relevant.”

“Huh,” Aelia said, setting down ammo boxes next to the rifles. “You know, that might actually be fine. I’ve already made more than enough money to live quite comfortably for a while. I could just… let someone else run the store legally and handle the backdoor stuff for you instead.”

Aelia walked over to a loveseat and then started to shove it off to one side.

“And what do you mean by certain weapons?” Aelia asked, getting the loveseat wedged into the hall that led to her bedroom.

To Warner, it looked like she might be starting to set up barricades and defensive points with her furniture.

“Weapons for certain creatures,” Warner said. He’d been thinking about this quite a bit lately. He didn’t want to have to fight a Werewolf with a fireplace poker again. “Werewolves, Vampires, a damn Manticore. Need to be able to fight whatever.”

Aelia paused in her efforts, the recliner she was dragging stopping in place.

“You killed the Manticore?” she asked. “I heard about it through… heard it through sources.”

I’m sure you did, considering your clientele.

“Got his eyeteeth in my basement,” Warner said with a grin.

Aelia looked down to the ground, then started pushing the recliner along again.

“Yeah, I’ll be your armorer,” she confirmed.


Twenty-Seven

 

“Wait,” Aelia said, turning her head slightly toward him. “How’d you know they were coming for me? I mean, it’s been twenty minutes since you came in. Or close to that. I was expecting them to… you know… storm right in behind you.”

They were positioned straight down the entry hall, cloaked in a deep shadow created by a combination of the lights being off, the window curtains pulled, and the way they’d rearranged things.

Warner thought on the question. He spent more time than he probably should have wondering how he should answer.

Mostly because he didn’t know how he could answer.

Then he decided to just go straight into the full ugly truth.

Maybe this would be an opportunity to break Aelia out of his circle and turn her more into an employee.

“My other girlfriend, Daria, can see the future,” Warner said, never looking up from his sights. He really didn’t want to see Aelia’s face right now. “She told me that if I wanted to save your life, and your future, I needed to be here.”

“Other girlfriend,” Aelia repeated, her tone flat.

“Yep. Was seeing her before I met you,” Warner said. “I’d love to take you both to dinner sometime next week, so you can formally meet.”

“Wait, before me? That means when we out for dinner she knew?” Aelia asked. “And… and that we went back to my place?”

“Uh huh,” Warner said. He could feel something. Like something was going to happen soon. But he couldn’t explain it in any way. “She’s told me of all the futures that you, her, and I spend together. She calls it a harem more often than not.”

“I… me? In a harem?” Aelia mumbled. “I’m… I’m not Human, you know.”

“Nope, didn’t know. Don’t care either,” Warner murmured. Using his thumb, he made sure the safety was off and the trigger setting was on full auto.

“I’m a Poltergeist,” said Aelia. “This… isn’t my body. Not really, at least.”

“Neat. Like a ghost then?”

“Somewhat. I died. Many years ago. Just after what you would call the Civil War,” Aelia explained. Her voice taking on a much softer quality than he’d heard from her. “I was shot in the chest by a confederate sympathizer.

“I didn’t cross over and… I just remained. I traveled the world. Haunting people, I guess. The more I could get people to pay attention to me, the better I felt.”

Huh. Like those stupid movies, I guess.

“You should write historical romance novels,” Warner said with a soft laugh. “I bet they’d sell well.”

“Hardly. No one would want to know what it was actually like to live back then. This world is soft and fluffy in comparison,” argued Aelia, though she did laugh. “I ended up finding what felt like an empty house. Bright, warm, all the lights on, no one home. It was this body. So… I took it. It isn’t mine though. When this body dies I’ll… float on again.”

Warner hadn’t asked for the backstory. Nor had he honestly cared. He wasn’t even sure that it mattered right now, considering they were likely to be in a gunfight in a moment.

“I bring all this up because my father had three wives. We lived in the Utah territory,” answered Aelia, apparently responding to Warner’s unasked but obvious question. “If… if you’re asking me if I’m willing to be in a polygamous relationship… I am.”

“Great,” Warner said, still staring down his sight. He could actually hear people at the front door now. “You can meet Daria after this. Right now, we have a duty to perform.”

“Any other girlfriends?” Aelia asked, her voice dropping in volume. Apparently, she also heard the would-be intruders.

“One other, but she doesn’t know anything about anyone,” Warner murmured.

“Sounds like she won’t be a girlfriend for long,” Aelia whispered. “And we’re going to get our visitors. Let them clear the entry way and shut the door. The walls are nearly soundproof. Then we open fire.”

Warner nodded at that.

Leave it to the gunrunner to soundproof her house. I wonder if she’s ever killed anyone here.

Probably.

And given the state of the world she lived in, and died in, I wonder if life has any meaning to her at all.

The door lock popped as it came undone. Nothing else happened for almost thirty seconds.

Slowly, the doorknob began to turn. It clicked as the latch came free of the frame and the door finally began to open.

Once it was wide enough, people began filing into the house. One by one, they filled the hallway until someone closed the door behind them.

“Don’t move!” Warner called out, deciding to give them a chance to surrender. “Twitch at all and die!”

No one in the hallway moved.

Warner was fairly certain they weren’t even breathing.

“Using a big rifle and big rounds. They’re going to punch right through the people in the front, to the people in the back, and then out the door,” declared Warner. “Seriously. If you move at all without instruction, you all die.”

Looking at the two people at the front of the group, Warner realized they were all wearing hoods and dark clothes. They also had a number of weapons on them, and in their hands.

This was an entire assault force.

“The two in the front, you’re going to move first. If you fail to follow any instruction completely, I’m going to open fire and kill you and those behind you,” Warner promised. “First, disengage your magazines. Let them fall free.”

Slowly, the two people at the front did as instructed. The magazines fell away from their weapons and clattered to the ground.

“Go around to the left,” Warner whispered to Aelia who looked like she was a second away from unloading her magazine into the prisoners. “They’re going to back up into you. Search ’em and get them bound with whatever you can.”

Warner looked back ahead just as the two at the front finished with his demand.

“Clear your chamber, then set those weapons on the ground,” commanded Warner. “After that, remove your secondaries. Magazines out, then chamber clearing. Slowly, now. If I even think for an instant you’re going to do something stupid, I’ll just fire. It won’t be the first time I’ve dumped bodies. And you in the back, don’t move at all. Not even to fart.”

The two at the front did as instructed, though one of them was shaking now. Trembling, really.

“The two at the front will put their hands on their heads, turn around, and slowly walk backwards towards the sound of my voice,” Warner said.

Once more, the two in the front did as instructed.

“Stop,” Warner called once they’d gotten past the entry. “Turn ninety-degrees to the right, and begin walking backward again.”

The two made it to Aelia, who began stripping them of everything right then and there.

“Next two, you’ll now do the same thing,” Warner said. “I want you to—”

Someone near the door moved on the right side, as if they were lifting their rifle up.

Warner pulled the trigger down twice for two quick bursts.

Pulling the barrel an inch to the left, Warner had it trained on the remaining two people standing. The one in the front had their hands raised up above their head, as did the one in the back.

The two intruders who had been on the right were down on the ground now, unmoving.

“I warned you all. Don’t move,” Warner said.

“I’m not moving!” squealed the person in the front. “I’m not! I’m not!”

“I’m not moving either!” screamed the person in the back.

Warner didn’t say anything, he just kept the rifle trained on those standing.

Glancing over to Aelia, he saw she was just finishing binding the second of the two who’d come over to her.

“Same thing for you two,” Warner said. “Weapons down, hands on head, turn around, backwards.”

The remaining two did as instructed. When Aelia got her hands on them, Warner got up and moved over to the hallway to check on the two he’d dropped.

The one in the front, who he’d shot through to get to the one in back, was breathing hard.

Looking down at the two of them, Warner couldn’t think of a way to fix this. The person in the back had made the choice for the one in the front.

Bleeding all over, the one in the front was alive but didn’t look like they were going to make it longer than a few minutes. Even with emergency medical service, he didn’t for a single second believe they’d make it out alive.

“Sorry,” Warner said, meeting the eyes of the downed intruder. They were light brown and were watching Warner.

He recognized them in that instant.

They were the young pretty girl with black hair which he’d seen in the car that’d followed him.

“I really am sorry,” Warner said. “But this’ll be swifter than letting you bleed out. I promise… this is a mercy killing.”

Gurgling something, the masked individual tried to respond.

Pulling his pistol free, Warner trained it on their forehead and pulled the trigger.

Blood and brains sprayed out the back of the masked individual’s head, splattering the ground.

Echoing loudly in the hallway, the gunshot had felt more like an explosion to Warner’s ears.

Moving to the second person, the one that had caused the problem, Warner saw they weren’t just alive, but clearly far better off than the person in front.

“I’m sorry,” said a woman from behind the mask. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I was just following orders. I’m sorry. Please, Yellow Eyes. Please, don’t.”

Her hands were held up in front of her, her eyes locked on Warner.

Having just executed her cohort, he didn’t see any need to even talk to this one.

Lifting his pistol up, he sighted it on the woman’s head.

“You sealed your fate when you did what you did. You also sealed your companion’s fate,” Warner murmured.

“I’m sorry! It was stupid. I shouldn’t have even tried to shoot you. I’m sorry,” wailed the intruder.

She turned her face away, trying to put her hand out in front of the gun.

“No, please, no, I—”

When he fired, the bullet went through her hand, through her head, and into the wall.

Slumping to the ground, the woman ceased to live in that instant.

Holstering his pistol, Warner walked back to where Aelia was finishing up with the other two.

“You’re going to tell me everything you were up to, what you were doing, why you came here, and what your goals were,” Warner said. “And depending on how that all goes… you can help me dispose of your comrades, or join them.”

They may have been attempting to do what he was doing in their own way, but they crossed his path in the pursuit of his goals.

And he didn’t have time for anyone who crossed him.

“We were told to come here and kill Aelia!” said one of the people face down in the carpet. “We were given weapons, instructions, everything. Everything was provided for us. We’re part of a vigilante group. She’s… she’s evil, Yellow Eyes. She should die!”

“She works with me,” Warner replied coolly, walking over to the one who’d been talking. “That means whatever her past wrongs were, they no longer exist. Now… how about you tell me where I can find the people who gave you the equipment. Hm?”

“And if you don’t talk, I’ll show you how evil I can be,” Aelia added. “Because you know what? I am evil. Very evil.”

 

***

 

The beep of his phone signaled the arrival of a text message.

“She’s here,” Warner said, looking at Aelia.

“Err… would you mind if I met her later?” Aelia asked, looking up from where she was diligently moping at the blood pools in her entry way. “Blood stains terribly and it’s a damn pain to really get out of things. It’s wet right now and that’s easier to clean.”

“Sure, no worries,” Warner said. Then he motioned at the area around them and the bodies. “You sure you’re good with… with all of this?”

“What, us and your other girlfriend? Doesn’t bother me, that much. I grew up with that sort of thing,” Aelia said, leaning onto the handle of her mop. Then she laughed. “If my mom was alive, she’d laugh at me though. I swore up and down I’d never follow in her footsteps. Was right about the religion, wrong about the relationship.”

“I meant the people and the corpses, actually,” Warner said, walking over to her while being careful not to walk through the wet spots.

Blood or otherwise.

“Oh! Yeah, no problem. I can dump the bodies. Not the first time, probably not the last,” Aelia said. “As for the other four… I don’t know. I’ll just hold them hostage for now, I guess. I could sell them to a Vampire den but I don’t think you’d like that.”

“I wouldn’t. I’d prefer you kill them if it came down to that,” Warner admitted.

Sighing dramatically, Aelia shook her head.

“I’ll just have to come up with something. For now, I guess I have a dungeon to build in my basement. The things I do for love,” Aelia said with a grin for him.

Then her eyes widened slightly and her skin slowly turned quite pale.

Ah, she hadn’t meant to say that.

Smiling, Warner leaned over, laid his hand to Aelia’s cheek, and kissed her.

“Love you, too,” Warner said, patting her gently. “Alright. You willing to come over for dinner tonight or tomorrow? Probably time you met… everyone.”

“Ah… Warner… people… people don’t like being around me,” Aelia said as her eyes drifted toward the ground. “They’re not going to like being around me. I don’t feel natural to people. Probably because I don’t belong here. I’m not Human. Not really.”

“Guess they’ll just have to get used to that,” Warner said. “Tonight? Tomorrow?”

“Uhm, tomorrow, then,” Aelia said, lifting her eyes back up and meeting Warner’s.

In the instant that their eyes connected, he saw right through Aelia. Through her, and into the soul that was inside her. Hunkered down inside the body, like a tick, it filled every nook and cranny.

But it didn’t belong. It wasn’t supposed to be there.

“Great,” Warner said, smiling at her. As far as he was concerned, she’d moved into a vacant home that had no owner. She wasn’t squatting, since there was no previous owner.

Heading outside, he found Daria parked out front. She was rapidly typing something into her phone and seemed to be quite invested in whatever conversation was going on.

“Hi, dear,” Daria said, typing away without looking up. “You know, you really need to stop throwing me curveballs.”

“You say that, but you actually like it,” Warner said, moving around to the passenger side. Opening the door, he sat down and closed it. “You love that you can’t be completely sure how things will turn out.”

“Hah, maybe at first,” Daria said, finishing up the message and then shaking her head. She started to type in a new message. “Now it’s just frustrating. I’m constantly trying to move things around, get people where we need them. Then you just scramble all my pieces around. Or you say something so far off your normal dialogue trees that I suddenly have to make an entirely new set of dinner plans.”

“And you love it,” Warner said, leaning across the center console to kiss Daria’s cheek. “Because you’ll never be bored again.”

Daria paused and then let out a slow heavy breath.

“I do love it. And I love you,” she murmured, turning toward him. “I still hate how random you are anymore. Now I have to get dinner ready for everyone tomorrow and somehow prepare Maya for it.

“Thank heavens for Bodil. This would be almost impossible without her, I swear.”

“Sorry, I’ll make it up to you tonight,” Warner promised.

“Oh, I know you will. Now… let’s get going. I believe you have an address to give me, which I already know, and how to get there,” Daria said, shifting the car into gear. “But I did promise to wait for you to have the conversation, you’ll remember.”

Warner chuckled, leaned back in the seat and braced himself.

Driving with Daria was always like being in some type of race with death.

Thankfully she always won, but it only took one time for it to go wrong.

“You know the address, get us there. Need to figure out who they are and why they wanted to get rid of Aelia,” Warner said.

“Well,” Daria said almost lazily. “If that’s what our goal is, then we’ll just cruise by ever so slowly. Maybe go get Bodil first and bring her along. She can do some rune reading from the backseat.”

“Uh, who’ll watch Maya?” Warner asked, not liking this plan at all.

“Hon, Maya is old enough that I’m pretty sure she has friends that are having sex,” Daria said, giving Warner a withering look. “I’m positive she can handle being alone for a short period while we go out together.”

That was the last thing in the world Warner wanted to talk about or even hear.

“Whatever, fine, let’s go get Bodil,” Warner said.

“Wonderful. We’ll stop at the store on the way back home as well. We’ll need a few things for dinner tomorrow,” Daria said. “By the way, you handled Aelia very well. She’s nervous but happy. Tomorrow should go spectacularly well.”

“Great,” Warner said. “At least that w—”

Cutting off as Daria slammed her foot down on the gas pedal, Warner closed his eyes and pretended nothing existed.

“Off we go!” Daria shouted while laughing.

I’ll never get used to this. Never.

I can get used to the future seeing, but not this.


Twenty-Eight

 

“Well?” Warner asked, turning around in his seat to look at Bodil.

Sighing, the Rune Reader threw out a handful of runes across her dress for what was likely the fourth time.

“It all remains the same. No changes,” Bodil said, lifting her eyes to Warner’s. “If there’s anything in there, it’s preventing me from reading it.”

“And I can’t see anything,” Daria murmured, flexing her fingers in what looked like annoyance. “Everything about the warehouse is dark to me. Everything beyond it is dark. I still see our normal futures as ever, but I can’t tell if this is a dead end that negates everything else.”

“You know,” Bodil said after the silence lingered for a few seconds, “I find myself very thankful I can only look backwards. Looking forward into the future seems almost more trouble than it’s worth.”

“You have no idea,” Daria grumbled. “My entire life—up until Warner stepped in—was like watching a re-run or having read the entire plot on a webpage leak for a movie that hadn’t come out yet.”

Warner sighed and looked out through the windshield again.

Across the street from the parking lot they were hiding in, was a rather large building. After doing a few web searches, they’d found it was a warehouse, but nothing else came up.

For the last half hour, they’d been hoping Bodil or Daria might get something new on the place.

Otherwise they didn’t have many options open to them to determine what was going on.

“So… you knew like… what would happen if you dated someone before dating them?” Bodil asked.

“Yeah. I knew if they’d cheat, what the sex would be like, how they’d treat me, how arguments would turn out,” Daria muttered. “It really was a rather dull existence. Knowing everything before it happened took the life out of living.”

Shaking her head, then her shoulders, Daria let out a sharp sigh then sat up straight in her seat.

“Then I met my end and Warner stepped in! Now my life is full of dark spots, things I can’t see, and a whole lot of excitement,” Daria said, turning to face Warner and smiling at him. “The best part is, I can kind of tune out things I don’t want to know. At least a little. Sex is always a surprise and it’s quite fun.”

Warner raised his eyebrows at that, still watching the building.

He didn’t know she could dial some things down, but it did explain her exuberance in regards to sex. He’d wondered about it a few times, since it was likely she could see what their sex lives would be like as it involved him.

“He would,” Daria said out of nowhere. “Yes. Probably. Only if you pushed. She would, yeah. No, it doesn’t. Eventually, would have to move though for it to be legal.”

“Have I mentioned I hate that?” Warner asked aloud.

“Yes, but it’s the easiest way for her and I to talk about things we don’t want to share with you,” Bodil said, the runes clattering as she picked them up in her hand again. “You’d do it, too, if you didn’t want me to know something.”

Unable to deny that, Warner just nodded his head.

He would indeed use Daria’s foresight against Bodil if it was in his interest. That was the simple truth.

But… could I sweet-talk Daria into telling me what was discussed?

“Yes, but you’d feel guilty after,” Daria said, still facing him. Warner could practically feel her eyes melting the side of his face.

Right. I’ll leave it be.

“I’m going to go over there and knock on the door,” Warner said, opening the car door. “Not learning anything from here and there’s no harm in me just… knocking. Right?”

“I mean, no, there isn’t,” admitted Bodil. “But what if they shoot at you just because?”

“Why would they?” Warner asked with a chuckle, getting out of the car.

“Because they might be crazy?” Bodil asked, getting out of the car as well. “I’ll come with you. I can burn a few Runes to get us away if I have to.”

“I’ll come, too,” Daria said, shutting her own car door after getting out. “Past, present, and future, all in one between the three of us.”

Shrugging his shoulders, Warner knew better than to argue with Daria.

Bodil was another matter altogether. She was technically on hire to him, which meant he should be able to dictate what he wanted her to do.

Turning to the Rune Reader, he froze with his mouth partially open.

Standing there with her arms crossed, Bodil was glaring at him. A second after that, the small raven he often saw with Bodil dropped down from the sky and landed on her shoulder.

Both the raven and Bodil were staring at him.

“Do you dare, Warner?” Bodil asked.

“No,” the bird said. “No, no.”

Closing his mouth, Warner looked to Daria instead.

“I don’t need to lock it, no one steals anything,” Daria said, waving a hand at the car and heading for the sidewalk.

“Right, maybe I shouldn’t talk at all,” Warner grumbled, stuffing his hands in his pockets and moving to join Daria.

“It’s not that you shouldn’t talk, it’s just that what you were going to say was obvious,” Daria said.

“Yes, yes,” the raven agreed. “Good. Warner.”

“Exactly. Now, let’s get going,” said Bodil.

Walking side by side, the three of them went to the intersection to cross.

“Still not getting anything from this,” Daria murmured, as she tapped the button for the crosswalk.

“Were you expecting to?” Bodil inquired, the raven on her shoulder still staring at Warner.

“I mean, kind of. It’s rare that Warner doesn’t force the future to reveal itself once he’s decided on something,” Daria murmured.

“Good. Warner,” the raven said. Then it hopped off Bodil’s shoulder and landed on Warner’s.

Flinching away partly, Warner looked at the bird as it looked back at him.

“What… what are you doing, Siv?” Bodil asked, sounding rather concerned.

“Good. Warner. Good,” the raven said, side-stepping across his shoulder until it reached the collar of his jacket and couldn’t go further.

The raven named Siv made a soft chuckling croak and then slid it’s beak along Warner’s jaw and chin. Then it looked forward ahead toward the crosswalk.

“Go. Go, good Warner,” Siv said.

The sound of the crosswalk beeping broke into his thoughts.

Frowning, Warner looked away from the large bird and entered the crosswalk.

“Siv, get over here,” Bodil commanded.

“No,” declared the bird. “No. Good Warner.”

Walking along in the crosswalk, Warner was almost certain people were staring at him.

He was wearing a long coat to hide his pistol and SMG. There was a raven perched on his shoulder, and he was flanked by two pretty women.

Like something out of a terrible movie. One with a love story that makes no sense and glittery Vampires.

Then again… Vampires apparently don’t sparkle.

Reaching the front door of the building, Warner found that there was no placard on the door. No sticker in the window. No sign that listed who owned the building.

It was as blank as he’d feared. Nothing which would tell him anything at all of who to contact about the building.

Pushing the buzzer for the door, Warner didn’t expect anything to happen at this point. He was positive the building was abandoned or the inhabitants wouldn’t be answering the door.

“I see nothing,” Daria murmured softly. “Nothing at all.”

“There’s probably a loading bay at the back,” Bodil offered. “There’s usually a bell around those as well, isn’t there?”

“Worth a shot,” Warner said, shaking his head. He sensed nothing from inside the building. No injustice of any sort. Which was rather odd, since he could generally tell if anyone was around because everyone had some injustice on themselves. Even Daria and Bodil did in small amounts. “I don’t think anyone’s here, though.”

“Really?” Bodil asked, sounding unsure.

“Just a feeling, but yeah,” Warner said, stepping away from the front entrance. The trio walked around the side of the building and into an alley.

“Come here, Siv,” Bodil demanded, then leaned in close to Warner as they walked. She grabbed at the bird, looking to physically move it.

Croaking at Bodil, Siv hopped away from her, flapped twice, and landed on Warner’s other shoulder.

“No. No, Bodil. No. Good Warner,” Siv complained, her feathers ruffled and glaring at Bodil.

“I’m sorry. Just hold still and I can get her off,” Bodil said, moving to the other side of Warner.

“Just… leave her be,” said Warner. “You’re just making it worse and attracting attention.”

Pursing her lips, Bodil returned the bird’s glare. Then she held up a finger and said something in a language Warner didn’t understand.

“No,” Siv argued back. “No. No. No.”

Responding, Bodil pointed to her own shoulder with another command in that language.

“No. Good Warner,” replied Siv. Then she looked away from Bodil.

“I think the bird likes you,” Daria murmured.

“Yes,” Siv agreed.

He’d already suspected the bird had an intelligence that wasn’t normal, but this seemed to confirm that point.

Though Warner was mildly unnerved about the proximity of the raven.

“There is indeed a buzzer,” Daria said as they got close to the loading bay.

“I’ll hit it,” Bodil grumbled, clearly off-put with Siv.

“Good Warner,” Siv said then rubbed her head against Warner’s jaw.

“Yeah,” said Warner, reaching up and then lightly running two fingers over the bird’s head and neck.

He felt the raven shift into his hand and then wriggle its wings around slightly.

Likes being petted.

That’s interesting.

Bodil leaned hard on the buzzer, holding her finger down on it like she was plugging a hole.

“Pretty sure that’s fine, dear,” Daria murmured after five seconds had passed with her just pressing on the buzzer.

Huffing, Bodil stopped and took several steps back.

Standing there, they all stared at the unmoving metal garage door.

“And that’s that,” Daria said. “Though that’s rather curious, isn’t it? If those hit men just came from here loaded up as they were, only for this building to already be empty, means they didn’t expect them to come back. Or if they expected them to come back, they didn’t plan on being here to receive them.”

“Yeah. Definitely feels like they got disavowed or whatever you would call it,” Warner said. “Guess they were expendable. Someone wanted Aelia gone, but didn’t want their tools to come back home.”

“That or… or they were watching what happened,” Bodil countered. “And when their people didn’t come back, they lit out.”

Sighing, Warner couldn’t deny that was an extremely likely possibility.

“And my dumb ass walked out the front door and got in a car,” Warner added on to that thought. “Which means… they know me and that I ended their little attack on Aelia.”

“Oh,” Daria said, tilting her head to one side. “That would certainly explain some things in our future, I suppose. Doubly so that we apparently end up moving out of our current house sometime in the future.”

“We do?” Warner asked, looking at Daria.

“Yes. Less than two years from now, but definitely after Maya gets her casts off,” Daria explained.

“Right. That means we need to break in!” Bodil said, reaching into the pouch at her side.

“I’m not so sure that’s a great—”

Bodil flicked her right hand out at the door.

A wooden rune sailed lazily through the air and struck the metal door. Pinging off, the rune fell flat to the ground with a soft clack.

“I don’t th—”

There was a deep clanking noise and then the metal door rolled itself up. At the same time, the Rune that had landed on the ground went up in a bright white flame which lasted for two seconds. Burning itself out into little more than ash.

Bodil went over to the loading bay entry, jumped up and grabbed the edge, then scrambled up and into the building.

“I’ll get the door!” she called back, as she vanished from view.

“She’s… very interesting,” Daria said, turning to look at Warner with a smile. “She’ll be good for us. Keeps everything fresh and new. Wouldn’t you say?”

That had an ominous tone to it which Warner distinctly didn’t approve of.

A lot like when Daria was trying to prepare him for something coming in the future that he probably wouldn’t like.

“And what exactly do you mean by that?” Warner growled, looking at the psychic with his brows drawn low over his eyes.

“She’s interesting and fun. That’s all. I like her. She’s good for us,” Daria said, repeating her words.

“You’re not telling me something,” Warner accused.

“I don’t tell you many things, hon. Many, many things,” Daria said, then shrugged her shoulders. “You’re not angry at me though. You love me.”

As much as Warner wanted to be annoyed, he couldn’t find any anger to hold onto.

He did love Daria, despite her constantly pushing his buttons.

I love her?

I love her. I really do.

I’m considering marrying her and bought a ring.

This is all so… strange.

Very strange. Not something I expected to happen so easily. Or quickly.

Not after Asa.

“Okay! And yeah, they’re gone,” Bodil said, after the door on one side opened. Stepping through the doorway, she waved Warner and Daria over. “Gone in a hurry, too. Lot of things left behind. I should be able to get a solid Rune Reading on a lot of it.”

“Splendid!” Daria said, patting Warner on the shoulder. Then she moved past him and up to the door.

“Yeah, splendid,” Warner muttered with a sigh.

Siv took that moment to run her beak along Warner’s jawline again and made a soft croaking noise.

 

***

 

Having finished looking over the warehouse, Warner had to agree with Bodil’s initial assessment.

Whoever had been here, they had left in a hurry. A massive one.

Quite a bit of heavy equipment had been left behind. Crates of ammo, weapons, electronics that likely weren’t going to go anywhere without a forklift, and even several corpses at different phases of decomposition.

Walking down the stairs from the second floor, he pulled out his phone and started to tap in a message to Aelia.

If there was anyone who could look into the guns and ammo, it was her. There was also the possibility that this was just someone looking to muscle her out of the black market gun business.

Hitting the send button, Warner slipped his phone back into his pocket and reached the ground floor once again. Turning, he re-entered the loading area of the building and found everything was the same as he’d left it.

Daria was standing near Bodil, who was seated on the ground and carving a replacement rune with quick fingers and a swift knife.

“Nothing new up there that we didn’t see elsewhere,” Warner said, walking over to the two women. “Mostly all the same. Abandoned gear, hardware. Another corpse.”

Siv croaked from where she was perched on Bodil’s shoulder and looked like she was about to fly back to Warner.

“No, I need you,” Bodil said, not looking up from her work on the floor of the loading bay. “You can bother him afterward.”

Siv croaked again, shuffled her wings around, and then pecked at the side of Bodil’s head once.

“Ow, knock it off,” Bodil said, not losing her focus on her work. “You don’t have to be such a bitch, Siv. If you remember, Warner is paying us to do this very thing.”

Siv blinked, looking as if she were contemplating that.

If a raven could contemplate such a thing.

Then the bird turned around and looked back to the rune carving.

“Certainly an odd building and odd tenants,” Daria said, crossing her arms. “I’m making sure we don’t leave anything behind that’d incriminate us, but I get the feeling whatever damage we’ve done to ourselves, has already occurred. Mostly with someone seeing us at Aelia’s house.”

Warner grunted at that, coming to a stop next to Bodil.

“Not that I disagree with what we did,” Daria said, making a one-handed gesture toward Warner. “I agree with the choice we made. Aelia becomes a dear friend and companion. It wouldn’t be quite the same without her in the future.

“Though… though I certainly felt a shift in some futures. Quite a few with Althea shifted but there wasn’t a change in how many of each.”

“Shifted?” Warner asked, Daria’s words getting his full attention.

“Mmhmm. Shifted,” Daria repeated. “That’s the best way I can describe it. Ever since she joined the PID, it’s been a lot harder to get a consistent read on her.”

Bodil snorted at that.

“Given the number of charms and protections they put on PID and Fed officers, that’s no surprise,” Bodil grumbled. “Honestly, we’re better off without her at this point anyways. No guarantee she wouldn’t rat us out with what we’re doing.”

“She wouldn’t,” Warner said with conviction. He had an absolute belief in Althea. She’d be angry at him for sure, but she wouldn’t turn him in to the police.

“Hm. I’m sure we’ll find out,” Bodil allowed. “Though, not right now. Because I’m done. We can get a good reading right here in the heart of it. See what was going on and what to expect. We ready?”

“Yes. We should get out of here sooner rather than later,” affirmed Daria.

“Great,” Bodil said, not waiting for Warner. Dropping the new rune she’d made into her pouch, she then untied the whole thing. 

Setting it in her lap, she began to speak in the same language she’d used earlier. One which Warner had no idea of the origin of, or what it could even be.

Upending the bag after her short speech, she then passed her left hand over the runes.

Nearly half the runes flipped over. Some onto their face, some onto their back.

Runes began glowing either red, green, or blue. Then they all slowly slid together to form a square, each rune interlocked with another.

Bodil said a command and held her hand up in front of herself.

A white mist blew out around them and surged over the warehouse interior.

“—rry up! We need to be out of here! Now!” shouted a man with a rifle in his hands. He was dressed in street clothes, had brown hair, blue eyes, and looked like he was in his thirties.

“Moving as fast as we can, you ass,” declared another man, shoving a box into a truck. It looked incredibly heavy and not something which a normal person would be able to shove that easily. “We don’t have enough trucks though. Need to leave shit behind.”

“Do I look like I care? Get it the fuck done, already,” growled the man with the rifle.

“Does it look like I care about what you want?” shouted back the other man, who had just finished getting the box in the truck. “I’m not your damn bitch! You want to blame someone? Yell at someone? Point it back at yourself. I told you we needed more trucks. You said no. So fuck off.”

Roaring wordlessly, the man with the rifle shifted into some sort of animal-like monster and loomed up over the other man.

Who roared in return and mutated as well, turning into a similar monster that was almost as big as the first.

“Weres,” Bodil grumbled, watching the scene play out. “Hyenas. Monstrous, even amongst Weres. They should all be put down.”

A third person appeared, lifted their rifle up, and shot both monsters with a spray of rifle fire. It was a man with a no nonsense look on his face.

Walking up to the two downed creatures, he kicked one then kicked the other.

“Stop fighting or I’ll kill you both,” growled the man. “Get to work. Now!”

Both monsters had reverted to men and were stumbling away from the scene of the fight. They were bleeding profusely but ignored their wounds as if they were nothing.

“Five minutes! If we’re not gone in five, that bitch could end up on our doorstep,” said the man, slowly walking out of view.

All over the warehouse, no matter which way they looked in this strange fog, people were rushing to load trucks, crates, boxes, and get them out of the building.

Slowly, the vision of what’d happened here faded.

“There we have it,” Bodil said with a heavy sigh, gathering up the runes in front of her. “Were-Hyenas. Set on killing your friend and little else.”

Grunting, Warner pulled out his phone and added another message to the one he’d sent Aelia.

“Know any Were-Hyenas by the way?”

Before Warner could even put his phone back in his pocket, he got a response from Aelia.

“Yes. I do. I’ll head over to collect whatever gear they left and run it down.”

Great. Well, we likely have a lead then.

“I should do a full reading when we get back home. On you, Warner,” Bodil said, turning to look up at him above her. “I feel like… this is far more than we think it is. This can’t be coincidence alone.”

“It isn’t,” Daria agreed. “And yes, a full reading. I’ll assist.”

“Goodie,” Warner muttered.


Twenty-Nine

 

Trooping through the door, Warner felt tired.

It’d been a long day, filled with anxiety and adrenaline. His mind was worn down, as were his nerves.

But the day wasn’t over yet.

Daria and Bodil seemed dead set on having this “full reading” done before the day was over.

“Dad?” Maya asked from the couch.

“Hey, hey,” Warner murmured, heading for her. Leaning over the top of the couch, he found his daughter pretty much where she always was. “We’re back.”

“Great,” she said smiling up at him. “Have a good trip?”

“Yeah,” Warner said, then looked at the television. Maya was once again watching the news.

“They stopped talking about the serial killer,” Maya offered. “I think someone is shutting everyone up. They don’t want any of it being talked about.”

“Of course, they don’t,” Bodil said moving to the loveseat and collapsing into it. Sighing, she closed her eyes and laid her head against the armrest. “The Fed and the PID don’t want any of it being talked about. The less said on the news, the better. I mean, could you imagine if the world found out that everything that goes bump in the night was real?”

Warner was practically glaring at Bodil right now with wide eyes.

As far as Maya was concerned, Yellow Eyes was more like a superhero, rather than the whole world being what it actually was.

He’d impressed the point on Bodil that Maya didn’t know about Yellow Eyes, but he’d never thought to clarify not to discuss anything about the paranormal world as a whole.

“PID,” Maya murmured allowed, her entire attention latched to Bodil.

“Of course,” Bodil said with a dark chuckle. “They’re worthless more often than not, but that bombing on the Fed buildings kinda forced them to take over a lot of things.

“Probably why the news was able to talk about Yellow Eyes at all.”

“Yellow Eyes shouldn’t be on the news?” Maya asked.

Or for crying out loud!

Bodil! Open your eyes!

“Course not. Having an Angelic running around and slaughtering people is definitely not something that should be on the news,” Bodil said, lifting her head up and looking at Maya.

Then she noticed Warner staring at her.

Opening her mouth, Bodil looked back to Maya.

“Angelic?” Maya prompted.

“You know what? I don’t think this is a good conver—”

“No! No, no, no, no! Don’t shut me out,” Maya said, turning to look toward Warner instead. “And you knew all this! About all of this?”

“Of course, he did,” Daria said walking past Warner and sitting down near Maya’s feet at the end of the couch. “Most people find out when they’re ready. A lot like how people figure out Santa isn’t real.”

“He was once,” Bodil countered. “Most stories and beliefs started somewhere.”

“So… so Yellow Eyes is… an Angel?” Maya asked, looking to everyone in the room.

“An Angelic,” Bodil answered, smiling tightly. “Which means they have some of the divine spark in them in some amount or fashion. Might be a blessing, could be an Archangel. Unknown. Therefore… Angelic.”

Angelic.

Is it… a blessing because of what happened to Maya?

Is all of this because of that and what I did?

Someone or something is watching over me?

A guardian Angel?

“Oh. What… what are you, Bodil?” Maya asked.

“I’m a Rune Reader. I read runes and carve talismans. I can do some minor sorcery with my runes but I’m by no means a Rune Wright. My father was, though,” Bodil said, laying her head back down on the armrest.

“And Daria is a psychic,” Maya said, smiling and turning toward Daria.

“That’s right, sweetie. It’s why I know for a fact that you have homework you should be doing,” Daria said, leveling a finger at the younger woman. “Would you like me to carry you to your room so you can do it, or would you prefer to do it here?”

“Ugh,” Maya said, flopping flat on the couch and staring at the ceiling. “You’re… not going to let me get away with anything in the future.”

“No, sweetie, I won’t. And don’t think for a minute that your softie of a father will countermand me when I punish you. And speaking of, do I even need to comment on what you planned on doing tonight?” Daria asked, still smiling.

“No, Daria,” Maya mumbled.

“Good. I won’t tell your father. Now, here or your room?” inquired Daria.

“My room, please,” Maya muttered, then sighed.

Daria patted Maya’s feet, then got up. Moving over to Maya’s torso, she easily scooped up the younger woman and started carrying her off.

Warner didn’t miss it when Maya’s arms tightened around Daria firmly and held to her. Clearly hugging her.

She murmured something to Daria as they walked away. Warner missed what was said, as well as Daria’s response.

“She’ll be a good mom to her,” Bodil said from the loveseat.

“That’s a given,” Warner replied, turning to look at Bodil. “She will definitely be a good mom. But given Maya’s actual mother is as useful as a turnip… the bar is pretty low.”

There was a firm knock on the door.

“Could you get that, hon?” Daria called from Maya’s room. “Go ahead and invite them into the living room. I’ll be right there.”

Nodding his head, and wondering who’d just arrived, Warner moved over to the front door and pulled it open.

Standing there in street clothes was Aelia.

“Hey,” she said, holding up a hand in front of herself.

She looked nervous, but like she was expecting to be welcomed in.

Daria did say to invite her in. Which means… she planned this somehow?

“Hey,” Warner said, stepping to the side of the door and holding it open. “Come on in.”

“Thanks. Have to say, I was pretty surprised when… uh… your other girlfriend texted me,” Aelia said, moving past him and into his home.

Closing the door, Warner felt rather surprised himself. He hadn’t known Daria was doing such a thing.

Though he had noticed she’d been messing with her phone for most of the ride home.

Aelia had come to a stop at the edge of the living room.

Shit. Bodil.

Catching up to her, Warner saw that she was indeed looking at Bodil.

“Uh, hi,” Aelia said, holding up a hand. Then she started moving forward. “Are you Daria?”

“Nope. I’m Bodil. I’m a Rune Reader. I live in the basement,” Bodil said, taking Aelia’s hand in her own and shaking it. “Daria’s helping with Maya right now.”

“Maya? There’s four girlfriends?” Aelia asked, looking rather panicked now, Bodil’s hand still in her own.

Bodil chuckled at that, releasing Aelia’s hand.

“No. Maya is his daughter. He has full custody,” Bodil explained.

“Oh! Oh. Right. I forgot,” Aelia said. Standing there she looked extremely unsure. “I’m Aelia. I’m… I get Warner his guns. I’m a Poltergeist. I’ve held this body since it was born.”

Bodil nodded her head at that.

“Interesting,” said the Rune Reader, tilting her head to one side and inspecting Aelia. “To possess a body like that you must be a very strong ‘Geist.”

Siv decided that was the right time to add to the conversation.

“Warner. Warner,” Siv said. “Good.”

Aelia put her hands behind her back and slowly shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

This’ll likely be when she charges ahead. Or tries to.

Let’s… nip it in the bud.

Slipping his hand into the crook of Aelia’s elbow, he brought her over to the sofa.

“Can I get you anything?” he asked, easing her down onto the cushion.

“No. I’m… good. Thank you,” Aelia said, smiling up at him.

“Bodil?” Warner asked, looking to the other woman.

“Nope,” said the Rune Reader dismissively. She was watching him with a smirk.

Shrugging, Warner sat down and put an arm around Aelia, pulling her slightly into his side.

“Ah,” Aelia murmured, then put a hand on his knee. She didn’t try to pull or shift away from him. “I’m not—this—I really—”

“Great timing,” Daria said, walking into the living room. Moving over to Aelia, Daria held a hand out to her. “I’m Daria and you must be Aelia.”

“Yes! Hello, I’m Aelia,” Aelia said, shaking Daria’s hand. She looked still incredibly nervous, but a bit more confident now. Apparently Warner acting the way he did had once again shifted her personality in an odd way. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Daria.”

“Yes, it’s a pleasure. Warner talks about you often. He said you were beautiful, but his description didn’t do you justice,” Daria said, letting Aelia’s hand go.

“Oh! Uhm. Thank you. I… thank you,” Aelia said, her cheeks flushing pink.

Daria sat down on Warner’s right side, opposite from Aelia, slipped under his arm, and drew it over his shoulders.

“I asked Aelia to be here because I think this group is… well… important to Warner’s future,” Daria said. She reached up and took the hand of the arm that was around her and entwined her fingers with his. “As you all know, I’m a psychic. I can see the future. From everything I can piece together, in the end, the four of us are almost always together in one way or another.”

“The four of us?” Aelia asked, her hand having settled back down on Warner’s knee.

“Mm! Yes,” Daria said, leaning forward and looking at Aelia on the other side of Warner. “The four of us are in almost every single future at this point. There’s very few where we aren’t, and I can tell that most of those happen through some very unlikely scenarios.”

“Unlikely scenarios,” Bodil repeated, raising her eyebrows at that.

“Oh, silly things,” Daria said vaguely.

“Like?” Bodil pressed.

“I really don’t see how it would—”

“Like?” Bodil repeated.

“Like you getting pregnant because you forgot to take your birth control on time,” Daria said, the sweet tone she’d been using up to this point getting some iron to it. “Despite me reminding you.”

Bodil opened her mouth, closed it, and then nodded.

Warner had an inkling that Daria was doing her best to not reveal that Bodil eventually became one of his girlfriends.

He wasn’t stupid though.

Just awkward.

“So! The four of us will be part of this reading,” Daria said, pressing on.

“Great,” Aelia said. “Sounds… sounds great.”

Warner got the impression Aelia wasn’t as mentally stable right now as she was pretending to be.

To be fair, she’d just had someone try to kill her.

“I’ll start us off,” Bodil said, not looking at anyone. Pulling out her pouch, she moved over to the coffee table and upended her bag above it. “Since we’re somewhere safe, I can use home and hearth runes to build with. Should make this much easier than what I had to do in the warehouse.”

“Speaking of, I had some of my people go over to the warehouse. Had them clear out everything of worth,” Aelia mentioned, while Bodil continued to work at her runes.

“Oh? Do tell,” Daria said, watching Aelia all the while.

Warner was somewhat surprised as he watched everyone.

Daria had gone from a flustered and nervous new part of his life, to a woman who slid through everything as cleanly as a hot knife through butter.

I’ll ask her about it later.

As if that thought spun up a future that she saw, Daria’s eyes flicked to his, her smile widened, and then she looked back to Aelia.

“—bodies. Everything else was pretty much what you said it was. Some of it was actually really expensive. Happy to get my hands on it and resell it,” Aelia said with a shrug of her shoulders. “Well, I mean… I guess… maybe not. I’m not sure…”

Aelia paused, and her head turned fully toward Warner.

Ah, that’s right. She said she’d back out of the business and be my armorer.

“You know what I’m doing,” Warner said, catching Aelia’s eyes. “It’s possible I’ll end up fighting anything and everything under the sun. So… figure out everything I’ll need, bill me, and put together the armory. Your job will be to maintain it and add as needed. My armorer.”

“And girlfriend,” Daria interjected.

“Armorer and girlfriend,” Aelia repeated. Her fingers slowly dug into Warner’s knee. To the point that he felt like she might actually bruise him.

Then she shook her head a tiny bit and smiled, her hand relaxing on his knee.

She’s a Poltergeist… but there’s something else there, too. That didn’t feel like ordinary Human strength.

And I’ve noticed it before.

Another thing to ask Daria about.

“Girlfriend and armorer,” Aelia repeated again. “I… I’d like to meet Maya, if possible.”

“Of course!” Daria said, then reached across and put her hand atop Aelia’s on Warner’s knee. “After we finish up here, let’s have dinner as a family. Get you introduced to Maya and get all this rolling.”

Warner could literally feel Aelia tensing up under his arm, then she slowly relaxed as Daria continued to hold onto her hand.

“That’d be wonderful,” Aelia said.

“And if you want, you can spend the night,” Daria said, a mischievous look flickering across her face. She was still holding onto Aelia’s hand, though it looked like she was caressing her wrist as well.

Blinking several times, Aelia’s face took on the color of a beet.

“Sure,” she said in a near whisper.

“Alright, if you three are done playing ‘boyfriend, boyfriend, who gets the boyfriend’, I’m ready over here,” Bodil grumbled, her hands held over the runes.

“Ready for the boyfriend?” Aelia asked, sounding surprised as her head turned toward Bodil. “You… you’re joining us tonight?”

“What? No!” Bodil said, glaring up at the three of them from the table. “I’m ready… ready to do the reading. God. It’s like you idiots are in a romance novel or something.”

Daria snorted at that, but said nothing.

She also didn’t let go of Aelia’s hand. 

Right now, she had Warner’s right hand in her right, and Aelia’s right hand in her left. Her fingers entwined with both of theirs.

Leaning back against Warner’s arm, Daria rested her head on his shoulder.

“I’m ready. I’m a passive reader, so there isn’t much I can do anyway,” Daria admitted. “But I’ll… push… on whatever it is you’re doing.”

Bodil looked rather annoyed as she glanced down at her runes.

“What… are we going to see exactly?” Aelia asked. Warner could feel her hand flex against his knee, but it didn’t pull away. For whatever reason, she simply accepted that Daria was holding onto her hand.

“Nothing,” Daria said and then let out a soft sigh. Her posture deflated, the hand holding his broke out in a sweat, and her face went pale. “Bodil will read everything, then tell us what she’s seen. Right now… right now, she wouldn’t respond to anything. Warner could walk over, kiss her and ask for her hand in marriage, and she wouldn’t hear or sense anything.”

“Oh,” murmured Aelia. “But, you’re a psychic, does that mean you can already see what she’s going to tell us?”

“Yeah,” Daria admitted. “And I… I… yes. I can see it. In fact… I think I need a moment to myself. Forgive me, Aelia. Could you let us know when Bodil’s done?”

“Sure. Sure, not a problem,” Aelia said, smiling and nodding her head. The nervousness was still there, but her confidence was again unshakable.

I wonder if she’s that way because she can’t technically die.

If she dies… she just… goes back to being a ghost.

Daria stood up and pulled Warner along with her. Leading him off to their bedroom, she didn’t give him a chance to argue.

Aelia looked surprised, but merely watched him being pulled away.

Once they were inside the bedroom, Daria closed the door and then put her hands to her face.

“Bodil… Bodil is going to tell us things that I really don’t want to hear again. I’ve already heard it once,” Daria said in a low voice.

“Is it that bad?” Warner asked.

“Oh… some of it. Some of it’s good. It’s just… her rune reading echoes through my own ability at the same time,” Daria said. “She gets the most likely outcome, I get all the outcomes. In hearing the reading, it just… opened me up to a lot more. Too much.”

“And they’re not good?” Warner asked, reaching up and putting his hands on her shoulders.

“In many of them, Warner, hon, my love, you die,” Daria mumbled, not pulling her hands away from her face. “You die repeatedly and often. Most are pretty obvious though. I can see them even happening not far off from where we are right now in our time line.

“Killed by Were-Hyenas. Killed by Vampires. Killed by the PID. Killed by… killed by I don’t even know what. But you die. A lot.”

“I see. And… what if I just stopped?” Warner asked.

“You won’t. You can’t. Even if you stop, you’ll still do it whenever something wrong crosses your path that you can’t… can’t resist righting,” Daria said, then let her hands drop. She was crying, tears trailing down her cheeks. She did give him a sad smile all the same. “You’re too much of a good man, Warner. You can’t let evil go by unchallenged.

“It’s… it’s just that all those blank futures I saw make a lot more sense now though. Countless deaths. Your odds of reaching sixty aren’t in our favor.”

“Right… so… we just make sure that we do our best to skew those odds in our favor,” Warner said, nodding his head. “I start wearing body armor, we invest in defensive trinkets and the like. We take care of everything that we can right now to make sure I can live through such a thing.

“And just in case something does happen to me, we should plan for that, too. A will for you and Maya, making sure everything is accounted for, that sort of thing.”

“Yeah,” Daria said then sniffled, followed by a soft sob. “Damnit. This sucks. I just made a move on pulling Aelia into my little sphere of influence, too. And she lets it happen! She kinda becomes my girlfriend on the side. I never knew I swung that way, but apparently I do.”

“Ha, that why you’re suddenly so confident?” Warner asked, pulling at Daria until she was pressed up against him. “Because I remember a shy young lady who used to stammer at me.”

“No. That’s not why. My confidence is because I know you love me. You do a lot of strange things to show it as we go forward, but you love me,” Daria mumbled, pressing her face into his shoulder. “You love me a lot.”

“Course I do. My crazy little psychic,” Warner said, laying his cheek to her temple.

That means I need to move things up though. Right?

I need to take care of Pattin.

And soon.

Just in case.

“You’ll have a meeting with your lawyers tomorrow morning,” Daria said suddenly. “They’ll call you in the morning. Apparently the City wants a meeting with you. We can do dinner tomorrow night with Aelia. Bodil can watch Maya.”

Oh.

That works.

Love my crazy little psychic.


Thirty

 

Sitting there, wondering when Pattin would deign to show up, Warner was left with the cold comfort of his thoughts.

Which inevitably were dragged back to the reading Bodil had done.

The most likely future he had at that moment was dying in his forties from a gunshot wound. His body not being able to keep up with the continued stress of his vigilantism.

He did have a long career of righting wrongs, a solid love life with Aelia and Daria, and he was even able to watch Maya grow up.

For a time.

Everything ended too soon. Far too soon.

And to Warner, that wasn’t an ideal end. It didn’t do enough to fix the world.

For we should be ashamed to die until we’ve won a victory for humanity.

And that means I need to keep fighting.

Which goes back to the fact that I need to figure out how to keep my youth, I guess. Or how I can keep doing this as I grow older.

I’m certainly not getting any younger.

Someone Warner didn’t know entered the meeting room after knocking twice. In their hand was a piece of paper. Walking straight to Warner’s legal team, the man handed it off and left almost as quickly as he’d entered.

Clearly, he didn’t want to be here.

Mr. Barret flipped open the folded paper and began reading it.

Laughing to himself, he then shook his head.

“Well, it seems we won’t be meeting with anyone. Officer Pattin hasn’t shown up and the defense team for the police department wants to meet with us privately at a later time,” Mr. Barret said and then set the paper down. “I would imagine… they’re going to try and settle. And if Officer Pattin isn’t showing up, that means he doesn’t want anything to do with this anymore. I would expect him to no longer be on the force and likely moving.”

Turning to Warner, Mr. Barret smiled and held his hands up at his sides.

“I personally would say we go for the maximum and push it as far as we can. If Pattin is trying to get out and the police department is trying to negotiate, it’s all spelling doom for them,” Mr. Barret explained. “We took your case for a contingency fee on winning. I think if we pushed it along, we could easily collect a maximum in compensation for you and your daughter.”

“Fine,” Warner said, looking down to the table. He actually didn’t care. Money wasn’t an issue really. Between his gold and Daria being able to be a monster at gambling if they needed her to be, this court case was really just to punish Pattin. “If we push it, does Pattin suffer more or less?”

“Well… I’d wager he’s no longer involved at all,” Mr. Barret admitted with a shrug. “Other than he’s a defendant, but realistically… no. This is the end of the line for him.”

“Settle it. Get me the most you can. Otherwise, this is done. I don’t want to pursue it any further. Maya and I have a life to live,” Warner said, looking off and to the side. He wasn’t interested in this anymore. Other things were on his mind. “This is fine.”

He had things to do and plans he’d laid which needed to be put into motion.

One of them definitely included taking Pattin’s life.

“Are… are you sure, Mr. James?” Mr. Barrett asked.

“Yeah. The police made a bad hire in Pattin and our lawsuit will suitably punish them,” Warner murmured. “Beyond that, it serves no purpose. People and organizations can’t learn if they’re not given a chance to do so.”

“Rehabilitation doesn’t work, Mr. James,” argued one of the other lawyers in his team. “But… we’ll do what you’ve asked.”

Rehabilitation only works if someone is given the chance to rehabilitate, and wants to actually do so. Otherwise… yes… it’s a waste of time.

Standing up, Warner didn’t wait around. There was nothing else for him here and he had other things to do. And every single one of those things required him being elsewhere.

 

***

 

“Really? Really, Warner?” Aelia asked, leaning back in her chair and grinning at him.

“I mean, yeah?” he said with a smile in return, still holding his credit card out to the waiter. “You got a problem with it?”

“Yeah, I do. But you can fix it later,” Aelia said, then looked to the waiter and shrugged her shoulders.

Realizing he was in the clear, the waiter took the proffered credit card and left the table.

“He fixed your problem last night,” Daria countered. “My turn tonight. We talked about this.”

“Dang. That’s a bottom fact, if ever there was one,” Aelia admitted, looking at Daria. “You sure? I mean… are you up for a haggle and trade?”

“Maybe,” Daria said, tilting her head to one side and smiling. “But I can tell you right now, you wouldn’t like the prices. I’d go like-for-like plus interest. One night for two, sort of thing.”

“In other words, you’re a Shylock,” Aelia said, then sighed and looked back to Warner. “Sorry, guessing the rates are too high for me. As much as I really would like to spike the long-term for a short-term gain, I think I’d just dig myself a hole.”

With a shake of her head in overly dramatic fashion, Aelia picked up her beer mug and finished off her drink, then set it down next to the remains of her personal pizza.

“Oh, you definitely dig yourself a hole,” agreed Daria, laughing softly. “But I’m a benevolent loan shark. I wouldn’t break your knees or anything like that. I’d just randomly take a night away from you for myself. As interest.”

“Yes, quite benevolent,” Warner said with a chuckle. “And then she’d offer it back at an additional cost and suddenly Aelia’s over her head in ‘debt’ and is asking me to take loans out on her behalf.”

“I mean… I probably would do that. Then I’d be in debt to both of you. My father didn’t raise a fool. Either of them. So that’s all a bad idea in the end. But damn me if this wasn’t a good idea, Daria,” said Aelia, leaning back in her seat and gesturing at the table between them. “A great idea.”

“Thank you,” Daria said, nudging one of her pieces of crust with a fingertip. There was clearly nothing left that interested her. “It’s fun to go out to those big high end restaurants. Fancy dress, expensive but good food, and all that. But… but I’m just a pizza and beer kind of girl when it comes down to it.”

Aelia nodded and pointed a finger at Daria.

“My kind of girl,” Aelia said, then she sighed and put a hand to her stomach. “Pizza is definitely a guilty pleasure.”

“Considering what you likely dealt with back then,” Warner said, trying to be a bit vague. “I can only imagine.”

“You know, you really can’t,” replied Aelia. “A lot more beef back then. Simple things, really. Anything you could get on a farm that didn’t take much effort.”

The waiter came back and laid the check down, silencing the conversation.

“Well, looks like that’s that,” Daria murmured.

“Was a good night. Good celebratory dinner,” Aelia added.

Warner nodded his head.

In the end, his lawyers had gotten him six million after lawyer’s fees. That and a mind-numbingly large number of agreements to sign. Most of which had to do with not talking to anyone about the settlement or the details involved.

Regardless of anything else, Maya would be set up for the rest of her life. There was nothing that would ever be a financial problem for her going forward.

Getting up, the three of them gathered their things and left after Warner put a quick signature on the bill.

Piling into Aelia’s large, dark-windowed SUV, Warner laid his head against the headrest. Daria and Aelia were up front.

“Remind me to thank Bodil again for babysitting for us,” Aelia said, pulling her seat belt on and starting the vehicle.

“Oh, she’s fine,” Daria said, buckling herself in as well. “If anything, this is a good experience for her. Bodil is a bit more sheltered than you think. Maya… Maya isn’t. And before Warner interjects as a father, I’ll just remind him of who her mother is.”

Warner’s objection died on his lips, and he could only shut his mouth.

Looking down to his feet, he knew that Daria wasn’t wrong. Asa had likely screwed Maya up more than he wanted to ever actually think about.

Before Aelia could put them in reverse, there was a loud crackle from her speakers. Followed by someone speaking.

“Sorry, I had someone install a police scanner in my car. Never hurts to know what’s going on,” Aelia said, reaching for the volume knob.

She froze with her hand on the control, listening to what was being said.

To Warner, it just sounded like people talking nonsense. Codes, numbers, and letters, all of which made no sense at all to him.

“Oh,” Aelia murmured, turning to look at Daria, then Warner. “That’s different. It’s a hostage situation. Sounds like they asked for a coroner as well. Someone must have died.”

“It is?” Warner asked, looking up to Aelia.

That sounded like something he could help with. Someone who was willing to take lives and hold others hostage likely needed retribution.

Daria sighed heavily and then turned around in her seat toward Warner.

“Hostages. Yes,” Daria said slowly. “It’s a failed bank robbery turned into a car chase, then hostage situation after the robbers stormed into an apartment building.

“And if you decide to go on this little excursion, it’s very likely you’ll lose something you value. I can’t speak to what that is without changing too much.”

“Err, do I get hurt or die or something?” Warner asked.

“You could certainly die. I see several futures where you do indeed meet your end. Injured, no,” Daria corrected. “Though you truly do lose something you value.”

“What happens if I don’t go?” Warner asked.

“A police officer dies, several hostages, and all of the robbers,” said Daria. “If you do go, no hostages die, but all the robbers do.”

“I wonder if the cops will shoot the hostages rather than the suspects,” Aelia grumbled. “Remember that package carrier they gunned down?”

Warner wasn’t about to get into politics right now. He’d definitely heard about that story on the news. It’d caused quite an uproar.

Chewing at the inside of his lip, Warner let his eyes fall back down to the floorboards.

If I go, people survive. If I don’t, they don’t.

Doesn’t that make me directly responsible for their lives?

Because I know that if I choose not to go, they die. I’m now responsible for them.

Aren’t I?

I… think I am. Yes.

I have to go.

Lifting his head back up, he saw Aelia and Daria both staring at him.

“He’s going,” Daria said and then smiled sadly at him. “I’ll do everything I can to help. But there’s a lot I can’t prevent, even knowing about it.”

“I know, thank you. I appreciate it,” Warner said.

“Huh. Alright. We’ll go get your car and get you loaded up. I’ll get your gear settled while you get yourself ready,” Aelia said then she looked at Daria. “Do we have time for that?”

“Yes. It’s going to be a standoff for a while. Not a lot will happen until about nine tonight,” answered Daria.

“Great, let’s go get me ready then,” Warner said.

“Should be interesting, at least,” Aelia muttered, putting the SUV into reverse.

 

***

 

Standing at the police barricade, Warner stared down the street. Halfway down the street was a mass of police waiting behind cars and SWAT trucks, all facing toward the front of a building. It was only five stories tall and was rather small as far as apartment buildings went for the area.

It was likely much older than all the surrounding buildings.

The police were all almost out of sight of the building’s windows, but no one could leave the building without putting themselves in the line of sight of the police.

Warner already knew that behind the building was another group of police.

There wasn’t going to be an escape from this situation for anyone involved. There was going to be a confrontation or a last stand.

All around him were citizens and news reporters, trying to film what was going on, get a comment from anyone involved, or just to see what was happening.

Making sure to keep his collar up, Warner did everything he could to prevent the cameras from facing him.

Warner had nothing on which would identify him in any way. Everything on his person he could ditch at a moment’s notice.

He didn’t want to be seen in the background footage of a news broadcast.

That’d put him at the scene.

And that was the last thing he needed to be. His alibi right now was being at home with Bodil, Aelia, and Daria. Three women who would cover for him and say he was with them.

Having sex.

Because what man in their right mind would have three women he was sleeping with as an alibi.

How could I be out murdering people when I’m at home cheating on my girlfriend, with my other girlfriends?

Well, not Bodil. She’s just playing along for my sake.

Smirking to himself, Warner turned to the left and started to move along the barricade and away from the situation.

Daria said I could get up to the roof of… I forget the damn name. The hotel.

Damnit.

Whatever.

Keeping his hands in his pockets, his sword held against his elbow to keep it from waggling behind himself, Warner kept moving. Turning with the street and making his way down it, he put his mind to his goal.

Spotting the entrance to the hotel, Warner went in, turned immediately, and went straight into the fire escape stairwell.

No alarm sounded.

Walking up the steps, Warner made his way to the roof access.

Warner stepped out onto the top of the building, and shivered for a moment. It was considerably colder up here with the sun having already gone down.

The clack of the door shutting behind him was loud. Other than the sound of cars moving around the city, he could hear nothing else.

It also sounded more distant than he expected.

Warner slowly paced his way over to the edge of the building and then looked down.

Okay. Way higher up than I thought. Didn’t even feel the climb up the stairs.

At all.

When he thought about it, Warner couldn’t even feel the slightest bit of discomfort. Despite having gone up far more stairs than he expected or realized.

Pulling his hands from his pockets, Warner looked across the top of the building far below him, and toward the apartment building which was his target.

Daria mentioned snipers and—ah. There they are. Not looking my way at all.

And that means… I can do this… really… stupid… thing.

Shaking his head, Warner slowly walked away from the edge to the other side of the building.

Aelia you’re an idiot. But maybe I’m the bigger one for agreeing to it.

Doubly so for asking Daria what would happen if I tried it.

Fuck.

Fuck, fuck.

Fuck me!

Warner flexed his hands and then clutched them into fists. Pushing hard at his power, at what lurked inside him, he tried to force it to explode outward.

To become active and grant him his empowered gifts.

Most especially the wings. He needed the wings. Needed them for this very stupid plan to work.

With a whump from inside his chest, Warner felt it when his power took hold. The wings blowing out from his back and spreading out.

He felt incredibly powerful. Overwhelmingly so. As if his entire body was as light as a feather, as strong as steel, and very willing to respond to his needs.

And of course, with that power came the confidence.

That he could do anything if he but tried.

Running forward at a dead sprint, Warner went straight toward the edge of the building.

Hitting the lip, he planted his foot down hard, spread his wings out and leapt.

Soaring through the air, Warner was on target to smash into the side of the apartment building. So long as he kept his momentum.

Unsheathing his sword, Warner flapped his wings hard, propelling himself faster and higher. Then flapped them again.

Sooner than he expected, he smashed straight through a window and into the apartment building.

Outside, he could hear people gasping and screaming.

But there were no gunshots. No one was yelling at him through a loudspeaker.

It seemed the police weren’t happy with him being there, but they didn’t want to spook the hostage takers either.

Giving his sword a light twirl, Warner felt the blade with his power. It almost seemed alive in his hand. As if it wanted to go forth and do exactly what Warner had in mind.

Smiling to no one, Warner found that this was precisely where he wanted to be. Him, on a mission, righting wrongs, and putting the fear of justice into people.

“Let the hunt begin,” he murmured.


Thirty-One

 

Looking around, Warner found he was alone in a room. No one was around.

The TV was on, a half-eaten dinner sat on the table, and one of the chairs was knocked down.

Everything had the look of being abandoned in a hurry.

A mad hurry.

Like someone holding a gun on you, hurry.

Moving to the front door of the apartment, he saw it was kicked in. The mechanical lock completely blown out of the wooden frame.

And there it is. The robbers went door to door and rounded everyone up.

Which means… there’s likely a lot of hostages.

A whole lot of hostages.

What the hell.

Lifting his free hand, Warner ran a gloved finger over the broken wood.

And this isn’t something a normal Human could do. Is it?

This requires a lot of force. And if they did it to multiple doors, rapidly enough to catch everyone mostly off guard, they didn’t spend long at each door.

Am I dealing with more Weres? Or something like the Manticore?

Exiting into the hallway, Warner found he was alone. There was no one around, and he couldn’t hear anyone either.

The only thing he could hear were several TVs.

He also couldn’t detect any injustice coming from any of the open apartment doors.

This entire area was devoid of people.

They probably took everyone and moved them to the ground floor? Or the basement?

If I wanted to keep track of all these people, that’s what I’d do. Move them all to one area so I can keep an eye on them.

And I’d likely… watch for anyone coming in. So the stairwells and elevators are probably covered.

So how do I get down then?

Contemplating how he was going to reach to the ground floor and the hostages, Warner walked over to the elevator itself.

Staring at the shut doors, he remained motionless, his mind processing.

Actually… actually, does that even make sense?

Why would I go about this in the normal fashion? I can do practically anything. Anything at all.

Like… hack my way down to the ground floor from the second floor.

Snorting, Warner casually entered the fire escape stairwell and began walking down. His goal was to reach the second floor and then plan from there.

Exiting that stairwell, Warner paused to look at the fire escape map on the wall.

It showed that the first floor was a lot like any other apartment building he’d been in.

An entry, lobby, front desk, and open area with mailboxes.

Nothing out of the ordinary and nothing that was abnormal.

And if I were them, where would I put my hostages?

Somewhere out of the way. Where I could watch all of them.

Warner lifted a finger and tapped the gloved tip to the work area.

There appeared to be a room behind the front counter. Large enough for quite a few people to be put in.

That’d be where I put them. In that room, behind the front desk. Then we can watch the elevators…

He paused in his thoughts to find the elevators.

The stairs…

Once more he stopped, this time to find the fire escape stairwell.

And the front and back exits.

With that in mind… I could enter—

Looking, Warner finally saw something that’d work for him. It looked like the utility closet on the first floor was directly below a similar closet on the second.

Entering the main second floor hallway, Warner made his way over to the closet at the end of the hall.

Much like the floor he’d entered on, this one was devoid of people. Doors with broken in frames, everything a complete mess, and people missing who looked to have been home not long ago.

Warner had no regrets for coming here now.

These were families yanked from their homes while going about their lives. None of them deserved what would happen to them if Warner hadn’t come.

Growling at the thought, Warner could feel the wings on his back trembling. It angered him that people would be ripped from the safety of their own lives just because criminals were on the run from the police.

Angered him and drove him onward.

To the point that a golden-hued aura started to flood the edges of his vision.

Reaching the closet, Warner pulled the door open. Looking at the floor, he didn’t hesitate. He’d already seen his sword perform functions it shouldn’t be able to do.

Driving it into the floor as he pushed his power into it, Warner began to neatly slice clean through.

Seconds after he’d started, the floor of the closet clattered down to the first floor.

In his confident golden haze, Warner hadn’t even considered the noise it’d make.

No longer caring, he jumped down the hole. Tucking his wings in as he dropped, Warner hit the ground and turned.

Booting the door open, he strode out of the closet with his sword held out in front of him.

Storming out into the lobby of the first floor, Warner found his first target.

A man with a handgun and a ski mask pulled down over his face. He was staring at Warner with wide eyes.

He stunk of injustice.

Reeked of it.

This man was a burden on society. He had no place in it.

The crimes he’d committed upon others were stacked high enough that it warranted his death.

Darting forward in a lunge, Warner caught the man in the ribs with his sword.

Sliding through his flesh and out his back, the sword had slipped through him as if he were made of nothing at all.

Jerking the sword to the side, Warner nearly cut the man in half as he retrieved his weapon.

Turning on his heel as the feeling of righteous retribution flooded through him, Warner saw four other individuals on the other side of the lobby.

“You shall repent to me and receive justice, as it is right,” Warner declared as he began marching toward them. “If you resist, this shall only deepen your crimes. I will now listen to your pleas.”

One of the criminals raised his weapon and began firing on Warner.

Dodging to one side faster than the rounds could reach him, using his wings to twist his body as well, Warner ducked the shots as easily as if they were paper airplanes.

Gliding forward with a short pump of his wings, Warner once more led with his sword.

Tearing through the shooter’s arms as he held his weapon out in front of himself, the blade carved him apart.

Screaming, the man went down in a heap.

“Death!” Warner shouted, flipping his blade around, and smashing it home through the man’s chest.

Once again, the weight of the karmic rebound filled Warner with absolute power.

Power, confidence, glory, and rapture.

Pulling his blade free, Warner looked towards the other three robbers. Two had taken hostages and the third had dropped his weapon and held up his hands.

“I surrender!” shrieked the one with hands raised.

Except they were just as guilty as the first one. Their crimes were too high to let them live. Letting them return to the population would be counterproductive.

Yanking up the pistol of the man he’d just killed, Warner aimed at one of those with the hostages.

Before the man could react, Warner pulled the trigger. Brains and blood splattered out the back of their head and coated the wall.

Jerking the pistol to the right, it was fired once more, the second hostage taker losing their life as quickly as the first had.

Both hostages collapsed to the ground, unharmed.

Throwing the pistol to the side, Warner walked up to the surrendering man.

“You have committed deeds most foul, evil creature,” Warner proclaimed, staring down at the man who was now on his knees. “Your sentence is death.”

“I-I-I-I can change! I can fix things!” shrieked the man, putting his hands on his head. “I have a family! I can fix things! I can become better!”

Looming over the man, Warner could feel sincerity in the man’s words. He did indeed have a family. Believed that he could become better.

The problem was that Warner didn’t quite believe it.

“Your sentence will be now carried out,” Warner decreed. “Bow your head and receive your end swiftly. I will make it painless.”

Sobbing, the man put his hands down.

“Please, I can fix things. I can… I can make it better. I can do it. I can do good,” begged the man, slowly lowering his head forward. Exposing the back of his neck to Warner. “I can do it.”

“I am not Redemption,” Warner muttered, lifting his sword above his head.

I’m not Redemption?

Warner paused as his thought echoed the spoken words.

Crying quietly, the man knelt there with his head bowed.

Warner thought of Lisa and how she’d turned her life around.

Staring down at the man, Warner could finally see what he was.

Short, stocky, built like a fire hydrant, the man looked like he’d fought his whole life for everything. Then took it too far when he hadn’t gotten what he expected.

If I’m not Redemption. Could I not become so?

What is Retribution, without the possibility of change?

“Your name?” Warner asked suddenly.

“Christopher, Christopher Yanas,” said the man.

“You will turn yourself over to the police and begin living righteously,” Warner stated. “You will do whatever is within your power to do good upon the world. Do you understand?”

“Yes! Yes, I understand. I understand. I… I’m good with bombs. I could probably help disarm them or—”

“I don’t care what you do, so long as it benefits the greater good of the world,” Warner said, letting his blade fall to his side. “I’ll check up on you, Christopher Yanas. We will see how you do later. Now… is there anyone else here?”

“No! No. That’s… that’s everyone,” Chris said, not lifting his head up.

“Good. I’m leaving now. Take the hostages out and get them to the police. Good luck with your life,” Warner said.

Lifting his blade up, he sent a wave of power through it. Golden flames seared away the blood that coated it.

Turning on his heel, Warner looked back to the closet.

Could get up to the second floor and back up to the top floor.

Probably could take a running leap out a rear window and head in the opposite direction.

A single gunshot got Warner’s attention.

It hadn’t come from inside the building, but outside.

In the street where the police were.

Frowning, Warner slowly walked away from Christopher and peeked out a window. Trying to not expose himself, but wanting to see what was going on.

Directly across the way, at another building, a police officer was struggling with what looked like a monster. It was a leathery-looking creature, though somewhat similar to the Were he’d fought.

The feeling it gave off was hideously wrong to Warner.

Wrong on so many levels that his mind almost went blank with the need to smite the thing.

Throwing the policeman to the ground, the monster stood there for a second before a number of other officers began unloading into it.

Round after round hit it.

Standing there, it shuddered and shook with each hit.

Until the raucous noise of gunfire played out, each officer having gone dry.

The monster was still standing upright as though nothing had happened. It had to have been shot at least twenty times at the bare minimum, but it acted like nothing was wrong at all.

The cop on the ground had no injustice about them whatsoever. If anything, they had the smell of justice on him. As though they truly acted in the pursuit of righteous justice.

Looking down at the cop, the monster appeared to be about to leap onto them.

Yanking the door off its hinges, Warner shot out of the apartment building.

In the blink of an eye, he was across the sidewalk, into the street, and over the officer. Warner had reached his target before he could even think about it.

Slashing his burning golden blade around, Warner lopped off one of the monster’s arms, which went flying away from his blade.

Narrowly missing the thing’s head, the edge of the weapon sang through the air, even as blood sprayed out in an arc.

Screaming in a very Human voice, the creature tried to lunge at Warner before he could bring the blade down again.

Stepping wide to avoid the attack, Warner pivoted, brought his left foot back around, and swung the sword again in almost a mirror of the first strike.

Whirling like a top, the blade came around lower this time. Smashing through the middle of the beast, it bisected it neatly at the abdomen, cutting off its other arm in the same move.

The top half fell to one side, the bottom falling forward atop the police officer.

Grabbing one twitching leg, Warner flung the grotesque flesh away. Then grabbed the policeman and pulled them to their feet.

A quick inspection from head to toe and Warner was comforted that the cop was fine.

Shrieking, the top of the creature he’d cut in half burst into golden flames.

“You!” shouted a police officer from the barricades. “Drop your weapon and put your hands up!”

This command was followed by a horde of other officers all reciting similar demands.

Warner looked at the cop next to him. The man was absolutely still, his hands slightly spread out, as if he were considering drawing.

Except he was also in the line of fire if something were to happen.

Then Warner heard a different noise.

To him, it sounded like feet hitting tiles. Flesh slapping against a smooth surface.

A lot of feet.

Swarming out of the building he was standing in front of, came a horde of the twisted, hairy monsters.

Grabbing the policeman by his uniform, Warner shoved him physically. Sending him soaring through the air. Away from Warner and the onrushing calamity of evil.

In that instant, Warner’s brain blanked out almost entirely. Falling into a dark world of instinct without any conscious thought at all.

“Villains!” Warner shouted as he turned to face them, lifting his blazing sword high. “I will smite you all and send you hence! Back to the foul one who created you! I shall do my Lord’s work!”

A wave of evil crashed over him and surrounded him. Multiple foes attempted to attack him, or drag him down to the ground.

Reaching out his left hand, Warner thrust his palm toward the sky.

“In His name!” shouted Warner, as his wings spread wide, “I label you Unclean and Unnatural!”

A golden sphere blasted out around Warner and encompassed the foul beings closest to him. Their skin began to crackle, golden lines spreading out like strange glowing veins.

Black smoke began to roil off the creatures, shrieks and screams filling the air.

Warner began laying about himself after letting his hand drop. His sword swishing through the air as it separated body parts and ended lives.

One of the monsters got close enough to grab Warner’s left arm. Dropping its head down, it bit into Warner’s arm.

Recoiling away from Warner with a growl, the creature fell back.

Snapping his wings out wide and then flapping them once, he blasted free of the mad press of insane monsters.

Glancing to his arm, he found two small puncture wounds there. Golden flames were burning away at the wound site. In a second, the two holes were gone.

As if they’d never been.

Holding his sword in a forward defensive pose, Warner realized he was going about this in the wrong way.

Shifting his blade to a rear guard position, he reached his other hand to his hip and unholstered the sidearm Aelia had prepared for him.

Channeling his energy directly into the gun’s ammunition, he filled the bullets with his power.

Sighting the weapon on the closest creature, Warner pulled the trigger, the round slamming into its forehead and dropping it to the ground.

Bright flames shot out of the wound, the golden fire quickly spreading to envelope the beast.

Moving the handgun to the left, Warner began sighting one target after another, firing a single shot into each and every skull. A few got within five feet of him before they received their own dose of his power, but no closer than that.

When the chamber snapped open as the last round was fired, Warner didn’t hesitate. Grunting, he smashed the tip of his fiery sword into the asphalt and then hit the release for the magazine.

Snatching it out of the air, Warner swapped it out with a fresh one.

Running it home into the pistol, he racked the slide and then raised the pistol back up.

Monsters were now running away from Warner. Speaking in a language Warner didn’t understand, they fled back into the building they’d dogpiled out of.

Holstering his weapon, Warner grabbed his sword and yanked it free of the road.

Down the street, he could see another massive group of the creatures battling with the cops. Cops who were both equally in service of justice and injustice.

And Althea was there, battling in the scrum. Right in the thick of it.

Is this what I lose? My personal loss?!

Warner crouched down low then leapt forward, flapping his wings rapidly.

Gaining a brief touch of altitude and speed, Warner closed the distance.

Tucking his wings in, Warner picked up speed as he literally swooped in on Althea as she fought a creature.

Landing sword tip first, Warner impaled the beast through its chest, his weapon only stopping when the hilt slammed against its ribs. He swiftly dislodged his embedded sword from the body with a well-placed kick. Flung forward, the body struck a police vehicle, bounced upward, and then spun end over end.

Spinning around, Warner found Althea staring hard at him.

Snatching his pistol up off his hip, he pointed it beyond her head and pulled the trigger. The monster behind her wailed and tumbled to the ground in a heap.

Althea flinched away from the gunshot even as Warner returned the pistol to the holster.

Laying his left hand against the side of her head, he rammed his power into her head with the goal of healing her. He was sure the gunshot had just blasted her eardrum to little more than a fleshy ruin.

Stepping away from Althea, Warner returned to the fight, laying into the foul monsters with his blade. They were thick around him and amongst the cops and he didn’t have to go far to find an enemy.

And with every swing of his sword, Warner felt more and more powerful.

As if he were standing atop a mountain which was growing thousands of feet a second.

“I shall end you all!” he screamed at the top of his lungs, sweeping his sword around in a golden burning arc.


Thirty-Two

 

Roaring, Warner brought his blade down in a heavy two-handed chop. Hacking effortlessly into the shoulder of the monster in front of him, and exiting through its hip on the other side.

Bisected into two large pieces, the creature shrieked weakly, its limbs flopping around on the ground where it had fallen.

Several rounds were fired nearby, another monster stumbling past his view and hitting the ground.

Whatever rounds these officers were firing now, they were much more powerful than the ones used at first.

Must be something special for the PID people.

Let’s not get shot.

Spinning in place, Warner began to scan the area, looking for the next closest monster to dispatch.

Rather than finding another hideous beast to kill, Warner found an honest nightmare. One that he very much wanted to stab through the heart with immediacy.

Travis Pattin stood not far from Warner, wearing a police uniform, and reeking of absolute injustice.

He was doing his best to not engage with the things that were attacking his coworkers. To Warner, it almost looked like the man was deliberately going for ones that were already well on their way out.

It was a complete show for everyone around him, but Warner doubted anyone would even notice the lie. They were all too concerned with staying alive and keeping themselves intact.

Before he could close the distance and end Pattin, Warner realized that the scrum was finally clearing up. There weren’t many creatures left and quite a few eyes, pistols, and batons, would likely be turned toward him soon.

Looking to the sky above, Warner plotted his escape. Sheathing his sword, he contemplated how to go about it. He needed to be gone from here and couldn’t remain any longer.

He also didn’t—for even a single instant—believe these monsters just happened to appear on their own.

They’d only shown up after he’d entered the apartment building. Which meant they could have very likely been here for him.

Snapping his wings out, Warner gathered himself up in a crouch and then leapt into the air, working his wings for all he was worth.

Gaining altitude rapidly, Warner cleared the buildings and rooftops and entered the low sky. Higher than anything in the entirety of the city.

Except for the police helicopter which suddenly spun around and began heading straight for him.

One of the side doors was open and an officer with a rifle was aiming straight at him.

Tucking his wings in and making a dart out of his body, Warner dove rapidly, heading directly for the helicopter.

Narrowly avoiding the blades, Warner snapped his wings back out as soon as he was below the vehicle. He kicked his legs out and started flapping wildly upward.

Faster than the helicopter could respond, Warner had come up straight underneath it.

Grabbing hold of the skid on the other side from the officer with the gun, Warner wrapped an arm around it, then pulled his legs up, his wings tucked tightly against his back. Curling around the skid, he was safely out of view of the helicopter’s occupants.

Unless people from the ground saw it happen. At that point, they’d radio the helicopter that I’m here.

Well, this isn’t a permanent hiding spot either. I just have to wait until I see an opportunity. Somewhere I could drop down and then blend in with the populace.

Looking this way and that, Warner considered what to do.

Then the helicopter camera at the front began to wildly swing in one direction, and then the other. Warner was fairly positive it had no idea where he’d gone and was trying to reacquire him.

If that thing suddenly looks this way with any horizon level view, it’s going to see me.

Time to go. Sooner than I thought.

Letting go of the skid, his wings still tucked in, Warner turned himself into a projectile and dove for the street.

He needed to get to ground, far away from where the battle had been, and try to blend.

Fast.

In little more than a handful of seconds, Warner was almost to ground level.

Spotting a recycling facility, he realized he could land there and not be seen by anyone on the ground.

If the helicopter hadn’t noticed his descent, he could get out of view and let his powers drop.

Fanning his wings out, Warner felt like they were going to tear from his back with the strength of the sudden air resistance.

Then he thumped to the ground with little more force than he’d felt jumping down from fences as a teen.

Tucking his wings in, he turned and looked back toward where the helicopter had been.

It was stationary, distant, and didn’t seem to have noticed his escape.

Nodding, Warner hustled off toward a nearby warehouse. He needed to get back into a Human form, and then figure out how he was going to get home.

Or to his car with all his personal belongings in it.

Man, I really need to figure out a better way of getting around without revealing my presence.

The reek of garbage was all around him as he left the recycling yard. It made his eyes water.

A much better way.

 

***

 

Head down over his plate, Warner still felt ill.

He’d thrown up for the better part of five minutes this morning when he woke up.

To Warner, he’d thrown up an unnerving amount of blood and golden glittery puke. More so than he’d ever seen before.

It had left him feeling wretched and worn out. Like a shoe which had not only lost the padding on the inside, but the sole was starting to wear out as well.

A warm hand pressed to the middle of his back.

“You look very unwell,” Bodil murmured, coming to stand beside him in the kitchen.

“I mean, did you see the sink after he was done?” Aelia asked from across the way. She was busy devouring the breakfast Daria had made her. “It was like someone had butchered a groundhog in it.”

“A groundhog?” Daria asked from where she was putting together a plate for Maya.

“You eat what you gotta eat,” Aelia said with a shrug of her shoulders. “Crops aren’t a guarantee ya know. And winter can be harsh.”

“Groundhog?” Daria asked again, pulling out a fork and a knife from the utensil drawer.

“Yeah. Not as easy as rabbits or chickens. Those are simple. You just put a broom behind their head, grab the back legs, and pull. Groundhogs don’t hold still,” Aelia complained as if she were reliving a memory.

Siv hopped over from her side of the table and ended up in front of Warner.

Turning her head to one side, she inspected him with one dark brown eye.

“I’d say this is a good opportunity to burn a rune,” Bodil said, pulling out a small wooden token with her left hand. “Because you really do look unwell, Warner.”

Warner wasn’t about to argue. He felt abysmal.

“Sure, Bodil. If it helps, I won’t say no,” Warner said. Reaching over and picking up the slice of bacon he’d been eyeing, he held it up in front of Siv’s beak. “Here ya go, Siv.”

Siv turned her head to look at the bacon.

Hopping once, the raven moved past the bacon and then pressed her beak to Warner’s hand.

“Warner,” said the bird, raising its head and staring up at him.

Bodil was also staring at Warner now. Lifting her left hand up, she held the wooden rune between two fingers.

Saying nothing, Bodil just continued to watch him.

He could definitely feel a building warmth in his back and shoulders despite Bodil’s silence.

With a loud crack, the rune split in two and began to smoke and smolder.

“Just put it in the sink,” Daria said, picking up the plate she’d just finished making and moving off toward Maya’s room.

At the same time that the rune had broken, Warner felt a flash of energy surge through him. On top of that, he didn’t feel even a fourth as sick as he had just seconds ago.

“Wow,” Warner said, looking to Bodil with a smile. “Thanks. I feel a lot better, actually. A hell of a lot.”

Genuinely, he felt like he’d just woken up after a long sleep and was quite refreshed.

“Of course,” Bodil said, lightly patting his back. The hand on his back staying there. “You can’t keep paying me if you’re dead. It’s in my best interest to keep you on your feet.”

Snorting at that, Aelia reached over and took the bacon from Warner’s fingers.

“Uh huh. And I wasn’t a poor farmer’s daughter,” murmured the gunrunner, before shoving the whole piece into her mouth. Picking up her empty plate, she carried it over to the sink.

Siv made a soft croaking growl at that, looking toward Aelia.

“Bad,” said the raven.

“Hmm. No, not bad,” Bodil said almost under her breath. Flicking her hand, she tossed the broken rune across the table.

Both pieces landed in the sink with a clatter as Aelia ran water over her empty plate.

“Hey,” Aelia grumbled, shutting the water off and glaring at Bodil. “Watch it.”

Siv shook her head once then hopped up onto Warner’s arm and side-stepped her way up to his shoulder.

“Good Warner,” Siv said, standing as close to his head as possible.

“Come on stupid bird,” Bodil said, taking her hand from Warner’s back and grabbing Siv.

Squawking, the bird flapped its wings as Bodil walked away from Warner.

There was a sudden and firm knock on the door.

Aelia and Bodil froze where they were. Both looking at Warner.

Warner turned and looked to the door.

Daria hadn’t said anything about expecting anyone.

“I don’t know who it is,” Daria said in a rush, coming in quickly from Maya’s room. “I can’t… I can’t see anything. At all.”

Slowly, everyone looked from one another, to Daria, then Bodil.

“I don’t… I don’t have the time or even all my runes,” Bodil said apologetically. “It’d take like ten minutes and—”

There was another firm knock on the door. This time it was louder than the last one. Considerably louder in fact. To the point that Warner had to wonder what the hell was going on.

“No big deal. I’ll just answer it and we’ll go from there. Not a big deal,” Warner murmured calmly. “Nothing out of the ordinary. Probably a guy with a package that needs a signature.”

Getting up, he pushed in his chair and wandered over to the front door.

Opening it, he found himself staring into Althea’s face.

“Oh, hey there,” Warner said with absolute surprise. She was just about the last person he expected to find on his doorstep.

“Hey,” Althea said, then let out a breath. “We need to talk. And not about us… but… also about us. Because I know where you were yesterday. I know what you were doing.

“And it’s probably a conversation that would be best had inside, rather than with me on your doorstep.”

Althea didn’t wait for permission and entered his home, heading straight inside.

“I’ll say hi to Maya and then we can—”

Warner winced and closed his eyes. He already knew why Althea had stopped talking. He didn’t even need to ask her what she was looking at.

Closing the door, Warner slowly walked over to where Althea was standing stock-still.

“Hello!” Daria said, waving a hand from the kitchen table. Her eyes were wide and round, shock and surprise written all over her face.

“Hello,” Althea murmured, her head turning fractionally as she took in Daria, Bodil, and Aelia each in turn.

Finally, she turned and looked at Warner.

“Maybe inside isn’t as good as I thought,” Althea declared. There was genuine anger in her voice.

“If… if I’m right about what you’re going to say. They already know. They’ve been helping me with it,” Warner replied, keeping his voice soft.

Althea’s spine straightened and she stared hard at him.

“They all know you’re Yellow Eyes?” Althea asked, her voice rising in volume. Clearly her question was meant to include the other women.

“Yeah. They do,” Warner said, nodding his head. “And yes, I am.”

“You just decided to never tell me,” Althea accused.

“I didn’t even know what I was till after we met,” Warner tried, going straight for an honest explanation. “And you got so busy that it just… we never had time to talk about it. Not in a private way. In fact, before this, the last time I saw you was with your partner.”

Althea looked pained at that, her face screwing up slightly into a frown.

“I wasn’t avoiding you,” she stated firmly. “I wasn’t. I was… I was just busy. I got hired into the PID and… and I was just busy. That’s all.”

“I know. But there really wasn’t an opportunity to talk to you about any of this,” Warner said defensively. “None at all.”

“No? Not even when you pulled a gun on me?” Althea asked, her mind clearly sliding back to what she wanted to talk about.

“If I hadn’t done that, you would have shot me. You didn’t know who I was and you likely wouldn’t have listened,” Warner answered. “It was the best way I could think of that would let me keep you alive, keep me safe, and let us talk later.

“When you came over, you didn’t really want to talk much. I tried to bring it up a few times but… you didn’t want anything serious conversation-wise.”

He wasn’t trying to put blame on her, but he didn’t want her to think he’d just decided to keep it from her indefinitely.

Truth be told, he’d just been waiting on Daria to tell him when an opportune time would be to do it.

But that’s a cop out. It isn’t Daria’s fault either. I could have just as easily told Althea regardless.

“I… you’re right. You’re right,” Althea said, shaking her head. “But this can’t continue. We can’t continue.

“You’re killing people. People who didn’t even get a chance to plead their case.”

“I didn’t need a court to know they were guilty. I just know,” Warner said, his voice quite firm on that point.

“There’s no way you could know!” replied Althea, her brows coming down as she glared at him. “No way!”

“I know,” Warner stated once again. “I just know. I know it when someone has injustice about them. I know it when they’ve gone unpunished and need retribution. I know when the scales have become unbalanced within a person.”

“You’re working with a known gunrunner!” Althea yelled, pointing at Aelia. “She’s literally a gunrunner. She’s killed people! A murdering gunrunner responsible for the deaths of others by selling those guns!”

“Yes, she deserved a death sentence when I met her,” Warner agreed. “But since she’s started working with me, her scales are balancing nicely. Right now, she no longer lives under a judgment for death. Now at worst, she would only need to give up her worldly possessions.

“That won’t last though. With every balancing she helps me with, it balances her as well. She’ll be as clean as one could be in a month.”

“That… what… no. No! That’s not how this works!” Althea shouted, leaning closer to Warner. “You don’t get to judge people and dictate what happens to them!”

“But I do. That’s what I’m doing. And have been doing,” Warner countered, his voice still quite calm. “You tell me. Have I ended anybody who didn’t deserve it? At all? I bet every single kill that I’ve made would have been obvious to anyone else if they knew the crimes. By a wide margin.” 

“That doesn’t matter at all. Not in the least,” Althea said with a horizontal chop of her hand. “What you’re doing is illegal!”

“But it isn’t wrong. And if there were any actual justice in this world, I wouldn’t have to do what I’m doing,” Warner finished, holding his hands up in front of himself. 

“It’s wrong because it’s illegal,” said Althea, her voice only now coming down to a normal volume.

“It’s illegal, yes, but not wrong. Wrong and illegal are not always the same. Right and legal aren’t always the same either,” Warner argued, he was never going to back down on this point. He knew what he knew was right and would stick to it. It’d gotten him this far and he’d seen positive changes in others.

Lisa and Aelia were at the top of his example list.

“You can’t do it because it’s illegal. And if you keep doing it… if you keep doing it, we just can’t see each other anymore,” Althea stated defiantly.

It was a very clear ultimatum.

“I can’t stop,” Warner admitted without even considering it. He knew he wouldn’t. Knew he couldn’t. It simply wasn’t a viable option for him.

He wasn’t going to lead Althea around by the nose about it either.

“Fine. That’s… that’s fine. Fine,” Althea growled. “I won’t tell anyone about you, but I’m not going to cover for you either. Thank you… for saving my life. And healing me.

“That’s how I knew it was you by the way. Your power. It just… I knew it was you. So don’t use it on people.”

“Right,” Warner said, not really quite believing what was happening.

“Right,” Althea repeated. Then she leaned up, kissed his cheek, gave him a pat on the jaw, and left.

The door closing behind her was incredibly loud in his ears, even though she’d shut it as softly as possible.

“I’m so sorry, Warner. I’m so sorry. I didn’t… I didn’t know what it was that you were going to lose!” Daria said in a rush, coming over to him. “I just knew you would lose something. Not what. I… I could see bits and pieces of you being unhappy, that you’d lost something clearly personal. I didn’t know it was Althea. I wouldn’t have let you go if I’d known. I’d have told you, I promise. I swear it. I… I wanted Althea with us. With you, Aelia, Bodil, and me.”

“Hey, what?” Bodil muttered.

“Hush. Don’t play coy. You know you’re a part of this,” Daria said, not looking away from Warner and waving a hand at the other woman. “You saw your futures as clearly as I’ve seen them.

“Warner, I swear it. I swear it on whatever I need to. I wouldn’t have let this happen. I promise. I’ll tell you everything I know about everything going forward from now on. Even if it changes things. So you’re never surprised. Ever again. I promise.”

Unable to help himself—despite feeling somewhat sad right now—Warner grinned.

Putting his hands on Daria’s shoulders, he nodded his head slowly.

Holding her eyes with his own, he sighed softly.

“My dear Tarja. My little fruit loop. I don’t blame you. And I know you wouldn’t have let this happen if you could have prevented it,” Warner murmured. “I could have easily brought her into this earlier. I could have talked to her about it. Or pushed harder. I’m at fault here. Not you.”

“You’re… you’re sure?” Daria asked, moving closer to him.

“Positive,” Warner said then sighed again, wrapping his arms around Daria and pulling her close. Resting his mouth next to Daria’s ear, he nuzzled her. “Bodil, too, huh?”

“Huh? Oh. Uh. Fifty, fifty. She’s got a crush on you. Sometimes you encourage it accidentally, sometimes you don’t. Sometimes she responds, sometimes she doesn’t. She can partially see what’s happening to herself so she can dodge a bit,” Daria explained as her hands dug into his back. “Take me to the bedroom? I could use some attention. I can see so many futures… and… and I know how upset you are. I know how much this is affecting you right now. I’m so sorry.”

She’s not wrong. But that means she’s also right. Best course of action is to take her off somewhere.

“Alright. Tarja and I are going to go kiss and make up,” Warner said, not releasing Daria. “Bodil, can you watch Maya?”

“Course,” grunted Bodil. She still looked rather annoyed.

“Good Warner,” Siv said, bobbing her head up and down. “Good Warner. Good Warner.”

“Great, thanks,” Warner said, rubbing his hands up and down Daria’s back.

Wasting no more time, Walker took his sad psychic out of the kitchen.

Even though he himself was feeling down, he needed to make sure he comforted Daria.

He owed her a great deal.


Thirty-Three

 

Looking at his phone as it rang and vibrated away, Warner sighed, and put it back down on his work desk. There was no way he was picking up.

Turning his attention back to his computer, he continued to sort through court proceedings and news. Warner realized that if he wanted to keep doing what he was doing, he’d have to actually research what was going on in the city.

Flipping through everything in the surrounding areas, he found a few people he wanted to look into.

Picking up the pencil nearby, he turned to his pad of paper and started writing down some notes.

Can’t just plan retribution without checking. Might be like Aelia after all. And… and there’s clearly a gray area here.

Where not everything is as simple as I’d like it.

Warner’s mind went right back to the man he’d allowed to survive.

The last he’d seen of Christopher Yanas, the man was currently in a holding facility as the police tried to figure out what to do with him.

The involvement of Yellow Eyes had created a rather wide gap for the police, district attorneys, and defense attorneys, to work through.

Except from what little news there was, it sounded like Christopher might be cooperating with investigators.

I wonder which way he’ll go in the end. He’s my test of sorts I guess. Lisa is already a wonderful indicator for those who aren’t quite as bad as Christopher was.

Sighing, Warner once more went back to his computer.

Aelia had set up his computer with a number of services and protections that would keep his search history and internet usage private.

She seemed to be of the opinion that the government was far more involved in all things than Warner thought.

With Daria’s recent miss on Althea, he wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. He thanked Aelia for her assistance and had done exactly as she’d instructed.

Warner’s phone began ringing.

Glancing at it, he saw it was the reporter calling him.

Again.

The last four calls on his phone today, including the one from less than a minute ago, was the same reporter he’d seen on television talking about the Jim Goff murder.

Warner had made the mistake of picking up the phone yesterday and answering. Which confirmed to the reporter that she had the right number.

Growling, Warner picked up the phone and answered.

“I told you I wasn’t interested,” Warner said as a greeting.

“Ah! Hello, Mr. James. This is Jenny from Channel Seven News. We spoke yesterday,” Jenny said, ignoring his opening statement entirely.

“Yes, hello. I told you. I’m not interested. Stop calling,” Warner repeated.

“Are you sure? I’m outside your home right now with a camera. It wouldn’t take very long at all for an interview. We can do it at your doorstep,” explained Jenny in an excited tone.

She’s what!?

Standing up, Warner started up the stairs out of the basement.

He took the steps as quietly as he could. Bodil often took a nap in the afternoon around this time, and the stairs were a quick way to wake her up.

Daria met him at the top of the stairs, her hands going for his shirt and his phone. Tapping a button on his phone with her left hand she smiled at him.

“Daria, what—” Warner started before catching the look she was giving him.

A look he’d grown to understand quite well.

Ask me no questions, and just do what I tell you.

Using her right hand, she adjusted his collar gently. Putting the phone into Warner’s pocket with her left hand, she continued to adjust his collar, then began to arrange his hair with both of her hands. Her fingers sliding through his hair quickly.

Smiling at him all the while, she hummed softly to herself.

Tilting her head slightly to one side, she took a step back and gave him a slow once-over.

“Good,” she said finally. “Compliment her hair and her clothes. No more, no less. We don’t need any more women in the harem, despite… despite the loss. You have an aura around you of confidence when you want it, Warner. It’s quite magnetic. Do your best to avoid it.”

“Okay,” Warner said, his anger at the reporter showing up outside instantly smothered by Daria’s quiet, cool, assurance.

She was his calm.

“Fantastic. If you really must, you can also compliment her eyes as well. She hears that one a lot though, so it doesn’t affect her much,” Daria said and nodded once more. Taking his hand in hers, she led him over to the front door, opened it, and pushed him outside.

Parked in his driveway was Bodil’s car. Beyond that on the curb was a nondescript white van. There was no news logo, no hardware on the top, and nothing seemed to set the vehicle apart.

In other words, this really is in an interview. Not a news broadcast. They’ll record, edit, and parse later.

Which is why Daria told me to compliment her.

It’ll help push the editing in the right way, can be removed later, and made to fit our purposes.

Love you so much, Tarja, my sweet little fruit loop.

Sitting in the passenger seat was the reporter he’d seen on TV and had just been on the phone with. She had a phone up to her ear, but was also looking out her window toward Warner.

It was obvious she hadn’t expected him to just pop out the front door after hanging up on her.

Her perfectly arched black eyebrows went upward. Pulling the phone down from her ear, she hesitated a moment, then opened the door and stepped out of the van.

Her black hair was pulled back in a professional style, and the dress she was wearing complimented her hair and complexion perfectly.

Smiling at him, she tilted her head to one side, her vibrant brown eyes watching him.

“Mr. James, you’re not here to yell at me, are you?” asked the reporter cautiously.

Ah, that’s why she’s on the defensive. That makes sense.

Leaning a bit on that self-confidence Daria had mentioned, Warner shook his head and sighed. Holding his hands up in defeat, he did his best to look willing.

“I’ll just give up,” Warner said, walking slowly toward her. “If you’re going to hound me this badly, it seems it’s easier to let myself fall into your clutches.”

What did she tell me I could compliment again? Eyes, clothes and… hair? Let’s just bundle it up in one before the cameras get rolling and get that over with.

“Though I have to say, you’re much lovelier in person,” Warner said, still walking toward her. “Camera doesn’t catch the beauty of your hair or eyes, or at least the reality of it all. Nor does it really emphasize your fashion sense. You look wonderful.”

Jenny blinked slowly, the smile on her face locked in place.

It was clear to Warner in that instant, that this hadn’t been the right moment to compliment her.

Fuck. I rushed it.

Whatever. Fuck it. Get this over with.

“Thank you, Mr. James,” Jenny said, her voice coming much more tightly now.

“Just call me Warner,” Warner responded, coming to a stop ten feet from Jenny.

“Ah, then you’ll have to call me Jenny,” she countered, smiling all the while at him. The van door popped, then slid open to reveal a man holding a camera and a microphone in his hands.

He looked to be taller than average. When he stepped out of the van, Warner realized the man was around six foot four. He had long brown hair, a full beard, and tired-looking brown eyes.

I can only imagine how much you have to put up with. I’m so sorry.

Killing a sigh before it could escape, Warner only nodded, waiting for Jenny to continue.

“This is Stephen Howe. He’s my cameraman. You’ll… consent to an interview with me?” Jenny asked.

“Sure. Why not? You just want to ask me some questions, right?” Warner answered. “No harm there. I’m just… it’s been tough.”

“I can imagine. And yes, exactly that. Just some questions about your case, Mr. Goff, Mr. Pattin, and maybe the city. Stephen, are you ready?” asked Jenny, turning to look at her cameraman.

Stephen was out of the van, holding a wireless microphone to Jenny. The large camera was already balanced on his shoulder, the red light on the front was glowing.

Recording already, huh?

“Good to go,” Stephen grumbled.

Jenny held the microphone for a second, flipped it over to check a switch, then held it out toward Warner.

“Mr. James,” Jenny started. Then cleared her throat. “Warner, could you tell me how your court case is going right now?”

“Not really, no. I can tell you it’s ongoing though,” Warner said. His lawyers had cautioned him extensively about this one. He wasn’t supposed to say anything until papers were signed. After that, he was only allowed to say the case was settled outside of court for an undisclosed sum. “Sorry, Jenny.”

Smiling, Jenny’s head tilted to one side partially and she watched him for a second.

“Not a problem, Warner. Not a problem. Can you at least tell me your feelings about it?” Jenny pushed.

“Sad that it came to a court case, hopeful for the outcome, and glad that it’s getting the public to look more closely into what’s going on with their public officials,” Warner offered.

“Thank you for that,” Jenny murmured. Then she pulled out her phone for a moment, unlocked it, and flicked her finger across it. “I was wondering if you could talk to me about Maya’s hospital bill. The closest estimate I’ve been able to find is… two hundred and fifteen thousand. Is that about right?”

“More… than that,” Warner said, shaking his head once. “I’m not at liberty to discuss the exact cost though. Sorry, Jenny.”

“No, your answer is more than I was hoping for to be honest. Thanks,” Jenny said, tucking the microphone under her armpit and tapping in a note. Then she took the microphone back up and held it toward Warner once again. Her eyes drifted down to her phone as she started talking again. “That makes a lot of sense. I’m certain that most of us would agree that such a bill would be life altering. To the point that it’s unlikely you’d ever be able to pay it off. I know I certainly wouldn’t be able to.”

Warner smiled and nodded his head.

She must have said that to get it edited in later. Fair enough.

It’s a public appeal for people to empathize.

And what they’d do if they were in my situation.

She’s curbing the story in my favor.

We can tell her something nice so long as it isn’t a compliment, right?

Nothing flirty. Just something simple you’d say to a friend.

Make her a friend.

“I’m sure you’d figure out something, Jenny,” Warner said, nodding his head. “You’re an intelligent woman. Chances are, I’m betting you’d have it turned around in no time. I’m afraid I’m not as bright as that, though.”

Jenny blinked, still looking at her phone, then her eyes slowly moved up to him.

Next to her, Stephen kept the camera trained on Warner. He’d never moved it back to her. It seemed they had some type of procedure in place so that she could refer to her notes without being on camera.

“Thank you, Warner. What are your thoughts on Jim Goff? He didn’t push your case despite the evidence in your favor,” said Jenny. The phone was lowered down to her side, then she slipped it back into her pocket.

“I think he had other things he was worried about and didn’t want to push my case forward,” Warner said as politely as he could.

“I would certainly say so, given what’s been uncovered about him since his murder,” Jenny said with some heat in her voice. “I can only imagine how many other citizens weren’t given a fair shake because of him.”

“Yes. I’ve heard about some of that,” Warner agreed. “I imagine there might be a number of court cases suddenly brought up about his involvement in things.”

“Personally, I believe this Yellow Eyes ended Jim Goff’s career,” Jenny said. “That this was just one of his many vigilante kills. Do you happen to have any comment on that?”

“Not really. I don’t know much about him. My daughter told me a little,” Warner said, trying for neutral on this one. He really didn’t want to talk about himself.

“Ah… speaking of Maya, how is she?” Jenny asked, her microphone tipping down slightly, away from Warner. Then it fell away to her side.

“Oh, doing pretty well. Thanks for asking. We’ve mostly figured everything out,” Warner said with a chuckle. “I think the worst part for her is figuring out how to itch under the cast. She’s got a series of tools now. It’s kinda funny. One for each part of her cast or a specific itch.”

Jenny grinned at that, her eyes crinkling at the edges.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Jenny said, then the microphone lifted up again. She seemed to hesitate a moment before speaking again. “As to Yellow Eyes… personally, I’m of the opinion that Yellow Eyes is doing exactly what this city needs. This state, this country, this world. We need him. Because no one above is listening to us anymore.”

Warner only smiled at the comment. He really didn’t know what to do or say about it.

“I think your own problem with Jim Goff is pretty representative of that,” Jenny continued. “The fact that he let Travis Pattin get off without even the possibility of a trial is just another obvious example of the problem.”

Pausing, Jenny glanced down to the microphone than back up to Warner.

Ah, she wants a comment.

She’s in our corner so… and this would help 

“It’s definitely troubling that the officer involved was released without a concern and that Goff was found to be… well… crooked,” Warner finished, hoping that’s what Jenny had wanted.

“Exactly that. It makes a person wonder just how much of our government we can trust. I’m sure this isn’t the last we’ve seen of Yellow Eyes either,” Jenny said.

Letting the microphone drop again, the reporter had a thoughtful look on her face.

“I think that’s everything we needed for the piece,” Jenny said, turning to look at Stephen.

“Yeah, got it,” grumbled the camera man. Grabbing the camera and the mic, he got right back into the van without another word.

“He’s a good guy,” Jenny said, throwing a thumb back toward the van. “Just… not happy to be working with me. I’m the most junior reporter on the station. Pretty sure he was expecting to be working with someone else. Realistically, he probably should be. They must have assigned him as a favor to me.”

Warner nodded his head and shrugged his shoulders.

“He’ll get over it. I’m sure you’ll move up in no time. Just keep doing what you’ve been doing,” Warner offered. It seemed to him like she was doing an earnest job.

“Thanks! Thanks… I… I try. Ya know? It’s hard,” Jenny said, then sighed as Stephen started the van. “Well, thanks for the interview. And… I think Yellow Eyes should probably go after Pattin soon. I’m pretty sure he’s going to vanish as the investigation into Goff gets deeper.”

Did… she just tell me to tell Yellow Eyes, or did she insinuate she thinks I am Yellow Eyes.

We’ll just… play it stupid.

“Not a problem. No idea on Yellow Eyes. Whatever they do with their life isn’t my problem. My concerns are all right behind me in my house.

“I have a daughter to raise and a life to rebuild. Hope the piece goes well, Jenny,” Warner said.

“It should! Have a nice day, Warner,” Jenny said with a wide smile. She waved a hand at him, then went back to the van, opened the door, and got in.

The van took off abruptly. Almost before Jenny could get her seatbelt on.

Passing by a small two-door coupe coming towards Warner.

No.

Warner felt all the positivity in him over his interview with Jenny go right out the window.

Pulling up to the curb, the coupe came to a stop in front of Warner.

Asa was sitting there in the driver’s seat, staring at him through the passenger side window.

As beautiful as she always was, with dark hair and dark eyes, she was the first woman he’d fallen in love with. The one who’d kept him suspended in the friend zone for years before finally taking him in hand and letting him marry her.

Maya had been the only positive thing to come out of his marriage to her.

Turning off the car, Asa opened her door and stepped out.

The ugly sense of injustice began wafting off of her, but it wasn’t enough to get him to act against her. Hers felt exactly like what he expected from her.

Overwhelming, petty selfishness. With a hefty helping of child neglect.

“Hey… Warner,” Asa said, giving him a beautiful smile.

It still made his heart skip a beat.

“What do you want?” Warner asked, his voice cold and angry.

“Oh. I was hoping I could see Maya,” Asa said, closing the door and resting her forearms on the roof of her car.

And who bought you that car? Which boyfriend?

At least you never cheated on me. You waited to hit me with papers first, then ran through twenty boyfriends in the following month.

“Try a picture of her,” Warner said, putting his hands in his pockets. “You can see her in one of those. You should have a few. At least, I hope you do.”

“Warner… don’t be mean,” Asa chided, her beautiful smile going up several degrees in power. Warner’s mouth went dry as he watched her.

Coming around the front of the car, she headed his way. She was wearing a dress that worked with her naturally slim form and enhanced what she had. It didn’t show much skin doing it either.

Asa had a naturalness to her that shined.

“Come on. Let me see our daughter,” Asa said, coming around to the front of him. “And maybe I could have dinner with you two? Spend the night and catch up?”

Swallowing, Warner felt like he wanted to say yes. But he knew this trap.

Knew it, because he’d fallen for it in the past.

She’d stay, have dinner, sleep with him, act like it had been at the best times in their marriage, then bail. Leaving him all over again.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Warner, mentally clamping down on the whimpering mess that once was his inability to say no to Asa. “I know for a fact the police are looking for you, Asa.”

Asa’s smile froze on her face, her eyes widening slightly.

“Oh. Are they?” Asa asked, looking as innocent as could be.

“Yeah, they are. They want to talk to you about Maya, and where you were when the accident happened,” Warner said. “Maya’s talked to the police a few times now about the incident.”

“I was sleeping. I’m afraid our little dear just snuck out without a word,” Asa said, wrinkling her nose and waving a hand as if dismissing the complaint. “I’m sure Maya will tell you the truth once we talk to her together. I’m sure of it. She’s just mistaken.”

Asa stepped closer to Warner and laid a hand to his chest.

“Come on. Let’s go inside, have dinner, and talk to our daughter. We can—”

Warner lightly pushed Asa’s hand away and then took a step back.

“I’ll let Maya know you stopped by,” Warner said with a short breath. “You should go before one of the neighbors recognizes you and calls the cops.”

“Warner, let’s go inside. We can talk this out,” Asa said, still smiling at him. The pressure he felt coming off her was intense, but he was resolute.

He’d promised Maya that Asa wouldn’t be coming back.

Warner shook his head.

There was a solid clack of a door opening behind him.

Turning, he was momentarily stunned.

“Warner, baby, are you all done? Maya and I were wond—”

Bodil stood in the doorway wearing one of Daria’s sky-blue nightgowns, with a dark robe hanging on her shoulders.

The way she wore it was impressive. It didn’t fit her the same way it did Daria. Bodil had assets that Daria simply didn’t have, and the silky cloth hugged those curves and showed them off. 

“Oh,” Bodil said, pulling the robe closed. “I’m sorry. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. Asa was just leaving,” Warner said, looking back to Asa.

She looked shocked, dismayed, and extremely angry.

Right now, he was infinitely thankful to Daria and Bodil. Chances were the former had made the latter put on this show.

Not to mention, there was a sick pleasure in him at watching Asa suffer jealousy. He’d lived with that feeling for a long time.

Though he was curious at the show from Bodil.

For whatever reason, she and Daria had determined it was the best way to get rid of Asa right now.

“Asa? Should I call the police?” Bodil asked, tying the belt of robe.

“No, she really is just leaving. Bye, Asa,” Warner said, turning and heading toward Bodil.

Maybe Jenny had the right idea.

Maybe Yellow Eyes needs to take care of Pattin before he vanishes.

Because I’m betting that she’s completely correct.

He’s going to vanish. Go into hiding.

Behind him, he heard Asa get into her car and start it up.

Then the engine roared as she floored the gas and the car sped away.

Bodil said something in that second language of hers and then laughed softly.

“Your ex-wife should not have come here,” Bodil said in English when Warner stepped up to her. “Though it looked like you’d successfully broken her hold on you. Good job.”

“Thanks. And thank you for… for stepping in,” Warner said, reaching up and patting Bodil’s shoulder.

Sniffing, Bodil left and went back down into the basement.

Daria wasn’t far away, looking nervous, staring at the ground.

“I’m so sorry, Warner. I had no idea Asa was going to show up. There’s so many things I’m missing,” Daria muttered, her arms folding in front of herself.

“I wouldn’t worry about it. That’s just how life is. We get peeks into the future with you and Bodil, but we still have to expect to deal with things. Just like everyone else,” Warner said, closing the door. “Though getting Bodil to wear your night dress? Interesting.”

“Oh… uhm,” Daria said, glancing to the side. The sound of Bodil’s bedroom door clicking shut could just barely be heard. “That was her idea, actually. Not mine. All of that was.”

Really? That’s unexpected.

I’ll need to keep Bodil at a distance for a while.

She’s too close.

That was far too familiar.

“I think she did it to get you to push her away,” Daria murmured, moving in close to Warner. “Or that’s what I’m getting from looking ahead. She tries to hide things from me but… she can’t hide it all from me. Not anymore. She’s afraid of what she herself will do. Or wants to do. She’s looking for ways for you to push her back.”

Ah, right. That works then.

And definitely what’ll happen because of her actions.


Thirty-Four

 

Letting his gaze run from one side of the parking lot to the other, Warner didn’t really know what to do.

“When Bodil gave me the tracking rune, I didn’t think it’d lead us somewhere like this,” Warner muttered.

All around them were cars, people, and a number of individuals hosting tailgate parties.

“Yeah, won’t lie, I wasn’t expecting it either,” Aelia agreed from the passenger seat. “But we’re here, he’s here, we have a job to do.

“Don’t think we can take anything in with us though. Security will be tight for something like this. Especially after the bombings.”

Sighing, Warner couldn’t help but agree with that sentiment.

Lifting his gaze, he looked towards the football stadium not terribly far away. It was the biggest game of the year and the fact that the home team was likely to win had brought every fan out.

“Never got into it. Never made sense to me,” Warner said.

“What, football? I mean, it’s alright,” Aelia said, unbuckling her seatbelt. “I kind of like some sports. Still weird to me that baseball stuck around this long.”

Still weird that you were alive in the eighteen hundreds.

“Was Sherman really that hated?” Warner asked suddenly.

“Sherman? You mean the general?” Aelia asked, giving him a strange look, her eyebrows moving upward.

“Yeah. You said you were shot by a confederate,” Warner added.

“I was… and he was hated by the south. In the north, he was rather well respected,” said Aelia, then sighed. “Enough stalling, young man. You sure about this? Can’t go backward.”

“Yeah. I’m sure. Needs to happen. Jenny was right. If I don’t do this, he’ll probably vanish. He’s exposed now because of Goff’s death.

“And I can make this work. Weapon or not, he’s just a Human. And I’m Yellow Eyes,” Warner said, then opened his car door and got out.

The tumult of people talking, grilling, shouting, and drinking was louder than he’d expected.

Standing there, he was struck but the sudden realization he had no idea what to do. Bodil’s rune thrummed in his hand, guiding him ever onward. Straight toward the stadium.

What if he’s in the stadium? What if he’s here as an officer and working security?

Shit. I didn’t even think about where Pattin could actually be.

Laughing, Aelia came around the front of the car. She was dressed casually but didn’t look out of place.

“Alright, I’ll handle this part. My poor Warner looks like he’s as lost as a babe in the woods. Reminds me of when you first walked into my store. I still have no idea how you managed to work up the nerve to ask me out,” murmured Aelia with a smile. She reached over and flicked her fingers across something on his chest.

Ever since she’d started spending more time with him, Daria, Bodil, and Maya, Aelia had not only gained a massive amount of confidence, but she seemed to be quite comfortable now.

“We need to hit an ATM and get a good amount of money,” Aelia offered, not waiting for him to respond to her previous comment. “Games like this aren’t cheap, even for the worst seats.”

Warner nodded his head and stood there, waiting for Aelia to direct him. He really didn’t know what to do other than chase the rune down.

He’d never been to the stadium, let alone a football game.

Slipping her arm through Warner’s, Aelia adjusted her blouse and then began dragging him through the parking lot.

A man and two women jogged past them, moving like they were practically on a mission.

One of the women looked like she had fallen out of a man’s wildest dreams, with white hair, an amazing figure, and eyes that almost glowed.

Warner followed them for a moment with his eyes, not sensing much in the way of injustice from them, but he had a strange feeling.

He couldn’t place it, but they stood out to him.

Dismissing them, he let his attention go back to Aelia. She was leading them over toward an ATM machine.

“You didn’t have to stare at her. She was gorgeous, but still,” Aelia muttered.

“They felt weird. That’s all. Especially the man. Felt… very weird,” Warner replied.

Aelia went up to the ATM, pulled Warner’s debit card out of his wallet and slid it into the receiver.

Looking over his shoulder, Warner watched as the man and two women flashed badges at the security gate check.

Curious.

“Pin, babe?” Aelia asked, patting his stomach with one hand.

Glancing to the screen, he typed in the number. He used his other hand to shield it from anyone else’s view, but Aelia would get a clear view of it.

Deciding to make it obvious, he leaned his head close to Aelia’s ear.

“Zero, zero, four, two,” he said softly. Then he laid his right hand on her lower back and looked back to the gate.

The man and two women were off jogging toward the stadium now. A long line of ticket holders were still waiting to get in.

“You know, you really shouldn’t trust me,” said Aelia in a near whisper as she tapped at the screen.

“Of course I should,” Warner said, finally looking away from the three people. Since the attack on her home, she’d stayed at his house. At first, she’d slept on the couch. Then gave up and just slept with him and Daria in his bed.

Nothing sexual happened between the three of them, but the bed was definitely warm and crowded.

“Did you know you snore really loud on your left side?” Warner asked, running his hand up and down Aelia’s back. He felt he should trust her because they did share a bed. And they did have sex in it. More often than he’d expected. Just not when all three of them were together. “I have to push at you a few times till you roll over, or just elbow you till you stop snoring.”

Letting out a slow breath, Aelia pulled out the money from the ATM, then Warner’s debit card. Returning it to his wallet, she stuffed it into his back pocket, folded the money, and put it in her jacket pocket.

“Fine. Point taken,” Aelia grumbled and hauled on Warner’s arm, dragging him toward a tailgate party. Walking right up to them, her face flashed into a beautiful, sweet smile.

One that likely had swindled many a man into buying more than they should from her store.

“Hello! I’m so sorry, would anyone happen to have two extra tickets they could sell me? We somehow managed to lose ours and… well, I really need to see the game,” Aelia announced as a few people looked her way.

Not far off, a woman laughed and then looked at another woman, then they wandered over to Aelia.

“I got two I could sell you. Not cheap though,” said the woman.

After ten minutes of haggling, a second trip to the ATM machine, and getting through security, Aelia and Warner were finally walking into the stadium itself.

When they’d gone through the checkpoint, they hadn’t done anything other than check the tickets, scan their IDs, and walk them through a metal detector. It was decidedly lax for security and put Warner on alert.

“Pity. I kind of feel like this would be a fun date if we weren’t here on business,” Aelia said, still holding close to Warner’s side. The press of people was gradually fading as they walked along and they could at least talk at a reasonable level.

“We can do something like this later if you want. Besides, aren’t we going to dinner tomorrow? Pretty sure Daria said we were. Just you and me, that is,” Warner said, as he held his closed hand to his chest. He could feel Bodil’s rune pushing and pulling at him at the same time. Guiding him onward.

The hard part was that he couldn’t get a sense of whether Pattin was above him or not. Warner was hoping the sensation would change when he got closer.

Much as the Manticore’s position had changed.

Passing along, Warner could hear the roar and stamp of the crowd as well.

“We are? Great. I didn’t know,” Aelia said with a soft laugh. “I like Daria. She’s great.”

You and me both.

Warner felt it when he passed under where Pattin likely was.

“Above us,” Warner said, then looked around for a way up. A security stairwell wasn’t far off.

“Alright. Sounds like this is where we split up then. Let’s slip away somewhere we shouldn’t be and make it look like we’re having a go,” Aelia murmured. “That’s a far more plausible excuse that people wouldn’t want to admit to.”

Aelia glanced up toward several cameras, looked around, and then darted to the side. Warner was dragged along as she pulled him into a “staff only” hallway.

Moving quickly, they rushed through the hall. Aelia was reading signs and checking doors as they went.

One finally opened up as they got nearer to the end.

“Okay, in we go,” Aelia said going inside. “Just remember to come back here when you’re done. Best alibi I got. Having sex in a storage room at the big game.”

Warner looked around and realized it was exactly that. A storage room.

Walking over to a folding chair leaning against a wall, Aelia grabbed it, unfolded it, and sat down. Pulling out her phone, she unlocked it and sighed, looking at him.

“Get going, babe. I’ll be fine here. Be sure you exit through the door at the end of the hall. And that you’re in full Yellow Eyes mode,” Aelia said, watching him for another second before she went back to her phone.

“Thanks… Aelia,” Warner said, struggling with the sudden rush of emotion he felt. Then he walked over to her and leaned down. Closing his eyes, he pressed his lips to hers, kissing her tenderly.

Pulling away several seconds later, he rested his forehead against hers, staring into her eyes as they slowly opened.

“I do trust you. A lot. And I love you. Not sure how I lucked into being able to keep you after you found out about Daria, but… I’m very lucky,” Warner murmured.

Taking in a shuddering breath, Aelia let it out as well before she licked her lips.

“You are lucky, Warner. Very lucky. Though I don’t think I’m going to play passive like this going forward. Going to think on it,” said Aelia. Then she reached up and pushed him back with her hand. The strength she used surprised him, making him move easily. “Go on.”

Warner didn’t argue. Pulling off his jacket, he tossed it to the side. It was quickly followed by his scarf. He needed to change his clothes to a degree so that he couldn’t be identified by them.

Pulling off his shirt, he was down to just his white undershirt. The chill in the air immediately attacked him, causing him to shiver once.

Moving to the door he gave himself a quick once-over.

This’ll do for now.

Grabbing the door knob, Warner flooded himself with his power. Infused with the warmth of it, he now felt comfortable.

Waiting no longer, he pulled the door open.

“And… I love you, too. Sorry. Not… used to this. At all. Everyone before you was… they were… I didn’t want them to last…” Aelia said. Her voice trailing off as she went. “I did what I wanted, then left. You never gave me that option. I’m a little freaked out, but… I’m not against this. Any of it.”

Smiling, Warner turned his head and looked back at Aelia.

“Good. I am glad to hear of that, Aelia,” Warner said. “I will show you the tenderness and love that the redeemed such as yourself deserve. For the world knows evils and woes aplenty, but less of the kindness that it should have.”

“I… ah… Warner?” Aelia asked, her voice going up in pitch.

“Of course, dear Aelia. I shall return to you with celerity,” Warner said. Stepping into the hall, he closed the door and then set off at a very quick trot.

He needed to find Pattin now and take his life. Nothing else mattered to him but ending that little toad of a man.

Entering the long corridor where he’d just been, Warner found the stairs he’d been interested in.

Walking to them, he yanked away the chain which had been used to rope off the steps. The metal ring that was bolted to the wall snapped off with a sharp ping.

Then he frowned and looked at his hand.

He’d have to be careful. He wasn’t sure if he could leave behind fingerprints.

It’s only paranoia, if it’s unreasonable. Otherwise, it’s caution.

Isn’t that right, Auntie?

Smirking, Warner nodded his head. One of the few people in his life who was family, his aunt had always given him direct, unhindered, often controversial, but accurate advice.

Advice which was given freely when asked, whenever he called her.

Especially after his parents had passed away, suddenly and unexpectedly. Dying in their sleep, without any rhyme or reason.

I should call her. See how she’s doing.

Haven’t talked to her since after I told her Asa left me.

She was just so angry.

Shaking his head, Warner brought his thoughts back around to where they should be. Getting Pattin.

Racing up the stairs four at a time, Warner hit the next floor fast.

Bodil’s rune seemed to direct him farther upward still.

Going up floor after floor, Warner climbed higher and higher.

Until he finally hit the top floor and could go no higher.

Looking around, Warner realized he was close. He could feel the heat of the rune in his hand. Drawing and pulling at him. Urging him onward.

Walking forward, he found something he wasn’t expecting.

Six smoldering lumps of what were likely people at one point. They were all spread out as if they’d been in some sort of defensive line.

The floor and walls around them were scorched and blackened. Even the ceiling tiles looked like they had been partially melted.

Something very hot had been used to torch these people.

Strewn about each corpse was equipment Warner would have expected to find on someone in the military or the police.

There were a number of spent casings all around them as well.

Looks like there was a shoot-out with… a flamethrower?

For whatever reason, I’m not surprised. I bet Pattin isn’t just caught up in all of this, but the cause.

He’ll be made to suffer.

Not questioning his luck—and rather excited to see the veritable gifts strewn about—Warner walked over to a smoking corpse and picked up their rifle. It was warm to the touch, but looked like it’d still function.

Grabbing the belt from the corpse, which was partially melted and smelt terrible, he put it around his waist. The magazines on the belt were the prize and what he actually wanted.

Moving from corpse to corpse, Warner collected a handgun, holster, a Kevlar vest, and more magazines for both the rifle and the handgun.

Pretty damn lucky. Definitely can use all of this.

Walking past an open doorway, Warner glanced in as he went to the last corpse in his loot extravaganza.

Inside the room appeared to be a massive amount of electronics. Banks of displays, monitors, control boards, and places to sit.

Like it was a broadcast room.

There was also a small crowd of men and women with assault rifles, all pointed at Warner.

Ducking to one side, Warner got his head back in the game. He’d been so happy to find weapons, he hadn’t even considered the fact that he’d just found corpses.

The hell is wrong with me. I didn’t even—

Gunfire ripped through the door and partially along the wall toward where Warner was ducked.

Taking in a quick breath, Warner let his senses go. He tried to push them into the room to feel the people inside. Feel them and if they were guilty.

The reek of injustice wafted off every single one of them. There wasn’t a single soul in this room that didn’t deserve death.

And most importantly, Pattin was here. He was standing in that room with a weapon.

Whatever he was doing here, it wasn’t good. And that meant Warner had all the more reason to feel correct in his choice to end the man.

To put an end to so much wrong in the world.

Handing out retribution, as was Warner’s right to do so.

Taking in a deep breath, he realized what he was going to do only a second before he did it.

Shit. This doesn’t seem like a bright idea. I should probably—

Shifting out from behind the wall, Warner stepped through the doorway and into the room beyond.


Thirty-Five

 

Lifting the rifle smoothly up to his shoulder, Warner trained it on the closest individual and pulled the trigger for a second.

A burst of rounds from the weapon tore open the center of the woman’s chest, climbed up her throat, and pulped her skull.

Snapping his wings out, Warner hopped sideways as soon as he cleared the doorway. A literal storm of bullets smashed into where he’d just been standing.

Only a second before they track me. Need to get close.

Even as he landed, Warner bent his knees and launched himself forward toward the extreme left of the group.

Flank attack. Turn their flank and push. Grind them into each other and force them to engage me directly, rather than at range.

Strafing the barrel of his rifle across the group even as he went kept moving, Warner unloaded his full magazine in the short time it took him to close on his chosen target. Getting in nice and close to the big man at the end of the line, Warner dropped the battle rifle.

Standing roughly six and a half feet, the man was tall. On top of that, he was certainly wider than average as well.

“I shall purge the unclean!” Warner shouted and ripped the pistol from his belt. Sighting it straight on the man’s forehead, he filled the firearm with his power.

His power and his convictions.

The big man looked amused as he worked to replace the magazine in his rifle.

Holding the pistol in both hands, Warner pulled the trigger and the glowing golden round blasted through the man’s skull as if it were tissue paper. A spray of blood and skull fragments exited the back of his head.

Moving forward as the man fell, Warner found a woman of near similar size next.

Tracking her forehead with the pistol, he pulled the trigger again.

Another wet crunch of bone and brain followed the gunshot and she went down as well.

Realizing they’d underestimated Warner, the far end of the line was now scrambling to get close enough to engage him, while those in front of him were trying to fall back.

Taking a step back, Warner began moving to the right while aiming toward the furthest on his left.

Getting the sights quickly bracketed, he pulled the trigger, shifted, pulled the trigger. Repeating this until the chamber locked backward, Warner had dropped half the room’s occupants in less than thirty seconds.

A massive bulk of muscle and anger slammed into him and took him clean off his feet.

Landing on his back, Warner had the breath knocked out of him. He also landed on his wings and they felt like they were bent backward on themselves.

Groaning in pain through gritted teeth, Warner looked up at his assailant.

It was a young woman with dark brown eyes, short black hair, and a deep-seated hurt inside her mind. She was attractive in a handsome, athletic way. Her jaw and chin quite firm and her cheek bones prominent.

Sitting on his stomach, she wrapped her hands around his throat and began to throttle him.

The injustice coming from her wasn’t that dense, though. There were some peculiar qualities to it, but nothing which would warrant a death sentence.

In fact, Warner would likely levy a similar punishment to her as he had to Lisa.

This woman was a thief at best, and someone who had participated in the assault of others at worst. There was no murder, no rape, and no maiming which might mar her soul.

She’d been coerced into this madness. One step at a time.

First with gifts, then wealth, and finally because she couldn’t do anything else for fear of her family being involved.

Madison Elsh, or Maddy to her family.

A Troll, fighting in a war to drag the Para world into the light of day and force humanity to deal with it.

He had no choice but to end her life for her decision to fight him.

Grabbing her forearms with his hands, Warner squeezed hard. Until her muscles couldn’t take it and her hands lost their grip.

Screaming, Madison tried to close her hands again, but couldn’t.

“Madison, you know this is not the path to absolution,” Warner declared. “Payment for this act must be made, and your life is forfeit.”

Yanking his arms apart, he unbalanced Madison, sending her face first into Warner.

Slamming his head forward, he caught the bridge of her nose with the top of his forehead. Crushing her face and nose with the brutal headbutt, Warner gained the leverage and exit he needed.

Flinging Madison to one side, Warner found three men with guns pointed at him.

One was Pattin.

Holding up his hand, Warner encased himself in golden power at the same time that the three men opened fire.

Rounds slammed against the glowing shell and pinged off.

Each and every strike felt as if it reverberated against Warner’s soul. As if it were being flung about, like a windsock in a storm.

Getting to his feet, Warner snatched up a combat knife from Madison’s belt. Looking at Pattin, Warner found the man was in the middle of a reload. The two people next to him were doing the same.

Lunging forward as he dismissed the shell, Warner grabbed the man on Pattin’s left.

Ramming the blade home into his opponent’s stomach, Warner then shoved a massive wave of his angry, golden power into the man’s abdomen.

Shrieking and jerking back as his body became a living torch of white flames, the man held his hands up to his face for a second, then ran away.

The flames didn’t stop even after he broke contact with the blade, though. They grew brighter, in fact.

Tripping over a corpse, the man tumbled into a set of controls and knocked the whole thing to the ground.

Screaming and rolling around, the man beat at the flames.

As this went on, Warner snatched Pattin’s weapon from his hands as if he were taking candy from a child.

Holding the rifle’s barrel like a club, Warner smashed it across the face of the other man. With a sickening crunch, his head was spun around. The left side of his face folding inward in a massive dent and the rifle bending at the stock from the force of the blow.

Warner followed the man down as he collapsed to the ground and immediately stabbed him in the chest. Filling him with golden justice, Warner was satisfied to see the flames swell instantly.

Turning to Pattin, Warner felt his heart hammering in his chest.

This moment had been his goal all along. To bring to justice the one who’d harmed his daughter.

“Travis Pattin,” Warner said. “You will now pay for your crimes. I will end your life and send you onward to be judged. There is no redemption for you.”

Growling, Pattin’s eyes flashed.

Then they become dark pools of night.

His fingers became elongated into claws, his posture hunched slightly, and he took on the appearance of some shadow-like creature that didn’t belong in the light.

It didn’t set Warner off in the same way as the terrible creatures which he fought with the PID against, but Warner knew this creature wasn’t something that bode well for others.

An immediate and suffocating sense of fear ran up Warner’s spine.

A fear he’d been fighting even as he brought justice onto the world.

That he’d screw up and leave Maya alone in the world. Leave her to whatever fate she’d face without him there to help her. To protect her.

To be a father to her.

As if in response to this fear, the angry golden font of power inside of himself roared to life. Tearing the fear itself out of Warner’s mind and flooding it instead with the heavy and dangerous throb of righteous anger. The power demanded an action to be taken.

“I am His blade and He wills me! By the Originator, I will slay you!” shrieked Warner as his mind was drowned in holy fury. “Justice be served!”

Thrusting forward with the small blade in his hand, Warner plunged it straight into Pattin’s sternum.

The force of the blow propelled the man across the room, through the glass window, and straight through the air.

All the while as he arced down toward the ground, Travis Pattin screamed. Screamed as pure golden flames surged over his body. He was immolated, the crack and pop of the roaring fire almost as loud as the man’s scream.

Lifting his chin, Warner could feel the absolute rightness in what he’d done.

In killing all those who stood before him on this day, he’d moved the scale closer toward balance. Holding his arms out, Warner closed his eyes, lifted his face and basked in the moment.

The satisfaction of having delivered a measure of goodness unto the world.

There was a groan next to him, causing him to look down.

Madison the Troll was there, her hands pressed to her face. Blood was running down the sides of her cheeks and pooling beneath her head.

Staring down at the young woman, Warner flipped the blade around in his hand.

“I shall end you quickly, Madison,” Warner said, then dropped down atop her hips.

“No,” groaned the Troll, her hands coming away from her face to try and fend Warner off. “No!”

Slapping her hands away with his left hand, Warner got the knife around to where he could jam it home and end her life quickly.

“No, no!” Madison said, still struggling to get Warner off. Her hips thrust up at him and her legs splayed out wildly.

“It is for naught, scum. Your life is mine and you shall pay it henceforth,” Warner declared and then stabbed her.

Screaming and shifting to the side, Madison managed to somehow move enough that the blade punctured her lung rather than her heart.

At some point when he’d attacked Pattin, the power in the blade had run out though.

All Warner had done was shove steel into the Troll.

Pulling the blade back out, Warner could hear the wheeze of Madison trying to suck in a breath through a collapsed lung.

“Do not struggle. You make this more difficult,” Warner said with some annoyance. He didn’t want the Troll to suffer.

“No!” groaned Madison. “Please! Please!”

Warner slapped her hands away once again and then grabbed her by the throat, pinning her to the ground.

Flooding the blade once more with his power, Warner held it above the Troll’s heart and slammed it down into her.

But the tip of the blade stopped as soon as it made contact with her flesh.

Staring down into the frightened young woman’s face, Warner was momentarily struck by the feeling he had right now.

It was injustice, but not from Madison.

From himself.

What he was about to do wasn’t fair to the woman, who was now at his mercy.

Gasping for breath, wheezing, and bleeding all over, the Troll was a mess.

What am I doing? This isn’t right.

This is wrong.

No! It’s right. She should die for her acts.

This is just. This is correct.

With that thought, the sense of injustice from himself vanished as if it had never been.

“Please,” Madison whimpered.

No. It’s not just. It’s not correct.

She… this could just as easily be Maya. Without someone to guide her.

No.

I can save her. That is just.

And just as quickly, the sense of injustice from himself came back. It reaffirmed his thoughts and strengthened his resolve.

“You will serve me for a time, Madison,” Warner growled, the blade rising up slowly. “Until your debt is paid. Do you understand? You must balance the scales in your soul.”

“I understand,” said Madison in a wheeze. Her eyes were wide with fear as she stared up into his face. Her hands locked to the wrist of the hand that held her throat.

Before his very eyes however, her nose and face were healing. The skin knitting itself, the bones shifting back into place.

There was a sudden roar that came from outside the broken window. One that made Warner’s skin crawl.

Frowning, he held onto Madison for another second.

“You will serve me, Madison Elsh,” Warner stated again his hand flexing and then releasing her throat. Standing up he looked down at her. “Remove any evidence which would tie you to this place. Do you need medical assistance?”

“No. I’ll be fine. I’m… healing up fine. Trolls are good at that, ya know?” Madison said, getting to her feet. She wobbled for a second and nearly pitched sideways before she stabilized herself. “I’ll be fine.”

“Good. Clean up or collect anything which would tie you to this place. Right now. We’re leaving momentarily,” Warner commanded.

Striding over to the window, Warner surveyed the field and the stands.

The audience acted as if they were in some sort of wild, mad craze. People were literally attacking one another.

Transforming into monsters, throwing magic, or simply going insane, they were all losing their minds.

No small number of people were actively in the middle of murdering someone else, or worse.

There was no stink of injustice coming from these actions though. There was no culpability or ownership of these crimes.

At least not from those who were performing the violent acts.

“We must talk about what happened here, Madison,” Warner stated. “I believe that this situation is far more problematic than either side of the conflict thinks.”

Watching all that was happening in the stadium, Warner felt defeated. As if his actions taken only moments ago amounted to almost nothing

That his deeds were worthless in the face of what was happening here and now.

“Sure. No worries. We’ll talk about whatever you want,” Madison said, her voice coming across much more cleanly and more firmly now.

“Excellent,” Warner murmured. Reaching to his waist, he pulled off the belt. Followed by the armored vest. He stripped himself of his equipment so he’d leave everything here he didn’t need. “This world needs the hand of justice. Now more than ever. I shall give it that. Even if it doesn’t know that’s what it needs.”

The lights suddenly went out inside the room. Display, monitors, everything powered by electricity failed.

There was no power at all.

“Time to go,” Warner murmured, staring out at the center of the stadium. Toward the field itself.

Flaming even now was Pattin’s corpse. Sitting somewhere around the fifty yard line, he was quite clearly dead. However, the grass around him remained untouched.

I wonder if this’ll be on the news at all. Or how they’ll handle this.

In fact… it’s probably best if we pretend we don’t know what’s going on at all.

Turning around, Warner marched past Madison. She was just finished pulling off her equipment and removing her bloody clothes. They were piled up at her feet.

She was wearing nothing but a bra and her pants right now.

“Come. Don’t leave your bloody clothes here. It is time for us to depart and leave nothing behind. This whole event just became some sort of hellscape. We must not tarry. I expect we’ll be forced to hide our knowledge of this as well and proclaim ignorance,” Warner said, walking right out the door.

“Uh, right. Yeah,” Madison said, falling in behind him. “What… uh… what are we doing?”

“Leaving, did you not listen as I spoke?” Warner replied. Moving back toward the stairs, Warner began taking them down at a sedate pace.

The power was out, which meant cameras weren’t working. He could get back to Aelia without having to worry about being spotted.

“I mean, yeah, I get that part,” Madison grumbled. “But I mean… where are we going? The Para Guard is outside. We heard it on the radio. Everyone was told to get out on their own.”

“The Para Guard?” Warner mused aloud.

Must be like the National Guard.

“And how were you getting out, Madison?” Warner asked, descending another flight of stairs.

“I dunno… hit things until I got out,” muttered the Troll.

“Hm. For now, you shall remain at my side. We will get out of this, one way or another,” Warner stated.

Truth be told, he didn’t know how he was going to get out with Aelia and Madison, but he was confident he’d manage it.

That or Daria would show up and whisk him away. He wasn’t going to count on that, though. Counting on that sort of rescue was a great way to get in trouble.

Coming down the last flight, Warner paused momentarily as the shouts and screams from the stadium proper grew louder for a moment.

It was followed by an explosion that made everything shake and rattle.

“What the fuck?” Madison asked, looking around.

“This too does not concern us. Our goal is simple. Return to our starting point, wait for them to locate us, and then escape,” Warner muttered.

“Okay. Uh, what’s our starting point?” Madison asked as they crossed the tunnel and into the hallway.

“A sexual encounter in a room we are not supposed to be in,” Warner explained.

“I… what?” asked Madison, following close behind Warner.

“If we are in the middle of coitus in a location where we should not be, then they are less likely to question what is going on with us,” Warner murmured.

“Oh. Okay. That makes sense,” Madison said. “I think.”

Reaching the storage room where he’d left Aelia, Warner opened the door and walked inside.

“St—oh, Warner,” Aelia said, rising up from where she was sitting. “I’m so glad to see you. It sounded like—”

Aelia’s voice fell off as Madison entered the room behind him.

Closing the door, Warner considered what to do.

“Madison, give me your shirt, then barricade the door,” Warner said then held his hand out to her.

“Oh, right, yeah,” said Madison. She handed him her bloody shirt and then walked over to a very heavily loaded shelf.

With ease that made it look like it weighed nothing more than cardboard, Madison dragged it over and placed it in front of the door.

“This is Madison the Troll. She serves me now, as her penance,” Warner explained, coming over to Aelia. “The Para Guard is outside the stadium, everyone in the stands is killing each other, and Pattin is dead. Madison worked for the enemy.”

“Now I work for Yellow Eyes,” Madison said from the door where she was shifting another shelf around. “I guess we’re gonna have sex in here so they don’t question us too much.”

Aelia raised her eyebrows at that, looking back to Warner.

“She misunderstands. I don’t think she’s incredibly bright,” Warner murmured coming to stand next to Aelia. “I told her what our cover story was. Sex in a place we should not be.”

Making an “oh” face, Aelia nodded her head, then shook it slightly. With a sigh she looked back to Warner. “Right. Let’s… get rid of that shirt and your own shirt, too. We can break Bodil’s rune to do it. Then we just wait, I guess.”

 

***

 

Sitting between Madison and Aelia, Warner continued to stare at the door.

For the last three hours, they’d listened to the sound of gunfire, screams, and shouts. It sounded almost as if there was some type of war going on out there.

Except that they hadn’t heard anything for at least ten minutes now.

“Haven’t uh… haven’t heard anything for a bit,” Madison muttered. She had her hands on her knees, sitting there in only her bra as if it were completely normal.

“Yes, it does seem to be coming to an end,” Aelia murmured. She’d taken charge of Madison very quickly. The young woman deferred to Aelia completely.

She’d had the Troll replace the shelves with some tables and chairs to block the door with. Her argument at the time had been that it was something far more likely the three of them could move, rather than the shelves.

“Uhm, what should we do?” Madison asked.

She was a very unsure young woman who didn’t seem to know what to do with herself.

I hope she’s better in a fight than she is at waiting.

“Exactly what we talked about. Just relax, Maddy. We’ll be fine. Just remember, we were in here having a three-way when we heard everything happen. We’ve been sitting here in the dark ever since. We know nothing about what’s going on out there,” Aelia murmured.

“Yeah. Three-way, dark, don’t know anything,” Madison repeated.

After Warner had dismissed his power, the remaining light in the room vanished and the darkness of the room was complete. They’d been sitting in the actual dark ever since.

“Uh… was I in the middle or—” Madison stopped talking, leaving her question open.

“Huh, they might actually ask that. The cops do like to throw sideways questions, just to see what falls out,” Aelia muttered. “You were in the middle the whole time. You can’t remember who was elsewhere because we swapped a lot on you. We picked you up here at the stadium. Hadn’t met before this. Warner is circumcised.”

What? Weird.

I wonder if cops really do ask oddball questions like that.

“Got it. Right. Yeah. I’m the middle, swapped on me a lot, I got picked up here, Warner's cut,” Madison said. “Okay.”

Warner couldn’t detect any deceit from Madison. She seemed genuinely accepting of what she’d been told to do.

If he had any doubt that she might betray them at all, he’d have already removed the threat.

Injustice or not, he had to protect himself.

Because that was protecting Maya.

There was a clack of the doorknob as it was turned.

“Here we go,” Aelia murmured, then she took in a breath.

“Hello? Is someone out there? Stay out! Don’t come in here! We don’t want to hurt you!” Aelia shouted.

“Ah… hello?” called back a voice. Then it was muffled and said something to someone else. “Just a second, ma’am. We’ll get you out in a second. How many are in there with you?”

“There’s…there’s three of us. Is everything okay out there? We… we were in here and it sounded like a bomb went off,” Aelia said.

Decent actress.

“Yes, ma’am. Everything is fine. Just… stay there. We’ll get you out shortly,” replied the muffled voice beyond the door.

“Wonderful. Now we just wait, tell them our story, then go home,” Aelia said and sighed softly. “Let’s pick up pizza on the way home. I want pizza night again.”

“Uhm… can I have one with meats on it?” Madison asked. “I’m really hungry. Warner stabbed me and broke my face. I get hungry after I regenerate a lot.”

“Of course you can, Maddy. But you’ll need to talk to Daria first,” said Aelia giving Warner an odd look. “You can talk to her while I get the pizza.”


Epilogue

 

Walking beyond the inner military perimeter, Warner felt like he could finally let out a breath. Could let out a sigh and not make eye contact without being judged for doing so.

He’d been grilled relentlessly for what felt like the last eight hours.

Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he went to unlock it.

Only to find the security on his phone had been broken. There was no PIN to enter. It unlocked just from him swiping it.

Feeling rather sick about looking, he tucked it back into his pocket.

Need to tell Aelia thanks. I wouldn’t have even thought to have cleaned out my messages.

Actually, she was right about everything.

They really did ask who’d been in the middle.

The people they’d sent to interview him had been rough on him emotionally and intelligently, but they hadn’t touched him physically, in any way.

Shaking his head, Warner turned around and looked back toward the perimeter. He’d been told his companions would be released shortly.

He decided to wait right there. Between the inner and outer military perimeters.

And if they don’t let Aelia go, I’ll just step out to become Yellow Eyes, and then go get her. Because I swe—

Aelia passed through the military checkpoint and walked free of the perimeter. Right behind her was Madison.

Warner hadn’t realized it till they were both standing up, but Madison was tall. Taller and far more broad-shouldered than Warner was.

Someone had gotten her a jersey to wear though, so she was at least not wandering around in her bra.

Coming to a stop in front of Warner, Aelia gave him a wide smile.

“Well! That wasn’t half as bad as the PID can be,” Aelia murmured. “Not as nice as some of the local detectives though.”

“They were mean,” Madison countered. “Really mean. I kept telling them I was just there for sex. They really did ask who was in the middle and if Warner was cut.”

“Oh? Huh. Maybe they went easier on me then you. Then again, I had my ID and my cell phone,” Aelia responded, looking back at Madison.

The Troll had left both items at her apartment before she’d come here.

Madison sniffed and then ran a hand through her short hair.

“Can we leave now? I’m really hungry,” Madison said. “Really, really hungry. We’re going to go buy pizza.”

Smiling, Aelia reached over and patted Madison’s forearm.

Before she could speak, Madison sighed.

“Right. Sorry. Talk to Maria first,” Madison grumbled.

“Daria. Dar-E-Uh,” Aelia corrected.

Warner couldn’t figure out why Aelia had suddenly concerned herself with Madison. But looking at the two of them, it was clear to him she was planning on guiding the Troll.

“Daria. Talk to Daria first. Then pizza,” said Madison, looking directly at Aelia for confirmation.

“Exactly. Now, do you remember the other names?” Aelia said, turning and walking toward Warner’s car.

Assuming that Aelia had Madison in hand, Warner pulled his phone back out and went to his messaging tab.

“Uhm, Maya and Bobby?” Madison asked.

“Maya and Bodil. Bodil. Bo-Dill,” said Aelia.

“Bodil. Maya. Daria,” Madison repeated.

Flicking the messenger tab open, Warner was unsurprised to find that the moment he touched Daria’s tab, a message came in.

“Good job, hon! I’m so proud of you!

So proud!

You did great!

You did amazing!

That was so well done!”

Warner felt his cheeks redden and a feeling of incredible warmth spread inside.

Daria never failed to make him feel appreciated.

Supported.

Grinning, Warner didn’t bother to type in a response. Anything he’d send her, she’d likely already seen.

Instead, he just waited. He was alright with the way Daria handled him. Because he’d never once felt like she was manipulating him against what was best for him.

A second message popped up.

“Ah, thanks, hon. I love you, too. It’s really nice to know you feel that way. I’m especially glad to hear how you feel about me looking ahead. I told you you’d end up liking it.

“As to Madison. Well, I’m not thrilled about it, but she’ll be useful. You can’t keep doing this all by yourself. Aelia will be a good sidekick for you, but Madison has her own uses as well. I definitely see a lot more futures now with you surviving much longer. Madison saves you a number of times.

“We’ll just have to be patient with her. She’s very bright for a Troll, but she’s still a Troll. The constant regeneration makes it hard on their minds.”

Nodding his head at that, Warner had already come to the conclusion that Madison wasn’t an idiot, but she definitely seemed to have a few disconnects.

Aelia unlocked the car and got into the back, Madison getting in next to her.

Guess I’m driving.

“Daria says to get the pizza now,” Warner told them, getting into the driver’s seat.

“Perfect,” Aelia said.

“Oh, thank fuck. I’m so hungry. Buy one just for me, and then maybe an extra one I can share with someone else,” asked Madison, bumping her head on the roof of Warner’s car. “Ow. Oh, oh shit, we were in there for two hours? It felt like forever. Not like two hours at all.”

Glancing at the clock on the dash, Warner realized she was right.

Yes. Yes, it did.

And I get the impression there will be people who never leave here. For a number of reasons.

Warner didn’t miss the fact that there were a large number of tow trucks rolling through the parking lot. Loading cars up and taking them away.

There were also a lot of uniformed men and women with rifles searching cars, or bringing them into the inner military perimeter.

How many people will vanish into a cell, never to be heard from again, and how many people died in that madness?

Someone has to pay for this.

Pay for all of it.

 

 

***

 

Even as the garage door rattled to a close behind them, Warner, Madison, and Aelia got out of the car.

Before he’d even closed his own car door, the door to the house opened. Bodil stood to one side, peering into the garage while she held the door open.

“Hello,” Bodil said. “Welcome home.”

“Thanks,” Warner said and meant it.

Listening to Madison eat an entire pizza by herself in the backseat had actually made him hungry, too.

Leaving Warner tired, hungry, spent, and worn out.

He was also dreading when he’d have to pay the price for his power usage. He’d used a lot again.

Flying through the open door, Siv landed on Warner’s shoulder.

The bird promptly began nuzzling Warner’s jaw and cheek, rubbing its head against him over and over.

“Warner. Warner,” said Siv. “Warner, good. Warner. Good Warner.”

“Siv, we talked a—”

“No!” said the bird quite loudly, turning its head toward Bodil as Warner passed her. “No! No! Good Warner. Warner, good.”

“It’s okay, Bodil, I really don’t mind Siv,” Warner said, smiling at the woman as he entered the house. Reaching up, he lightly scratched at Siv’s head.

Truth be told, he was flattered Bodil’s pet liked him so much.

Aelia and Madison followed him in, Bodil eyeing the large Troll warily.

“Where should I put these?” Madison asked, her arms filled with five pizza boxes. In the end, she’d talked Aelia into buying extra as well.

“On the counter, Maddy. I’m Daria, by the way,” Daria said, walking in from the living room. “Right there is perfect, thank you.”

Daria had followed the Troll as she entered the kitchen, laying a hand on the taller woman’s back as she finished her task.

“Uh, sure,” Madison said, turning around to look down at Daria. “I’m Madison.”

“I know, Maddy,” replied Daria with the same wide smile. Reaching up, she laid a hand to Madison’s face. She moved her hand slightly, tilting Madison’s face one way, then the other. “Goodness. You really are pretty aren’t you?”

“Th-thank you,” Madison mumbled, staring at Daria with wide eyes.

“We can go to your apartment tomorrow,” murmured Daria, tilting Madison’s face slowly back the other way. “The people you worked with think you’re dead. They’re staking it out for today but leave tomorrow. We’ll make a few changes to your face tonight. I’ll help you. Okay?”

“You will? Thanks! That’d be great,” Madison said, chuckling.

Warner didn’t understand, but he figured he didn’t have to. Daria would do as Daria willed.

Walking into the living room, Warner sat down on the loveseat. One hand lazily petting Siv on his shoulder.

Maya was on the couch.

“Hey there,” Warner said, smiling at his daughter. Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he put it down on the coffee table and slunk low into the seat.

His daughter was lying where she usually did, though she was watching him with narrowed eyes.

“Really, Dad? Another girlfriend?” Maya asked dangerously. “I know I said I… I wanted a mom… but I only need one. Not five.”

Rolling his eyes, Warner shook his head with a smile.

“They’re not going to be your mom. They just help me with my new job, that’s all,” Warner said.

Siv pushed her head into the side of his face again and made a soft croaking noise.

“Warner, good. Good Warner,” said the bird softly. “Yes. Yes.”

“Uh huh. Cause you’re totally not sleeping with Aelia and Daria,” Maya said, crossing her arms in front of herself.

Coming over from the kitchen, Madison arrived with a plate.

Stepping in front of Maya, she held it out to her.

“Hello, I’m Madison,” said the Troll. “You must be Maya. This is yours.”

Maya blinked and then looked up at the very tall, muscular woman.

“Thank you, Madison. And what were you doing with my father today? He claims it was work,” Maya asked, taking the plate.

“I was in a three-way with Aelia and your dad. I was in the middle. They swapped which side of me they were on a lot,” Madison said with a wide smile. “Do you need a drink or something? Can I get it for you?”’

What the fuck?

Maya’s face was bright, flaming red now.

“Water,” Maya squeaked.

“Okay!” Madison said, leaving the living room.

Daria appeared in that instant.

“She’s just confused, sweetie,” Daria said, sitting down at Maya’s feet and patting one of her ankles. “They didn’t actually do that, that’s just her making a bad joke.”

Nodding her head, Maya didn’t say anything. She just stared straight ahead at the TV now. The pizza forgotten in her lap.

Aelia and Bodil were talking quietly in the kitchen while Madison got two plates of pizza and a cup of water.

Juggling the plates and the cup, Madison came back and gave Maya the cup of water. Then she sat down next to Warner and put one of the plates in his lap.

“I got you one of mine,” Madison said, giving him a smile. “You need to keep your stamina up after today. Especially if we do it again tomorrow.”

“Good, Warner,” Siv said, peering at Madison.

“Yeah, he’s good,” Madison said directly back to the bird.

Deciding he could say nothing to any of this, Warner shook his head, picked up the pizza and took a bite instead.

“And welcome back!” said the reporter on the news. “I’m afraid we don’t have any news on the possibility of a rebroadcast for today’s big game. For now, we’re just waiting for any word at all, let alone who won. Apparently the game is still underway.

“In the meantime, we have some new information about a recent murder that made headlines. Jenny?”

The camera flicked to Jenny, the news reporter.

She was standing at the Museum of History and Science.

“Thanks! I do indeed have some new information. Recently, we were one of the first to break the news on a serial killer,” Jenny said, walking slowly to one side. “Now I’d love to report to you that we have a name to attach to that serial killer. One that is a surprise in a way. A local man went missing at almost the exact same time. An assistant curator at the Museum of History and Science, Cy Kurts.

“We’ve now discovered that Mr. Kurts was either an alias or he was working with Darius Felid. When his apartment was cleared out, it was found to have almost nothing in it. Except for a few pieces of information, which led back to Darius.”

Shifting the screen once again, two pictures were laid side by side.

One of Darius Felid and the other of Cy Kurts.

Only when they were side by side, did Warner realize they had a strong resemblance.

Shit. That’s why he recognized me. Because I’d already met him.

“Personally, I’ll just chalk this one up to my good friend, Yellow Eyes. Cleaning up our poor world, one dirtbag at a time,” Jenny said, before the camera returned to her. Then she tilted her head to one side and smiled into the camera. “In fact, I’d like to personally invite Yellow Eyes over for dinner. I have a few problems in my life that he could fix for me which I know he’d be interested in. How about it, Yellow Eyes? Have dinner with me? In the meantime, while I wait for my answer, let’s go back to the station.”

Even as she spoke, Jenny had pulled out her phone and started to tap into a message.

With her last spoken word, she dramatically tapped a button and looked back into the camera. Given she hadn’t typed much, he imagined it was all just scripted nonsense.

“Thanks Jenny. Now we—”

Warner’s phone vibrated hard on the coffee table. The noise was loud and made Maya’s water cup rattle.

Frowning—and amused at the coincidence—Warner leaned forward and looked at the phone.

Reaching out, he picked it up and unlocked it.

“Hey there! Dinner? Next week? My treat? I’d like to run some things by you. By the way, did you happen to go to the game today?

“Oh, and don’t worry, I managed to erase the footage of you visiting Cy. You’re in the clear now. You’ll need to be more careful in the future though. And do tell Aelia that she really needs to scrub her history again. Especially with her car parked in your driveway. I’ve done what I can, but I’m only one woman. Keep safe, Yellow Eyes.”

“Maddy don’t—!”

“Huh? She knows you’re Yellow Eyes?” Madison asked, speaking right over Daria. The Troll looked at Warner with raised eyebrows.

The room became absolutely dead silent as the news continued in the background.

Warner didn’t look up.

Instead, he tapped in a message to Jenny that he’d be delighted to have dinner with her.

He really didn’t have much of a choice, it seemed.

Then he sighed, set his phone down in his lap and looked at Maya.

His daughter was staring at him with extremely wide eyes, her face pale as milk.

“That’s why I saw you die,” Maya murmured. “You… you died because you’re Yellow Eyes.”

Warner took in a quick breath, then nodded his head.

“Yeah. I am. I couldn’t let what happened to you go unpunished. And before you ask… Pattin is dead, too. I killed him today,” Warner said with a sad smile. “I’m sorry, Maya.”

Maya held her arms out to him, her pizza plate falling from her lap and landing face down on the carpet. Tears began rolling down her face as she sniffled and waved her arms.

“Come on, Dad, come ’ere,” Maya said in a sob.

Going over to his daughter, Warner was treated to a very fierce hug. One that was trying to crush the life out of him.

“I’m positive you didn’t, but I have to ask. Mom?” Maya asked in a soft whisper, hanging onto him as if for dear life.

“She’s fine. She came by the other day. Bodil helped me get rid of her,” Warner murmured against her ear. “You said you didn’t want her back so… I kept her out.”

“You’re the best,” Maya said, then started to bawl.

To bawl as if she were four years old again and she’d just stubbed her toe.

Kneeling there next to the couch, Warner just held his daughter.

And let her cry it out.
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Blaise Corvin- A close and dear friend of mine. He’s been there for me since I was nothing but a rookie with a single book to my name. He told me from the start that it was clear I had talent and had to keep writing. His background in European martial arts creates an accurate and detail driven action segments as well as his world building.
https://www.amazon.com/Blaise-Corvin/e/B01LYK8VG5


John Van Stry- John was an author I read, and re-read, and re-read again, before I was an author. In a world of books written for everything except harems, I found that not only did I truly enjoy his writing, but his concepts as well.
In discovering he was an indie author, I realized that there was nothing separating me from being just like him. I attribute him as an influence in my own work.

He now has two pen names, and both are great.

https://www.amazon.com/John-Van-Stry/e/B004U7JY8I
Jan Stryvant-

https://www.amazon.com/Jan-Stryvant/e/B06ZY7L62L

Daniel Schinhofen- Daniel was another one of those early adopters of my work who encouraged and pushed me along. He’s almost as introverted as I am, so we get along famously. He recently released a new book, and by all accounts including mine, is a well written author with interesting storylines.

https://www.amazon.com/Daniel-Schinhofen/e/B01LXQWPZA
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